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CHAPTER 1: OBSERVATION AND 
DOCUMENTATION: THE KEY TO 
INTENTIONAL TEACHING  
CHAPTER PREVIEW 

1. The Role of Observation 
2. Becoming a Skilled Observer 
3. Observations can be Spontaneous or Planned 
4. The Role of Documentation 
5. Objective Versus Subjective Observation Evidence 
6. Recognizing Your Own Biases 
7. Ethical Practices When Observing Children 
8. hōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ 5ƻǎ ŀƴŘ 5ƻƴΩǘǎ 

 

INTRODUCTION 
To provide children with a safe and nurturing learning environment and to maintain program 
effectiveness, teachers must incorporate observation, documentation and assessment into 
their daily routines. To truly be effective, teachers must develop skills and strategies that are 
grounded in best practices. In this chapter you will be presented with information that 
highlights how observation and documentation can be used as a key strategy to ensure 
intentional teaching. You will examine the initial steps to take to becoming a skilled observer, 
and you will reflect on how to objectively document the interactions that you see and the 
conversations that you hear. It is important to note that becoming a skilled observer takes time 
and practice, and that learning how to incorporate observation, documentation and 
assessment into your regular routines and daily duties requires some thoughtful consideration. 
 

The Role of Observation 
Observations are conducted every day in early childhood classroom environments. Teachers are 
constantly surveying the environment and completing safety checks to make sure the 
equipment and materials are safe for the children to use. Teachers also perform daily health 
screenings to ensure their children are healthy enough to participate in program activities. 
Beyond the standard safety check and health screening, teachers have many other important 
tasks and duties that they must do in order to maintain a copasetic classroom environment. 
Intentional teachers use their observations to plan and implement curriculum, set up engaging 
learning environments, moƴƛǘƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ, track behaviors, 
communicate with families, and assess ŜŀŎƘ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ progress and development. Essentially, 
observations help teachers be more accountable. By conducting regular observations 
intentional teachers can: 
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1. Evaluate program effectiveness 
2. Evaluate teacher effectiveness  
3. Make improvements to ensure quality practices 
4. Plan and implement developmentally appropriate curriculum 
5. Measure and assess a cƘƛƭŘΩǎ development 
6. Develop respectful family partnerships 
7. Understand the cultural practices and family structure 
8. Select effective learning strategies to support and accommodate the diverse needs 

of children 
9. Ensure ethical conduct and professional standards of practice 
10. Teach with confidence 

 

 
Figure 1.1: COC OER1 

 

 

Pin It! Observation  
hōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƎŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ 
objects and events using senses of sight, smell, sound, touch and taste, 
ƴƻǘƛŎƛƴƎ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ƻǊ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴŀ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǊŘƛƴŀǊƛƭȅ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ƻǾŜǊƭƻƻƪŜŘέ 
(CDE, 2016 p. 64).2 

 
If we want to understand children, we must first watch them and listen to them. Then, we must 
try to make sense of what we observed and give it meaning. The role of observation is to 
provide teachers with information and evidence that they will need to make informed decisions 

                                                      
1 Image by College of the Canyons ZTC Team is licensed under CC BY 4.0 
2 The Integrated Nature of Learning by the CDE is used with permission 

https://www.canyons.edu/academics/onlineeducation/ztc/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/cd/re/documents/intnatureoflearning2016.pdf
https://www.cde.ca.gov/
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on how to best support the children in their care. With each observation, you will get a glimpse 
ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ƳƛƴŘΦ Not only will you see a childΩǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ ŜƳŜǊƎŜΣ ȅƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ 
able to see what a child can do. As you watch your children, you will see how they problem 
solve when conflicts arise and how they cope with the stress from being in a group setting. You 
will learn about their individual needs and their cultural practices. When you watch children 
closely, their interests and abilities are revealed. With each observation, you will gain useful 
insight that will help you become an intentional teacher.  
 

BECOMING A SKILLED OBSERVER 
To truly observe a child, you must be present, knowledgeable, inquisitive and intentional. With 
every observation, you will sharpen your skills as you learn how to effectively gather objective 
evidence and detailed data.   
 
Be present: To capture all the individual mannerisms, subtle social nuances, non-verbal body 
language and dynamic conversations that occur throughout the day you must be attentive, 
focused and ready to go at any given moment. Children move fast. When we blink, we are 
bound to miss some little detail or precious momentΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ a given. Being present takes 
considerable effort and careful planning.  
 
Be knowledgeable: Understanding the core concepts of early childhood education is extremely 
important if you are to set reasonable expectations and plan developmentally appropriate 
learning experiences. Familiarizing yourself with child development theories will help you 
understand and appreciate why children do what they do. Learning about the key principles in 
early care and education will provide you with a solid foundation and a wide range of 
instructional strategies to suppoǊǘ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ.  
 
Be inquisitive: Think of yourself as a researcher. Your primary mission is to investigate the 
children in your care by routinely gathering evidence, using a variety of observation methods 
and tools. As a good researcher you will need to ask some thoughtful questions. These 
questions will guide you as you plan purposeful observations and as you select your method of 
observation. Here are some sample questions you may ask yourself: What activities interest 
Max? How many times did Stevie hit today? What skills did Hazel master today with this 
activity, and what skills need further support? How long did Zoey stay engaged while playing in 
the sandbox? What milestones will this activity support? By asking thoughtful questions, you 
will learn more about the children in your care and you will do a better job at supporting each 
ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ƴŜŜŘǎΦ Rather than fixating on ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ behavior, in time you will begin using 
focused observations to try and figure out the reasons why a child acts the way they do. 
 
