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Leadership and Management for Systems of Quality
Quality is a multifaceted concept that can be understood as the degree to which a product, service or process consistently meets or exceeds established standards, expectations and requirements (Khan, 2023). Kenyon and Sen, (2015) explain that in the context of education, healthcare or service industries, quality typically involves the fulfilment of predefined criteria related to performance and outcomes and stakeholder satisfaction. It embodies both the ability to meet minimum standards and the commitment to continuous improvement ensuring that practices remain relevant and effective in addressing the dynamic needs of users. Quality is often assessed through measurable indicators such as efficiency, effectiveness, reliability and responsiveness with a focus on delivering value to both the end user and the organisation. It encompasses not only the outcomes of services but also the processes by which those outcomes are achieved, emphasising consistency and the minimisation of errors or deficiencies (Carroll and Booth, 2014). Moreover, quality involves fostering an environment conducive to growth, innovation and responsiveness to feedback (Jackson et al., 2016).
    In practical terms, quality might manifest as well organised and evidence based practices such as a curriculum that fosters student development or a healthcare service that delivers positive patient outcomes while ensuring safety and satisfaction (Henk ten Have, 2017). 
    In early years settings, the quality of care is crucial for fostering the developmental needs of young children (Hermenau et al., 2016). High quality care can significantly influence their physical, emotional, cognitive and social growth which lays the foundation for lifelong learning and wellbeing. While statutory regulations provide minimum standards for care (Garcarz and Wilcock, 2018), additional quality assurance methods, such as quality assurance marks and research based professional development tools offer more dynamic ways to ensure excellence in early childhood education and care.
    Quality assurance marks or accreditations in early years settings such as the Ofsted (GOV.UK, no date) ratings in England, the ESTYN (ESTYN, no date) ratings in Wales and Care Inspectorate Wales (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2025) for settings registered with them, aim to validate that early year’s settings meet specific standards of care and education. These marks serve as a recognition of the setting's adherence to quality guidelines which are often established by governmental or professional bodies. Quality assurance marks provide external validation of a settings commitment to quality. Parents, guardians and the community place trust in settings that have received such accreditation. This trust is vital in early years settings as parents want assurance that their children are in a safe and nurturing environment. 
    Building on the need for assurance, it is equally important to focus on quality enhancement, which strives for continuous improvement in practices and ensures a dynamic learning environment. Process quality and structural quality are two key dimensions in evaluating early years education settings each focusing on different aspects of the learning environment. Process quality refers to the interactions, teaching methods and emotional support provided to children, emphasising the quality of engagement between caregivers and children. This includes aspects such as responsive caregiving, stimulating activities and fostering a positive emotional climate. On the other hand, structural quality pertains to the physical and organisational aspects of the setting including staff qualifications, child-to-teacher ratios, facility conditions and safety standards. While process quality directly impacts children's development by shaping their cognitive, social and emotional growth, structural quality provides the foundational support necessary for a conducive learning environment. Both dimensions are interrelated. A well-structured setting enhances the conditions for high quality interactions, while robust processes can maximise the potential of the structural resources available (Eadie et al., 2024). Together, they form a holistic approach to ensuring the best outcomes for children in early years education.
    Ultimately, Elassy, (2015) says that quality assurance and quality enhancement are critical concepts in early years education, both aimed at ensuring that children receive high quality care and learning experiences. Quality assurance refers to the systematic processes put in place to monitor, assess and maintain standards within early years settings often involving regular evaluations, inspections and adherence to regulatory frameworks. This ensures that the foundational structures, such as staff qualifications, safety measures and child-to-staff ratios are consistently met. In contrast, quality enhancement focuses on continuous improvement and fostering a culture of development where educators are encouraged to reflect on their practice, engage in professional development and implement innovative teaching strategies. By linking these concepts to early years, quality assurance guarantees that settings meet essential standards while quality enhancement drives ongoing growth and refinement in practice. Together, they create an environment that not only meets minimum requirements but also seeks to enrich and elevate children's learning experiences, ultimately leading to better developmental outcomes.
