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Leadership for systems of quality

This paper critically reflects the benefits of additional methods to promote and achieve quality above the statutory requirements within a school. It focuses on two methods of quality assurance, Eco Schools Award and Rights Respecting Schools Award.  

Schools have an aim to ensure they provide high quality environments and teaching for children and young people (Welsh Government, 2017a). Pugh and Duffy (2014) state that a high quality early years setting has a positive impact on a child’s learning experiences and their development. Right to Education (2018) adds that high quality education should be equal for all children and young people regardless of their age and abilities. All schools have to meet minimum educational standards to ensure all pupils are given the same quality education across the country (Right to Education, 2018). According to Welsh Government (2016b) we should be providing the best start for children and ensure children and young people are provided with opportunities to build on their knowledge, skills and experiences through a high quality environment. 
Although schools have to meet these minimum standards, they are able to work towards and achieve higher quality awards. This gives schools the chance to aim higher than the minimum standards and gain recognition for a specific quality tool or award (Wales Pre-School Association, 2011). For example a school working towards the RightsRespecting Schools Award will promote an inclusive and diverse environment (Unicef, no date b). Furthermore, in order to improve quality within a setting it is important to be able to measure and evaluate it (Pugh and Duffy, 2014). When improving the quality of a setting it is also important to identify the correct tool to use to achieve the required outcome (Zaslow et al., 2011). Improvements can be made by practitioners reflecting on practice and identifying the areas which need improving (Reed and Canning, 2012). The areas identified for improvement will determine the most appropriate tool to achieve the goals (Zaslow et al., 2011). 

When trying to define quality, Cottle and Alexander (2012) suggest that there are different perspectives about the understanding of quality. During a qualitative study involving 18 early years settings and 165 practitioners, the understanding of quality was multidimensional and varied between practitioners (Cottle and Alexander, 2012). This was due to personal and professional influences within settings (Cottle and Alexander, 2012). Pugh and Duffy (2014) also agree that quality can be defined in many ways in regards to structure, process and outcome within the early years.

The quality of staff in a childcare setting is vital in order to deliver high quality education (Department for Education (DfE), 2013). Nutbrown (2012) adds that practitioners need to regularly develop their skills, knowledge and understanding in order to maintain high quality education and care. Nutbrown (2012) believes that practitioners should have a minimum Level 3 qualification to work within the early years. However, to become a teaching assistant you need recognised qualifications and previous work experience and knowledge (Careers Wales, 2019). For other services such as childminding and day care centres, according to the national minimum standards, childcare for children up to the ages of 12 must have 80% of its staff holding a level 2 qualification (Welsh Government, 2016a). 

The first quality assurance tool to reflect on is the Eco Schools Award. Eco Schools is an international environmental education programme which was developed by the FEE in 1994 (Keep Wales Tidy, no date a). It is run in Wales by Keep Wales Tidy and is funded by the Welsh Government (Keep Wales Tidy, no date a). 

The Eco Schools Award takes on a student led approach which promotes children’s independent learning (Keep Wales Tidy, no date a). This supports the new curriculum coming into place following the Successful Futures review (Donaldson, 2015). Professor Donaldson wants all our children to become ethical, informed citizens of Wales, and the world (Donaldson, 2015). The aim is for children to be able to understand the impact of their actions when making decisions, and show commitment to the sustainability of the planet (Donaldson, 2015). This award allows children to achieve this because they are able to take charge of the programme with the support from their Eco Coordinator (Keep Wales Tidy, no date a). This approach supports children to make positive changes to their school and community (Keep Wales Tidy, no date a). 

May (2007) states that to transform schools into an Eco School, it should not be a bottom up process. This means that it is important to take into consideration bigger scale initiatives from the government and public opinion as well as recognising the simple day to day actions (May, 2007). To put this into perspective, a bigger scale initiative is reducing the amount of plastic we use which is harmful to the environment (Eagle et al., 2016). The Eco Schools Award consists of many levels which schools need to work towards to achieve a Green Flag status (Keep Wales Tidy, no date b). However, unlike other quality tools, the Eco Schools Award requires schools to renew their award every two years to ensure schools maintain a high quality status (Keep Wales Tidy, no date b). 