Be intentional: As you organize learning experiences, set up the classroom and outside 
environment, ŀǎǎŜǎǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎΣ engage in activities, and interact with 
your children and families ς you must have a thoughtful plan of action in place. άIntentional 
teaching means that everything you do as a teacher has a specific goal and purposeέ όDƻǊŘƻƴ & 
Browne, 2016 p. 103). Even as spontaneous situations arise, intentional teachers must make 
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the most of teachable moments. Intentional teachers conduct regular observations and gather 
objective documentation data to be accountable for the actions they take, the plans they 
generate and the assessments they make.   
 

OBSERVATIONS CAN BE SPONTANEOUS OR 
PLANNED 
Spontaneous observations occur all the time. Whether teachers are actively engaged with their 
children during an activity or in the background cleaning up after an activity, teachers have 
numerous opportunities to see and hear some wonderful developments as they randomly 
occur. According to Piaget, children require long uninterrupted periods of play and exploration 
so that they can discover things for themselves. If we truly believe that children are capable of 
socializing, problem solving, and creating complex systems with rules, then we can successfully 
use spontaneous observations to capture ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀǎ ƛǘ ǳƴŦƻƭŘǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƭȅΦ  
 
As intentional teachers, we can also appreciate when teachable moments arise unexpectedly. 
These golden moments are noteworthy as well. For example, as we witness a child attempting 
to master a milestone, we may provide some verbal support ƻǊ ƎǳƛŘŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǎŎŀŦŦƻƭŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 
learning. For example, when Abraham is becoming frustrated with not being able to get a piece 
of his puzzle to fiǘΣ ŀ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŀǎƪΣ ά²Ƙŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ǘǳǊƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƛŜŎŜ ŀǊƻǳƴŘΚέ 
During spontaneous situations, we must remember to simultaneously make mental notes so 
that we can later write down and reflect on a more formal plan of action that can be later used 
to help the child achieve their developmental goals.  
 
[ŜǘΩǎ review the advantages and disadvantages associated with spontaneous observations. 
 
Advantages: Being in the moment allows you to enjoy your children, and children appreciate 
your presence. When you are present, you can celebrate a ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƻǊ provide positive 
reinforcements to help them master major milestones. While being spontaneous, you can focus 
on the childΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ pose thoughtful questions to extend and enrich their learning 
experience. When a teacher keeps a low profile, a child is less likely to be self-conscious or 
nervous.  
 
Disadvantages: The longer you wait to document your spontaneous observation evidence, the 
harder it will be to remain objective and recall the vital details which is important when tracking 
behaviors or assessing development. Also, the more time that passes, the more difficult it will 
be to access accurate data. For example, by not documenting ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ dialogue or 
capturing their key quotes in a timely manner, you may find it difficult to remember their actual 
word choices and use of vocabulary which is essential for assessing ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ expressive 
language development. 
 
[ŜǘΩǎ ƴƻǿ discuss focused or planned observations. Becoming a skilled observer takes practice. 
At first you may be slightly overwhelmed with trying to incorporate an official observation time 
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into your already busy schedule. You may struggle with finding that delicate balance between 
knowing when to interact with your children and realizing when to step back and observe. Once 
you do observe, you might be surprised by the amount of evidence you have collected on each 
child. ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ƳƻǊŜΣ ȅƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǎƛŦǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ōƻǘƘ ǘƛƳŜ 
consuming and exhausting. Since your time is limited and you cannot possibly observe 
everything, incorporating a planned observation will help you navigate through your busy day 
and you will be able to gather more specific evidence (Grouland & James, 2013). 
 

QUESTIONS YOU MAY WANT TO ASK YOURSELF 
AS YOU PLAN YOUR NEXT OBSERVATION 
When should I observe? 
From the moment a child walks into their classroom until the time they leave, opportunities to 
learn are occurring. Some observations will happen spontaneously, while others will be 
scheduled. To see a ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ Ŧǳƭƭ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭΣ ȅou will need to observe at various times throughout 
the day. For example, some children are slow-to-warm and it may take them some time to get 
acclimated before they can fully engage and interact with others. If a child is slow -to-warm, the 
morning drop-off may not be the best time to document their social development. You will 
want to track them throughout the day, at various times (including transition times and 
snack/meal times), to get a full picture of who they are and what they can do. 
 

Where should I observe?  
Many times, observations are centered around structured, teacher-directed activities. This is, in 
fact, a perfect time to witness what major milestones a child has mastered. However, observing 
a child while they are exploring in the dramatic play area (inside) or while they are in the 
sandbox area (outside) can prove to be just as enlightening. During child-directed play or open 
exploration, you will no doubt be able to document many of the developmental skills as 
suggested in the DRDP or Rating Scales, especially how they communicate, cooperate, solve 
dilemmas and create. Because children can play and learn differently while they are inside as 
compared to when they are outside, it is necessary to observe in both environments. Likewise, 
it is important to observe in all activity areas and play spaces. 
 

What observation method should I use? 

Use a variety of methods to record and document your children. ̧ ƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ άǘǊȅ ƻǳǘέ 
several tools and techniques ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ȅƻǳǊ άƎƻ ǘƻέ ƳŜǘƘƻŘΦ Because each tool has a specific 
purpose or focus, using a variety of methods will provide you with sound documentation data 
ǘƻ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ.  Note: In the next chapter, you will 
examine the various tools and techniques more closely. 
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Who should I observe? 
You will want to observe each child as individuals, and you will want to track group interactions. 
Becoming aware of who is in your class is necessary if you are going to create a caring 
classroom community and respectful learning environment. Look for those who are the leaders 
in your group; find out who needs more one-to-one support and who are your helpers; watch for 
who plays with who. This insight can help you organize peer scaffolding opportunities which can 
free up some of your time. As a gentle reminder, sometimes we connect with certain children 
for one reason or another, and other times a child may challenge us. Either way we need to 
regularly observe each child with an open mind and an open heart, and we need to look at 
children with a clear lens that is free of bias. Each child needs your attention; each child has 
unique gifts; and each child needs your support. 
 

