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Multiple Purposes for Measuring 
Quality in Early Childhood Settings: 
Implications for Collecting and 
Communicating Information on Quality
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Introduction

As states and communities invest in initiatives to improve the quality� of early care and education, 
the measurement of quality is becoming more widespread and the importance of measuring 
quality well is gaining increasing attention (Zaslow, Tout, & Martinez-Beck, 2009). Within the broad 
context of interest in improving quality, this Issue Brief seeks to differentiate among a number of 
specific purposes for measuring quality in early childhood settings, and to identify the implications 
of these differing purposes for the careful and appropriate measurement of quality.

In this brief, we will:

Review previous research that highlights the importance of identifying  
the purposes of measurement,

Distinguish among different purposes for conducting assessments of  
quality in early childhood settings,

Discuss the need for precaution when assessments seek to address  
multiple purposes at once, and

Raise implications for developing future measures.
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1	For the purposes of this Issue Brief, we use the term “quality” to refer to the broad range of environmental features and 
interactions in nonparental care and education settings that have been positively linked to children’s development (Zaslow, 
Tout, & Martinez-Beck, 2009). These include structural characteristics such as child-adult ratio and the education of the teacher 
or caregiver, as well as process characteristics such as the frequency and tone of interactions between adults and children or 
activities that promote early literacy. The measures used to capture these dimensions of quality typically go beyond a focus on 
structural features to include a global assessment of process features as well as ratings of the daily routines and the physical 
environment. This conceptualization of quality differs from the standards used in child care licensing. While some states use 
well-known quality measures in their licensing systems as a way to establish a higher threshold of quality for programs, licensing 
typically establishes the presence of only a minimum level of basic health and safety routines and provisions. In this Issue Brief, 
our focus is on the measurement of quality above the floor established by typical licensing standards.
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Previous Research on 
the Differing Purposes 
of Assessment in Early 
Childhood

To inform our discussion of the purposes of 
assessing quality in early childhood settings, it is 
illustrative to examine the related but distinct area 
of the assessment of developmental outcomes in 
young children. Distinguishing among different 
purposes of child assessments has provided a 
critical starting point for thinking through how 
assessments should be selected, how they 
should be used, and to whom information about 
assessment results should be communicated.

In Principles and Recommendations for Early 
Childhood Assessments, Shepard, Kagan, and 
Wurtz (1998) identified four intended purposes 
for assessments of young children: 1) to support 
learning, 2) to identify special needs, 3) to evaluate 
programs and monitor trends, and 4) to hold 
programs accountable. There are differences in 
the administration and use of child assessments 
based on these different purposes. For example, 
assessments to guide instruction are carried out in a 
familiar context where care and learning take place 
(the classroom or home-based care setting) by a 
familiar caregiver or educator. Assessments for this 
purpose are conducted on an ongoing basis and 
used to guide instruction for a particular child. In 
addition to being used by teachers, results are often 
communicated to parents.

In contrast, child assessments used for 
accountability help determine whether a school 
or district is meeting expectations, for example, 
by examining whether a targeted proportion of 
children in a school or district have reached a 
certain level identified as indicating proficiency. 
Consequently, measures used for this purpose 
need to meet high technical standards of reliability 
and validity, and they should be carried out in 
a standardized manner (for example, they are 
administered by a trained assessor at a particular 
time in the year). Individual child results are not 
reported; instead, results at the school or district 
level are communicated to policy makers and to the 
public. Shepard et al. (1998) cautioned against using 
a child assessment inappropriately for a purpose for 
which it was not designed or intended.

The more recent work of the National Research 
Council’s Committee on Developmental Outcomes 
and Assessments for Young Children (Snow & Van 
Hemel, 2008) supports and extends Shepard et 
al.’s (1998) recommendations on the use of child 

assessments. There are two key principles stressed 
throughout the NRC committee’s report: That the 
selection of assessments and the way in which they 
are carried out need to be guided by the underlying 
purpose for which the measure was developed, 
and that early childhood assessments should not 
be carried out in isolation but should be part of a 
system with other key components. These further 
components include appropriate preparation 
of those who administer the assessments and 
those who interpret and use the information they 
produce, procedures to assure that child assessment 
results are interpreted in the context of knowledge 
about program quality and opportunities to 
learn, and advance planning for how needs for 
improvement will be addressed when they are 
identified. These authors also caution against using 
a measure to address multiple purposes. They 
propose that specific precautionary steps be taken 
when child assessments are carried out for multiple 
purposes.

Distinguishing Among Purposes 
for Assessing Quality in Early 
Childhood Settings

Just as the identification of underlying purpose 
plays a central role in selecting, implementing, 
and communicating results from early childhood 
assessments, we propose that the assessment of 
quality in early childhood environments could be 
strengthened by articulating distinct purposes. 
Lambert (2003) comments on the need to 
differentiate among measures of quality. In his 
article, Lambert notes that measures of quality can 
be differentiated both in terms of intended recipient 
and breadth. Lambert notes that different recipients 
include programs themselves, researchers, or those 
determining whether a classroom or program has 
attained an externally determined standard of quality 
such as accreditation. These differing recipients 
may need information at different levels of detail. In 
terms of breadth, Lambert notes that some measures 
of quality focus on supports for specific domains 
of development, such as language and literacy 
development, while others provide a broad portrayal 
of overall quality. The purpose for measuring 
quality is critical to selecting specific measures. If 
the goal is for overall quality improvement, a broad 
measure may be most appropriate, whereas if the 
goal is to improve practice in a specific domain, a 
measure focusing in depth on a particular aspect 
of the environment may be more appropriate. In 
some instances, identifying the underlying purpose 
may call for the use of a combination of broad and 
domain-specific measures.
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In this Issue Brief, we build on the articulation of the 
different purposes for early childhood assessment 
(Shepard et al., 1998; Snow & Van Hemel, 2008), as 
well as on Lambert’s identification of differing goals 
for measuring quality in early childhood settings. 
In particular, we identify four different purposes 
for measuring quality in early childhood settings, 
and discuss the implications of these different 
purposes for the way in which data are collected, 
communicated, and used.