A study involving 1287 children of the ages of 10-12 attending 59 different schools was undertaken to examine the effectives of Eco-Schools (Pauw and Petegem, 2011). Results suggested that Eco Schools influenced children’s environmental knowledge and understanding (Pauw and Petegem, 2011). The study also indicated that boys tended to know more about the environment than the girls (Pauw and Petegem, 2011). However a different study taken place in Czech Republic looked at how Eco Schools influenced pupils (Cincera and Krajhanzl, 2013). The Czech Republic study stated that girls showed a higher level of action towards their environment than boys (Cincera and Krajhanzl, 2013). Both studies highlighted the importance of children’s participation in the decision making process within their schools (Cincera and Krajhanzl, 2013; Pauw and Petegem, 2011).

[bookmark: _GoBack]Eco Schools Award supports the United Nation Conventions on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). Under article 29 children have the right to education that develops their talents and abilities to the fullest (Unicef, no date a). The article also states that children should learn how to live in peace, respect others and look after the environment (Unicef, no date a). 
By incorporating children’s rights into the award they feel a sense of ownership and responsibility (Fenton-Glynn, 2019). This will improve practice and have a positive outcome for children because they will be more motivated to learn and make a difference (Fenton-Glynn, 2019).

The Eco Schools Award also encompasses the Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC) into the school environment (DCELLS, 2008). Estyn (2014) have made it a requirement for schools to be teaching children about the ESDGC. By meeting the standard set by Estyn, the quality of the setting will improve and be maintained (Estyn, 2014). According to DCELLS (2008) by incorporating the ESDGC into education, it will encourage children to consider the environment around them and prepare children for future life in the 21st century. Donaldson’s Successful Futures review also agrees with this, he believes early education are the building blocks for their future (Donaldson, 2015).

The Welsh Government (2017b) Taking Wales Forward Programme aims to ensure everyone in Wales has a good quality of life, and live in safe communities. This includes improving recycling rates and further reducing carbon emissions (Welsh Government, 2017b).The Eco-Schools Award takes on this mission as it teaches children about how to make these changes to the economy and environment (Welsh Government, 2017b) It also allows children to build on their key skills, well-being and resilience (Welsh Government, 2017b). 

The second quality assurance tool to reflect on is The Rights Respecting Schools Award. The Rights Respecting Schools Award places children’s rights at the heart of school life (Unicef, no date b). The award takes on the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child and allows schools to put these into practice through a whole school approach (Unicef, no date c). In order for a school to be high quality and successful it is important that staff, pupils, parents, governors and outside agencies all work together towards the schools ambitions (Thomas and Lewis, 2016). The same principles apply to this award, with a high emphasis on the headteacher and senior management team being committed to achieving the award (Unicef, no date c). 

While this award focuses on children’s rights, it can be linked to the views of Sally 
Holland who is the Children’s Commissioner for Wales (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2019a). Sally Holland supports children to know and understand their rights with regards to the UNCRC and expresses why children’s rights are so important (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2019b). Although the UNCRC focuses their articles to support children under the age of 18, Sally Holland has the role to promote rights for children and young people up the age of 25 if they have been in care or still attending education (Holland, 2015). While looking into children’s rights in more depth, there is sometimes confusion or disagreement on how best to honour the UNCRC articles as people have different interpretations of them (Alderson, 2008).

The voice of the child is key in an early years setting, this is because the children are at the heart of the curriculum (Welsh Government, 2015). Mathivet and Francis (2007) suggest that practitioners should recognise and encourage any opportunities for the child’s voice to be heard and listened to. However, Robins and Callan (2009) state that there are some challenges when it comes to making children part of the ‘team’. The child’s voice can easily be lost within day to day communications (Robins and Callan, 2009). By giving children the chance to express their opinions and ideas gives them a sense of empowerment and belonging to their environment (Howe and Covell, 2005).