What is the focus of my observation, what am I looking 
for? 

With focused observations, there usually is a specific goal in mind. For example, you might want 
to know what milestones a child has mastered. For that, you would use a developmental 
checklist to άŎƘŜŎƪ-ƻŦŦέ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ was observed doing. Maybe you want to learn 
what ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ are and what they like to play with. For that, you can use a frequency 
count to tally up all the areas and activities the child used during that observation. Keep in mind 
that you can observe several skills and competencies across multiple domains during one 
observation. For example, one day you might set out a math activity and the children are 
expected to create patterns using colorful beads and pipe cleaners, While they work and play, 
you can listen to the ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ conversations as they describe the patterns they are making; 
and you can note their fine motor development based on how well they string the beads onto 
the pipe cleaner; you can also see how they shared space and materials with their peers. 
Although this was a math activity, many other areas of development can be observed. 
 

THE ROLE OF DOCUMENTATION 

One of the cornerstones of a high-quality early care and education program is the practice of 
observing, documenting and assessing childrenΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ. According to NAEYC (2009), in 
order to make formative decisions that will guide what goes on in the classroom, there needs to 
be an organized system in place to collect information. When we record our observations and 
collect data, we άhold in memory the actions, nonverbal communication, or comments that 
ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ōŜ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎέ όCalifornia Preschool Program Guidelines, 2015 p. 
46). When we dƻŎǳƳŜƴǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ and collect key artifacts, we create tangible 
evidence that we can share with the children and their families, along with administrators and 
stakeholders. There are many ways you can record and document ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ. In fact, 
you should attempt to utilize several methods as part of your regular observation routines.  
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To collect and record data you can use the following methods :  

¶ running records 

¶ anecdotal notes  

¶ checklists 

¶ frequency counts  

¶ learning stories 

¶ time or event samples 

¶ work samples 

¶ taking photos, videotaping, or audio 
recordings 

 

To store your documentation 
To safely store your collected data, you will need to have an organized system in place. 
Portfolios are a popular strategy used by intentional teachers. To create a portfolio, you can use 
a binder or notebook, a file or accordion-style folder, or a cardboard box. As you collect 
observation evidence for each child, it is vital that you date everything so you can organize it 
chronologically. ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŜƭǇ ȅƻǳ ǘǊŀŎƪ ŜŀŎƘ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ȅŜŀǊ ƳƻǊŜ 
efficiently. Portfolios help you construct a well-rounded and authentic picture of each child in 
your classΦ YƴƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ άǿƘƻƭŜ ŎƘƛƭŘέ you are better equipped ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ƻƴ ŜŀŎƘ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 
individual interests, and you are more apt to plan developmentally appropriate activities.  
 
Each child should have their own portfolio. A well-organized portfolio will contain observations 
and artifacts of children's work that are collected at different time periods throughout the 
school year. It is recommended that you include some type of documentation that highlights 
each developmental domain. For example:  

¶ Gross Motor: Take photographs of your child while they are engaged in outside 
activities like running, jumping, climbing, riding a bike or playing in the sandbox. 

¶ Fine Motor: Keep a checklist of when your child learns to button, zip, and tie his shoes. 
Include work samples of their cutting, coloring, painting, and samples of emergent 
writing 

¶ Social-Emotional: Write anecdotal notes when your child engages in open-ended, child-
directed play. Take note of how they share and cooperate with others. Do a frequency 
count to see which centers your child chooses to spend their time in and tally their play 
patterns to see if they prefer to play alone or with others. 

¶ Cognitive: Chart a science experiment and take photos. Photograph a completed puzzle. 
Use a video camera to record a child as she builds a block bridge. And, as she explains 
her process and she had to figure out all the steps to take so that the ōǊƛŘƎŜ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ 
fall down ς be sure to record that too. 

¶ Literacy and Oral language: Save writing examples to track how the child writes her 
name. Include illustrations of stories they love and the stories they write themselves. 
Write down quotes in your running record or make audiotapes of conversations during 
circle time. 

¶ Creative expression: Videotape your child while playing in the dramatic play area or 
while performing a dance during music and movement. Photograph a clay creation, 
painting or block tower.  
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To be clear, it isƴΩt the amount of documentation you collect for each portfolio that mattersΣ ƛǘΩǎ 
the quality of information you gather. Portfolios tell a story of the whole child. There should be 
a beginning, middle, and an end. Each work sample, anecdotal note, checklist, frequency count 
and learning story should be used to showcase how a child processes information, develops 
relationships, and learns while playing.  
 

¢ƻ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 
Whether you collect evidence through spontaneous or planned observations, you will use your 
documentation to ultimŀǘŜƭȅ ŀǎǎŜǎǎ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ, and development. With well-
organized documentation, intentional teachers can effectively communicate with ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 
family, using the evidence and artifacts they have collected over time. Families appreciate being 
able to see their childΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ and how they interact with others. Families also enjoy 
seeing the types of activities their child engages in during a typical day at school. Here are a few 
ways documentation can be used ǘƻ ǎƘƻǿŎŀǎŜ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ learning, growth and development: 

¶ rating scales and formal developmental assessments  

¶ daily progress reports 

¶ documentation boards 
 

 

Pin It! 10 Teacher Tips When Gathering your Documentation 
1. Date ς this is key in tracking development over time 
2. Time ς start time and end time 
3. Setting ς note the location (indoor or outdoor; center or play area)  
4. Purpose ς what is the intended goal   
5. Note the child (or children) who are involved in the activity 
6. Record only the facts ς Write down exactly what you see and hear 
7. Be as concise (to the point) as you can 
8. Record the facts in the order as they occur 
9. Be descriptive and provide vivid details -create a visual picture so 
ƻǘƘŜǊǎ Ŏŀƴ άǎŜŜέ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴƛƴƎ  