PART B
The SSTEW (Self-Assessment Tool for Early Years Settings) scale is a framework designed to help early years settings assess and improve the quality of their practices, focusing on key areas such as staff qualifications, learning environments and childrens outcomes (Equality Framework For Local Government Excellent, no date). The ECERS (Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale) is an assessment tool used to evaluate the quality of early childhood environments, focusing on areas such as space, materials, interactions and program structure to ensure optimal learning and development for young children (UNC, 2017). 
    The SSTEW scale and the ECERS are both widely used tools in early childhood education to evaluate and enhance the quality of care and learning environments. However, while both tools serve the broader purpose of assessing quality, they differ in their focus, methodology and application. This comparison will examine both tools in terms of their approach to quality and their relevance to early years settings, highlighting how each contributes to improving educational practices.
    The SSTEW scale is a self-assessment tool designed to enable early years settings to critically evaluate their practices and processes. It encourages practitioners to reflect on various aspects of their provision, including staff qualifications, curriculum delivery and engagement with families. The tool is primarily used for internal evaluation, allowing settings to identify strengths and areas for improvement in a reflective manner. By promoting self-reflection, the SSTEW scale fosters a culture of continuous improvement which is essential for maintaining high standards in early years education (Iram Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015). The focus is on enabling settings to identify their unique needs and tailor improvements accordingly making it a flexible and adaptable tool that supports professional development and the pursuit of excellence.
    In contrast, Harms, Clifford and Cryer, (2015) suggests that the ECERS is an externally applied observational assessment tool that provides a structured evaluation of the physical and educational environment in early childhood settings. It assesses a range of factors such as the quality of interactions between caregivers and children, the availability of age-appropriate materials, the overall learning environment and health and safety standards. The ECERS scale is more focused on ensuring that settings meet specific, predefined standards of care and learning with a stronger emphasis on observable practices and the physical environment. As a tool with clear, objective criteria, ECERS is often used for regulatory purposes or by external evaluators providing a benchmark against which settings can be compared and improvements can be tracked over time.
    In terms of quality, both the SSTEW and ECERS focus on ensuring that the learning environment is conducive to the developmental needs of children. The concept of quality in early years education encompasses not only the physical environment but also the interactions and processes that support children’s emotional, cognitive and social growth. The SSTEW scale is particularly focused on fostering reflective practice and continuous professional development, which aligns with the dynamic nature of quality in early years education (Vic.GOV.AU, 2025). By encouraging practitioners to engage in self-assessment, the SSTEW scale supports a more holistic view of quality, where ongoing improvement and responsiveness to children's needs are prioritised.
    On the other hand, the ECERS scale provides a more structured and externally validated approach to quality. It emphasises the importance of a well-organised, safe and stimulating environment with clear guidelines on how to support optimal learning experiences. The tools focus on observable interactions and the physical environment means that it provides a detailed snapshot of the settings immediate quality, offering concrete evidence that can inform future practice (Gordon et al., 2015). While both tools ultimately aim to enhance children’s development, the ECERS scale is more prescriptive in its approach, ensuring that minimum standards are met, while the SSTEW scale allows for greater flexibility and professional input in identifying areas for growth.
    Both tools are valuable in the context of early years education, with distinct yet complementary roles in ensuring high-quality provision. The ECERS scale’s structured approach provides a useful external measure of quality, which can be particularly beneficial for ensuring that early years settings meet regulatory standards. Meanwhile, the SSTEW scale’s emphasis on self-assessment and reflection encourages settings to take ownership of their improvement journey, supporting long-term professional growth and the adaptation of practices to better meet the needs of children. Together, they provide a comprehensive framework for improving quality in early childhood education, one that balances external standards with internal development.
    In conclusion, the SSTEW and ECERS assessment tools each contribute uniquely to the concept of quality in early years education. The SSTEW scale is more focused on fostering reflective practice and continuous improvement, while the ECERS scale provides a structured, externally validated approach to assessing and ensuring minimum standards of care. Both tools are integral in creating environments that nurture children’s development and learning, helping to ensure that early years settings provide the best possible start for young children.
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