A study was conducted to evaluate the Rights Respecting Schools Award across twelve schools and five Local Authorities (Sebba and Robinson, 2010). The study reported that nine of the schools had increased pupil involvement in the decision making within schools (Sebba and Robinson, 2010). In all the schools children had greater understanding of their rights and had more respect for others (Sebba and Robinson, 2010).

When schools work towards the award, they go on a journey to become fully Rights Respecting (Unicef, no date c). The journey involves children and adults working together to achieve their goal (Unicef, no date c). However, this journey can sometimes take up to four years to achieve the gold award and become a fully Rights Respecting School (Unicef, no date c). According to Sebba and Robinson (2010) all the schools in their study had improved engagement and positive relationships between staff, pupils and parents.

Researching further into the award, there are, however, some barriers to achieving the award. The Rights Respecting School Award relies solely on voluntary donations in order to fund the work for children and their rights (Unicef, no date c). Schools taking on the award will need to make sure they have the time and resources in order to implement it into practice (Unicef, no date c). This includes lead staff attending Rights Respecting School Award training and then redelivering this training to the other staff within the setting (Unicef, no date c). However, a number of factors can affect the quality of the training being redelivered, these include different interpretations of the information given, delivery style, and audience (OECD, 2009). With reference to Unicef (no date d) training for school visits can range between £350-£1350 depending on the training time and how many participants there are. This may mean that some schools are unable to achieve the quality award due to budget constraints within the education sector. 

The Rights Respecting Schools Award also improves practice by boosting children’s self esteem and wellbeing (Unicef, no date b). A study carried out demonstrated that children perform better academically when they have a raised self esteem as they feel more motivated and confident to learn (Pullmann and Allik, 2008).  

When comparing both tools for quality assurance it was clear there are many similarities. They are both able to improve the quality of an early years setting. Also, both tools encourage a whole school approach which ensures all practitioners work towards the same goal and ethos throughout the school (Thomas and Lewis, 2016). However, when settings are working towards these awards, it is important to make sure other quality standards are not overseen (Reed and Canning, 2012). 

Further comparison, show they both have different levels to work towards in order to achieve the full award (Keep Wales Tidy, no date a; Unicef, no date c). However the Eco-Schools Award needs to be reviewed every two years to maintain a high quality standard throughout the school (Keep Wales Tidy, no date b). Whereas, the Rights Respecting School Award does not require reaccreditation (Unicef, no date c). 

Bennell (2015) suggests that schools may find it difficult to fulfil good quality professional development. This is because schools may have limited funds for professional development and are busy maintaining curriculum aims and outcomes (Bennell, 2015). When it comes to staff within schools, it is important for them to continue their professional development in order to maintain high quality standards (Thomas and Lewis, 2016). Earley and Porritt (2009) presented case studies of schools on their journey to effective Continual Professional Development (CPD). The case studies showed a positive impact on professional development and an improved overall quality for the learning of children and young people (Earley and Porritt, 2009). Earley and Porritt (2009) also state that all staff felt more valued going through CPD resulting in a quality workforce team. CPD (2019) states that continued professional development is essential in order to maintain skills, update knowledge or ‘up skill’ regardless of age or occupation. 

Student engagement is vital in order to achieve quality assurance (Coates, 2006). Both awards encompass the UNCRC and promote children’s rights (Keep Wales Tidy, no date a; Unicef, no date c).  Although this can help towards boosting children’s self esteem, there can sometimes be barriers to this. Some children may be influenced by their peers and be concerned about what others think about them (Sandstorm and Jordan, 2008). This can mean that these individuals need to be continuously given positive feedback to build their self esteem (Sandstorm and Jordan, 2008).

To conclude According to May (2007) these quality tools may be part of a trend which encourages schools to work towards the reward in order to stand out from other schools in the same area as them. Quality Assurance tools play a vital role within early years to improve their practice and the quality of childcare they offer (Mok et al., 2003). The tools can provide continuous improvement and add value to settings (Mok et al., 2003). However, the term quality can be defined in many ways within education depending on peoples views and interpretations (Cottle and Alexander, 2012). 
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