10. Be specific and avoid vague or general terms ς this is helpful when 
you go back to review your data 

 

OBJECTIVE VERSUS SUBJECTIVE OBSERVATION 
EVIDENCE 
Intentional teachers must learn how to write objective observations. As you observe, it is best 
to write down all that you see and hear, and report just the facts. It takes practice to learn how 
to separate facts from opinions. Here are some helpful tips for you to review: 
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Table 1.1: Objective Observations vs. Subjective Observations 
 

Objective Observations Subjective Observations 

Objective observations are based on what we 
observed using our senses, we record exactly 
what we see, hear, taste, touch, and smell 

Subjective observations are often influenced 
by our past events, personal experiences and 
opinions, and can be biased based on our 
cultural backgrounds 

Objective information is based on the facts 
we gather. LŦ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎŜŜ ƛǘΣ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ 
it. We report only details and provide vivid 
descriptions 

Subjective information is based on our 
opinions, assumptions, personal beliefs, 
prejudice feelings or can be based on 
suspicions, rumors and guesses 

Results are more likely to be valid and 
reliable from child to child 

Results are often inconsistent and vary from 
child to child 

Objective Terms that can be Used: 
Seems to be; Appears to 

Subjective Words to Avoid: 
Just; because; but; ŀƭǿŀȅǎΣ ƴŜǾŜǊΤ ŎŀƴΩǘ; I 
think; happy, smart, helpful, pretty, angry, 
shy, likes, loves, hates, sad 

 

RECOGNIZING YOUR BIASES 
DƻƻƎƭŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ōƛŀǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǇƻǇǎ ǳǇΥ άprejudice in favor of or against one thing, 
person, or group compared with another, usually in a way considered to be unfair.έ 
 
Biases, we all have them. Biases stem from our upbringing. Every interaction and every 
experience we have had has shaped who we are. To some degree, our biases influence our 
beliefs and behaviors, they sway our attitudes, and they affect our personalities. Because our 
biases are so ingrained into who we are, it would be ǳƴǊŜŀƭƛǎǘƛŎ ǘƻ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ǎŀȅ άƛƎƴƻǊŜ ȅƻǳǊ ōƛŀǎ.έ 
Therefore, a valuable exercise might be to do a self-check and examine your own biases. Look 
for those biases that are άǘǊƛƎƎŜǊǎ.έ More specifically, think about the behaviors, 
temperamental traits, and moods that make you feel uncomfortable, frustrated, or annoyed.  
 
It is important to note, that we might not be fully aware of all our biases. For example, when a 
ŎƘƛƭŘ ǎŀȅǎΣ άƎƛǾŜ ƳŜ ǎƻƳŜ ƳƛƭƪΗέ hǳǊ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ά¦ƳƳƳΣ Ƙƻǿ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ŀǎƪΚέ We 
might not realize that manners (or lack of them) can make us react in a judgmental way. ²ƘŀǘΩǎ 
important to recognize is that hƻǿ ǿŜ ŦŜŜƭ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ōehavior can taint how we see 
them. ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ƳƻǊŜΣ ƻǳǊ ōƛŀǎŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ Ƙƻǿ ǿŜ ƎŀǘƘŜǊ ƻǳǊ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜΦ As 
intentional teachers we have to recognize our biases so we can treat all children with the 
respect that they deserve. !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ b!9¸/Ωǎ /ode of Ethical Conduct and Statement of 
Commitment (2011), 
 

P-1.3τWe shall not participate in practices that discriminate against children by 
denying benefits, giving special advantages, or excluding them from programs or 
activities on the basis of their sex, race, national origin, immigration status, 
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preferred home language, religious beliefs, medical condition, disability, or the 
marital status/family structure, sexual orientation, or religious beliefs or other 
affiliations of their families (p. 3). 

 
So as not to lose our objectivity, it is important to keep an open heart, an open mind, and a 
clear lens. wŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƭŜǘǘƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊ ǘǊƛƎƎŜǊ ȅƻǳΣ ƭƻƻƪ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊ, look 
beyond your bias. Focus on collecting objective observation evidence and use that data to 
reflect on what might be causing that behavior. Consider ways that you can support the child 
through redirection, modeling, scaffolding or positive reinforcements. As intentional teachers, 
one of our primary roles is to empower children, and to build meaningful relationships by 
creating warm, caring environments (Epstein, 2007). 
 

 

Pin It! Common Mistakes to Avoid When Writing Observation Evidence  

¶ Making ConclusionsΥ .ƛƭƭƛŜ ŎŀƴΩǘ Řƻ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ōȅ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ because he is 
the youngest in a large family and they do everything for him; 
{ƘŀǊƻƴΩǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ŀ ŘƛǾƻǊŎŜΣ so she is sad 

¶ Making Assumptions: Annie never shares; Denise always hits 
Thomas 

¶ Labeling: Rosie is mean; Jeff is such a good boy 

¶ Comparing: Tommy ŎŀƴΩǘ ride the bike as well as Sam; Zoey was the 
best listener at circle time  

¶ Focusing on Feelings or Emotions: Max looks so sad today; Jax looks 
so happy as he slides down the slide  

¶ Adding Opinions: Martha really likes playing dress up, she is in the 
dramatic play area every day; Suki is shy and never says anything 
during circle time. 

 

ETHICAL GUIDELINES WHEN OBSERVING 
CHILDREN 
Every day, teachers observe, record and capture ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƳƻƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ 
The evidence and artifacts that are gathered are then used to plan curriculum and assess 
development. Although we have highlighted the importance of gathering work samples and 
observation evidence as a key element to be an intentional teacher, we must also consider the 
perspective of the child. In the article ά²Ƙƻ ƛs Watching? Thinking Ethically about Observing 
/ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴέ the authors highlight some of the ethical tensions that can arise within early 
childhood settings when trying to balance the rights of children, the responsibilities of teachers 
and the role of a student who is training to be a future teacher.  
 
In most classrooms, a typical day includes teachers grabbing their cameras to take snapshots of 
the children in their care so that they will have ample documentation. Consider this - does the 
teacherΩǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎe change ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΚ 5ƻŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ 
monitored make the child behave any differently? How does the child feel about having their 
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picture taken? Are teachers becoming overly concerned about capturing children in precious 
moments, rather than being engaged in teachable moments? As a άstudentέ who is learning to 
ƻōǎŜǊǾŜ ŀƴŘ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇment it is important for you to consider the following 
guidelines when observing children: 

¶ Take every precaution to maintain confidentiality and to ensure privacy  

¶ Remember to ask if it is OK to take photographs of children and their work 

¶ Understand that children have the right not to take part in activities 

¶ Be respectful and keep a reasonable amount of space between you and the child so as 
not to interfere with their play and learning 

¶ Be attuned ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ōƻŘȅ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ, temperament and styles of communication  

¶ See each child as a unique individual who has their own perspective, set of feelings, 
interests, and way of socializing, along with their own cultural context, belief system, 
and values 

¶ Be upfront and inform children about the purpose of your observation visit if you are 
approached 

¶ Share information with the child about what you have observed when appropriate 

¶ Write quotes down just as they were said without adding context, or trying to 
rationalize what the child may have meant 

¶ Be aware that photos and observation data should be collected in a non-intrusive 
manner 

¶ Ensure that observation evidence and photos are used only for the purposes intended 

¶ Handle photos and data with care and sensitivity, and always store information securely 

¶ wŜŀƭƛȊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ reactions, behaviors and conversations may not be what you 
expect and therefore you should refrain from being judgmental or tainted by your 
cultural biases 

 
By following these guidelines, you are providing the children you observe with the respect they 
deserve while ensuring their dignity and safety. The centers and programs where you are 
observing are trusting you to act with integrity while you are at their site observing their 
children. LastlyΣ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ǿƛƭƭ ŀǇǇǊŜŎƛŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ōŜǎǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ŀǘ ƘŜŀǊǘΦ 
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Figure 1.23Observing the world through a different lens 

 

OBSERVATION AND DOCUMENTATION DOS AND 
5hbΩ¢S 
Whether performing a planned or spontaneous observation here are some helpful tips to 
ensure you are recording quality evidence:  
 

¢ŀōƭŜ мΦнΥ hōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 5ƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ 5ƻΩǎ ŀƴŘ 5ƻƴΩǘǎ 
 

Observation and Documentation DOs: Observation and Documentation 5hbΩ¢ǎ 

1. Note the date, time, setting,  
2. Note the child (or children) involved 
3. Record only the facts ς in a concise (to 

the point) manner 
4. Record the facts in the order as they 

occur and exactly as you see it 
5. Collect vivid details and quotes  
6. Use a variety of Observation Methods 
7. Observe with an open heart, an open 

mind and a clear lens, free of bias  

1. Do not interfere or pressure the 
children to perform 

2. Do not assume or state your opinion 
while recording evidence 

3. Do not record anything you do not see 
4. Do not label behaviors, actions or 

feelings 
5. Avoid using subjective, bias or 

judgmental terms 
6. Avoid using exaggerations and 

conditional words  

                                                      
3 Image by Andrew Seaman on Unsplash 

https://unsplash.com/@amseaman
https://unsplash.com/@amseaman
https://unsplash.com/
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Observation and Documentation DOs: Observation and Documentation 5hbΩ¢ǎ 

8. Be attentive and alert, and use all your 
senses 

9. Note what the child CAN DO rather 
than what he cannot do 

10. Keep a low profile and respect the 
ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎǇŀŎŜ ǿƘƛƭŜ they are playing 

7. Do not summarize information 
8. Avoid using generalizations or vague 

terms 

 

CONCLUSION 
To become a skilled observer takes time and practice (Gronlund & James, 2013). You will need 
to figure out your rhythm so that you can incorporate observation and documentation into 
your regular routine. As an intentional teacher, you will want to plan systematic observations so 
ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘ ŜŀŎƘ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎΣ interests, developmental strengths and 
needs, as well as uncover their cultural practices, approaches to learning and play preferences 
throughout the school year. As you gather evidence you will want to be as objective as you can 
be, and you will have to recognize your biases. As you collect your documentation on each 
child, you will want to organize it in a chronological manner and store it safely. Lastly, be sure to 
observe every child in your class, be aware that some children may catch your attention more 
than others for one reason or another. In the next chapter, we will examine several observation 
tools and techniques that you will want to use as part of your regular observation routine to 
ensure high-quality practices. 
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CHAPTER 2: QUALITY COUNTS 
CHAPTER PREVIEW 

1. Closing the Achievement Gap 
2. Not All Preschool Programs are Alike 
3. Process Quality and Structural Quality 
4. The Role of the Teacher in High-Quality Practices 
5. Measuring High-Quality in Early Care and Education Classrooms 
6. The Environment Rating Scale (ERS) 
7. The Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) 
8. Additional Methods, Tools and Techniques to Ensure High-Quality Practices 

 

INTRODUCTION 
The need for high-quality childcare continues to be a topic of interest as more and more 
families enter the workforce and more and more children need care. Every week, families from 
all socioeconomic backgrounds drop their children off at some type of childcare. According to 
the National Institute for Early Education wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΣ άLƴ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎΣ тс҈ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƎŜǎ 
ǘƘǊŜŜ ǘƻ ŦƻǳǊΣ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŎŀǊŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ǇŀǊŜƴǘΦέ όbL99w, 2002). 
With so many children needing childcare, researchers and policymakers are tasked with figuring 
out how to best support the next generation of preschoolers. In this chapter, we will address 
the need for high-quality in early care and education as means to reduce the achievement gap 
between children from low to high socioeconomic families. We will also compare standard 
industry practices to what the field of early care and education recognizes as high-quality 
practices. Lastly, we will review some of the current observation methods, tools and techniques 

that can be used to ensure programs are implementing quality practices.4 
 

CLOSING THE ACHIEVEMENT GAP 
5ŜŎŀŘŜǎ ƻŦ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻƴ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŎƘƛƭŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ Ƙŀǎ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ά²ƘŜƴ ƛǘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƻ ŜŀǊƭȅ 
ŎŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎΣ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭΣέ ό²ŜŎƘǎƭŜǊΣ aŜƭƴƛŎƪΣ aŀƛŜǊ ϧ .ƛǎƘƻǇΣ нлмсΣ 
p.1).  It is suggested that thoughtfully designed preschool programs can impact and influence a 
ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎΦ bƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǎƘƻǊǘ-term benefits, based on data 
collected from quantitative research projects (e.g. Perry Preschool, the Abecedarian Project, 
and the Chicago Child-Parent Centers), there are long-term benefits as well. More specifically, 
children from low-income homes who attended high-quality preschool programs showed 
higher achievement scores - especially in math and reading, as compared to their counterparts 

                                                      
4 Espinosa, L.M. (2002). Policy Brief- High Quality Preschool: Why We Need It and What It Looks Like. Retrieved 

from http://nieer.org/policy-issue/policy-brief-high-quality-preschool-why-we-need-it-and-what-it-looks-like 

NIEER. (2002). High Quality Preschool: Why We Need It and What It Looks Like. Retrieved from: 

https://www.readingrockets.org/article/high-quality-preschool-why-we-need-it-and-what-it-looks 

http://nieer.org/policy-issue/policy-brief-high-quality-preschool-why-we-need-it-and-what-it-looks-like
https://www.readingrockets.org/article/high-quality-preschool-why-we-need-it-and-what-it-looks
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who were not able to attend a quality preschool. Furthermore, children who were enrolled in 
high-quality programs were less likely to be placed in special education, less likely to be 
retained or held back a grade, and it was noted that they were more likely to graduate from 
high school.5 
 
Unfortunately, due to limited funding opportunities and financial restraints, there are many 
families who cannot afford to send their child to a high-quality preschool. ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ 
high-quality early childhood education perpetuates the achievement gap, evidenced by the fact 
that only 48 percent of low-income children are ready for kindergarten, compared to 75 
percent of moderated ς or high-ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴέ όǇΦ о /ŜƴǘŜǊ ŦƻǊ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ tǊƻƎǊŜǎǎύΦ This data 
reveals that the achievement gap is problematic on many levels. Moving forward we must 
consider how we, as advocates and educators, can lessen the achievement gap so that all 
children, no matter their socioeconomic status, can get a smart start. To find possible solutions 
ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ŘƛƭŜƳƳŀΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ ŎƭƻǎŜǊ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜ standard industry practices to what the 
field of early care and education regards as high-quality practices.6 
 

NOT ALL PRESCHOOL PROGRAMS ARE ALIKE 
As more and more children need childcare, families are faced with a tremendous task of finding 
άǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǇǊŜǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΦέ When choosing a center, some families may contemplate 
certain factors like cost and affordability, hours of operation and availability, and location. 
Some families, on the other hand, may consider the school philosophy, the education and 
experience of teachers, the environment and daily activities, as well as the curriculum model 
and guidance policies. As you can see, there are numerous possibilities to consider. Families 
must also decide on whether to send their child to a state-funded or faith-based program, a 
family childcare or a traditional preschool setting. No matter what type of program a family 
chooses, in the state of California all childcare centers must be licensed by the California 
Department of Social Services and comply with Community Care Licensing Title 22 regulations. 
For the purpose of this text, in order to demonstrate that all preschools are not alike, we will 
ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ άstandard industry practiceέ ŀǎ any state licensed childcare program and we will refer 
ǘƻ άhigh-quality practiceέ ŀǎ ŀƴȅ ŎƘƛƭŘŎŀǊŜ ŎŜƴǘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǳƴŘŜǊƎƻŜǎ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘǎ ǳǎƛƴƎ 
tools and techniques that are above and beyond the standard industry practice.  
 
 
 

                                                      
5 Karoly, Lynn A. and Anamarie A. Whitaker, Informing Investments in Preschool Quality and Access in Cincinnati: 
Evidence of Impacts and Economic Returns from National, State, and Local Preschool Programs. Santa Monica, CA: 
RAND Corporation, 2016. https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1461.html. 
Wechsler, M., Melnick, H., Maier, A., & Bishop, J. (2016). The Building Blocks of High-Quality Early Childhood 
Education Programs (policy brief). Palo Alto, CA: Learning Policy Institute. Retrieved from 
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/building-blocks-high-quality-early-childhood-education-programs 
6 Workman, S. and Ullrich, R. (2017). Quality 101: Identifying the Core Components of a High-Quality Early 
Childhood Program. Retrieved from 
https://cdn.americanprogress.org/content/uploads/2017/02/10063958/QualityEarlyChildhood101-brief.pdf 

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1461.html
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/building-blocks-high-quality-early-childhood-education-programs
https://cdn.americanprogress.org/content/uploads/2017/02/10063958/QualityEarlyChildhood101-brief.pdf
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A LOOK AT STANDARD INDUSTRY PRACTICES 
To legally operate a childcare program in California, a center must comply with certain licensing 
policies and procedures. ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ άŀ ōŀǎŜƭƛƴŜ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ 
focused on protecting children from harm rather than on advancing child development and 
ŜŀǊƭȅ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣέ ό²ƻǊƪƳŀƴ ϧ ¦ƭƭǊƛŎƘΣ нлмтΣ ǇΦ оύΦ In other words, Title 22 Regulations stipulate 
health and safety standards, space and square footage requirements, supervision standards, 
and teacher qualifications. Title 22 Regulations do not however, consider curriculum activities, 
age appropriate materials, or teacher-to-child interactions, nor does it address developmentally 
appropriate practices such as family culture and perspectives, child development theories, or 
principles and practices.  
 
To ensure early childhood education programs are compliant with all state policies and 
procedures, a licensing analyst will conduct an annual inspection, or will evaluate a program as 
needed. Typically, the analyst will look at ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘŜǊΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ŎƭŜŀƴƭƛƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƛƭƭ ƛƴǎǇŜŎǘ 
both the indoor and outdoor environment to certify that the center is safe for the children. The 
analyst will confirm that the ratios are met, and that there is proper space and square footage 
available for each child to play and nap. The analyst will also conduct a spot check of the 
ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜ ŦƛƭŜǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ǉǳŀƭƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƛƭƭ ƭƻƻƪ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŦƛƭŜǎ 
to validate that the proper paperwork is signed and in complete order. To comply with state 
regulations and policies, a center director will need to download the California Code of 
Regulations, Title 22 administered by CDSS (Divisions 12 only) and follow all the mandated 
requirements. If any criteria are not met, the analyst will cite the program. The program will 
then be given a certain timeframe to rectify and correct the concern. The analyst will return to 
verify the problem has been fixed. Families who are considering a program can check the 
Community Care Licensing website tƻ ǎŜŜ ƛŦ ŀ ŎŜƴǘŜǊ Ƙŀǎ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀƴȅ άǎǳōǎǘŀƴǘƛŀǘŜŘ 
ŎƛǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΦέ7  
 

A LOOK AT HIGH-QUALITY PRACTICES 
One of the hallmarks of high-quality practices is the practice of continuously monitoring and 
ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ accountability. Therefore, in 
addition to complying with state licensing regulations, high-quality programs may utilize noted 
ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ǘƻƻƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ όŜΦƎΦ 9/9w{Σ /[!{{Σ vwL{Σ b!9¸/Ωǎ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ 
Appropriate Practice) to evaluate their center and staff. To guide high-quality practices, early 
childhood educators often look to the National Association for the Education of Young Children 
(NAEYC) to provide ethical pedagogy. NAEYC is a recognized professional organization 
committed to promoting quality early learning experiences for children, birth through age 8. 
Grounded by research and theory principles, NAEYC promotes best practices for children, 
families, teachers, administrators, stakeholders and policy makers.  To ensure quality practices 

                                                      
7 Department of Social Services. (n.d.). Child Care Regulations. Retrieved from 

https://www.cdss.ca.gov/inforesources/letters-regulations/legislation-and-regulations/community-care-licensing-

regulations/child-care 

https://www.cdss.ca.gov/inforesources/letters-regulations/legislation-and-regulations/community-care-licensing-regulations/child-care
https://www.cdss.ca.gov/inforesources/letters-regulations/legislation-and-regulations/community-care-licensing-regulations/child-care
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are beƛƴƎ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŜŘΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ b!9¸/Ωǎ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ 
Appropriate Practice (DAP) Framework: 

¶ Teachers encourage children to be active participants in their own learning 

¶ Teachers set reasonable expectations based on what they know aboǳǘ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ 
stage of development 

¶ Teachers build on what children know using a variety of learning strategies, materials, 
meaningful experiences 

¶ Teachers plan activities to support all aspects of development: social, emotional, 
physical and cognitive 

¶ Teachers value each child's family, language, and cultural practices 

¶ ¢ŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ ŜŀŎƘ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎΣ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘǎΣ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ƴŜŜŘǎ 

¶ Teachers recognize play as a primary context in which young children learn 

¶ Teachers establish warm, caring and respectful relationships with children, families and 
colleagues 

¶ ¢ŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŀǎǎŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ 
self-reflect on their own practices (Gordon and Browne, 2016, Beginning Essentials in 
early childhood education 3e) 

 

PROCESS QUALITY AND STRUCTURAL QUALITY 
Unlike standard industry practices, high-quality practices place an emphasis on promoting 
positive child outcomes. The key to a high-quality program is contingent upon what happens 
inside the classroom environment. [ŜǘΩǎ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜ Ƙƻǿ ōƻǘƘ process quality and structural 
quality work together to influence positive outcomes for children. 
 
Process quality refers to the types of interactions that occur throughout the day between the 
teachers, children, families, and administrators. Process quality also considers the types of 
materials that are available for the children to use, as well as the activities that children engage 
in throughout their day. Lastly, process quality takes into account the health, well-being and 
safety of the children.  Structural quality on the other hand, refers to the features and 
characteristics of a program. More specifically, the class size, teacher-to-child ratios, teacher 
qualifications and experiences, teacher pay scale, along with the allotted square footage for 
play space define quality. Although process quality is thought to have a more direct impact on 
child outcomes as compared to structural quality, researchers and leaders in the field of early 
care and education agree that process and structural indicators are interrelated, and when 
combined together they promote the highest quality experiences.  
 

For example, when groups are smaller, teachers tend to have more positive, supportive, 
and stimulating interactions with children. Warm and nurturing interactions are directly 
linked to children's social competence and future academic success, and such 
interactions are essential to high quality. Early childhood teachers who are more highly 
qualified and have smaller groups can more effectively provide individualized, responsive 
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learning opportunities. Finally, higher teacher wages have consistently been linked to 
higher process quality.8 
 

 
Figure 2.1 Structural Quality directly effects Child Outcomes9  

 

THE ROLE OF THE TEACHER IN HIGH-QUALITY 
PRACTICES 
As mentioned above, the teacher plays a vital role in orchestrating high-quality practices.  In 
high-quality classrooms, not only must teachers create a safe and nurturing space, they must 
intentionally set up the environment to ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ interests and individuality. California 
childcare programs serve a diverse population, therefore, an intentional teacher must also 
consider the cultural, linguistic, and socioeconomic status of each family enrolled in her class. 
The highly- qualified teacher has a deep understanding of child development, and with that 
knowledge she will provide appropriate materials and experiences to challenge the children in 
her care. In the chart below, we can see how teachers maintain high-quality practices. 
 

Table 2.1: Classroom Environments 

Physical 
environment 

The overall design and layout of a classroom, including the learning 
centers and play spaces, the age appropriate materials, and the child 
size furnishings 

Social 
environment 

The interactions that occur within the classroom between teachers, 
children, family members, center staff and administration 

Temporal 
environment 

The routines and daily schedules, the timing, sequence, and length of 
play time, the time spent indoors and outdoors engaged in child-
directed and teacher-directed activities 

 

                                                      
8 NIEER. (2002). High Quality Preschool: Why We Need It and What It Looks Like. Retrieved from: 

https://www.readingrockets.org/article/high-quality-preschool-why-we-need-it-and-what-it-looks 
9 Image by College of the Canyons ZTC Team is licensed under CC BY 4.0 

https://www.readingrockets.org/article/high-quality-preschool-why-we-need-it-and-what-it-looks
https://www.canyons.edu/academics/onlineeducation/ztc/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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Here are some considerations to incorporate quality practices into your classroom to promote 
responsive caregiving while supporting the physical, social, emotional and intellectual 
development of children: 
 

 

Pin It! The Building Blocks of High Quality Early Childhood Education 
Programs10 

1. Early learning standards and curricula that address the whole child, 
are developmentally appropriate, and are effectively implemented. 

2. !ǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ academic, social-emotional, 
and physical progress and contribute to instructional and program 
planning. 

3. Well-prepared teachers who provide engaging interactions and 
classroom environments that support learning. 

4. Ongoing support for teachers, including coaching and mentoring. 
5. Support for English learners and students with special needs. 
6. Meaningful family engagement. 
7. Sufficient learning time. 
8. Small class sizes with low student-teacher ratios. 
9. Program assessments that measure structural quality and classroom 

interactions. 
10. A well-implemented state quality rating and improvement system. 

 

MEASURING HIGH-QUALITY IN EARLY CARE AND 
EDUCATION CLASSROOMS 
One of the characteristics of a high-quality early childhood program is the practice of 
continuously monitoring chiƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΣ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 
teacher interactions. By evaluating the overall performance in these key areas, teachers, 
administrators and families can reflect, make necessary changes and improvements to support 
all students and families. There are numerous tools on the market that evaluate program 
quality. For the purpose of this text we will focus on just a few tools that are highly recognized 
and most often used in California to monitor quality practices in preschool programs. 
 

The Environment Rating Scales (ERS) 
The Environment Rating Scale is a standardized assessment tool that can help caregivers, 
teachers, and administrators improve the quality of their program. The ERS measure process 
quality.  

                                                      
10 Wechsler, M., Melnick, H., Maier, A., & Bishop, J. (2016). The Building Blocks of High-Quality Early Childhood 
Education Programs(policy brief). Palo Alto, CA: Learning Policy Institute. 

The Building Blocks of High-Quality Early Childhood Education Programs by Marjorie Wechsler, Hanna Melnick, 
Anna Maier, and Joseph Bishop is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 
International License.  Videos courtesy of the High-Quality Early Learning Project.  

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://highqualityearlylearning.org/
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Process quality consists of the various interactions that go on in a classroom between 
staff and children, staff, parents, and other adults, among the children themselves, and 
the interactions children have with the many materials and activities in the environment, 
as well as those features, such as space, schedule and materials that support these 
interactions. Process quality is assessed primarily through observation and has been 
found to be more predictive of child outcomes than structural indicators such as staff to 
child ratio, group size, cost of care, and even type of care, for example child care center 
or family child care home.11  

 
There are 4 Environment Rating Scales:  

1. The Infant and Toddler Environmental Rating Scale (ITERS) for programs serving young 
learners aged 6 weeks to 30 months 

2. The Early Childhood Environmental Rating Scale (ECERS) for preschool programs 
serving children aged 3-5 years 

3. The School-Age Child Environmental Rating Scale (SACERS) for afterschool programs 
serving children aged 5-12 years 

4. The Family Child Care Environmental Rating Scale (FCCERS) for family childcare 
programs serving children aged 6 weeks to 12 years.  

 

 
Figure 2.2 Rating Scale Texts12 

 

Why Use Environment Rating Scales 
The scales are used in a variety of ways including for self-assessment by center staff, 
preparation for accreditation, and voluntary improvement efforts by licensing or other 
agencies. For example, in the United States: 

¶ Several states, including California, Massachusetts, Montana, Mississippi, Kansas, 
Oregon, Kentucky, New Mexico, Georgia, Florida, Wisconsin, and Nebraska have also 
initiated quality evaluation and improvement programs using our scales. Each state is 
tailoring its use of the scales to its individual needs and resources. 

¶ The state of Arkansas has trained personnel, who do assessments and provide training 
and technical assistance so that childcare centers and homes can increase their quality 
of care. Another innovative feature of the Arkansas program is that parents who select 
childcare facilities with an average of 4.5 or higher on our scales are eligible for two 

                                                      
11 (Whitebook, Howes & Phillips, 1995).έ όwŜǘǊƛŜǾŜŘ ƻƴ тκмлκмф https://ers.fpg.unc.edu/) 
12 Image by College of the Canyons ZTC Team is licensed under CC BY 4.0 

https://ers.fpg.unc.edu/
https://www.canyons.edu/academics/onlineeducation/ztc/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/







































































































































































