The four key purposes for measuring the quality of 
early childhood settings are:

To inform and guide improvement for individual 
practitioners or programs by identifying specific 
areas in need of strengthening.

To determine if program or policy investments 
have resulted in a change in quality over time, 
both at the level of the individual program and in 
a geographical area (such as community or state) 
where investments in quality have been made,

To contribute to knowledge about the 
contributors to and outcomes of quality, and

To describe or rate the quality of individual 
programs in a community or geographical area, 
with the aim of informing parental choice.

Just as the administration and communication of 
findings from child assessment measures differ 
according to the underlying purpose of their 
use, so too, measures of quality of the early 
childhood environment differ in terms of method 
of administration and communication of results 
according to these four purposes.

Key Differences Between  
the Purposes for  
Measuring Quality in  
Early Childhood Settings

The table at the end of this brief summarizes the 
similarities and differences in the use of quality 
measures for the four purposes outlined above 
according to several criteria:

Who collects the information on quality,

Who receives or uses the information on quality,

How measures of quality are selected,

�.

2.

3.

4.
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The training requirements for those using the 
quality measure, and

What supports are needed for the effective 
implementation of the measure for its intended 
purpose.

Below, we summarize the main distinctions  
among these four purposes according to each of 
these criteria.

Collecting Information on Quality

The different purposes for quality measurement 
listed above require different skills and capabilities 
for collecting data. For example, technical skills 
for appropriate measurement are needed, but 
so are communication skills to inform and guide 
improvement by individual practitioners or programs 
(Purpose 1). When measurement of quality is 
conducted for this purpose, results need to be 
presented to providers in nonthreatening ways and 
used in creating plans to improve the practices of 
providers. When quality is assessed to evaluate 
whether change in quality has occurred in response 
to program or policy investments (Purpose 2) and to 
describe or rate a program’s quality for the purpose 
of informing parents’ choice of care (Purpose 4), it 
is critical to adhere to high standards of observer 
reliability. When data are collected to contribute to 
knowledge about the contributors to and outcomes 
of quality (Purpose 3), as well as when the goal is 
to rate program quality to inform parental choice 
(Purpose 4), data collection requires the capability to 
coordinate a large data collection effort and maintain 
high standards of reliability over time and across 
multiple data collectors, because data collection for 
these purposes involves multiple ratings over time 
and/or across geographical regions.

Who Receives the Information and 
How the Information Is Presented

How information on quality is received and how the 
information is presented depend on the purpose of 
assessment. For informing and guiding improvement 
by individual practitioners or programs (Purpose 
1), care must be taken to present information from 
quality assessments in a constructive manner that 
can facilitate changes in the provider’s practice 
(such as the nature and frequency of interaction with 
children), in the structuring of daily activities (such 
as how much time is spent in small vs. large group 
activities) and/or in the physical environment (such 
as the organization of space and the availability 
of materials for play and learning). Likewise, for 
communicating quality information to assist in 
parental choice of care (Purpose 4), it is important 

•

•
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that information be presented in a way that is easy 
for families to comprehend and that provides the 
information parents find most useful in making 
child care choices (for example, the most useful 
information may include both an overall summary 
rating as well as information on key components so 
that parents who find one particular aspect of quality 
most important have separate information on this 
aspect). For assessing the effectiveness of quality 
investments or understanding the antecedents 
and outcomes of quality (Purposes 2 and 3), results 
are provided in more technical reports to funding 
agencies, policy makers, and researchers. Though 
funding agencies and policy makers are the primary 
audience for results of assessments conducted for 
Purpose 2, and researchers are the primary audience 
for Purpose 3, all three groups may be included in 
dissemination efforts of quality measurement carried 
out with these purposes in order to help coordinate 
research, funding decisions, and policy approaches.

Selecting Measures

Across the four purposes of the use of quality 
measures, an overarching theme is the need to 
select the measure of quality in keeping with the 
aspect or aspects of quality of greatest interest. 
Those conducting quality assessments may select 
administrative document reviews, surveys, or 
observational instruments. Among observational 
instruments, there is variation regarding what is 
being measured: an overall or global measure 
of quality, a measure of fidelity to a particular 
curriculum, or an in-depth focus on a specific aspect 
of quality. Two factors have led to an increased 
focus on measures of specific aspects of quality 
such as stimulation in the early childhood setting 
for language and literacy development or the 
development of early math skills: recent research 
documenting modest associations between global 
measures of child care quality and child outcomes 
and a heightened sensitivity to the potential of early 
education/care settings as a foundation for later 
academic achievement.

Training

Reliability in conducting quality assessments is an 
overarching theme across the four purposes of 
assessment. Continuous and consistent adherence 
to stringent standards for reliability is particularly 
important for evaluating program and policy 
assessments (Purpose 2), assessing the associations 
between factors contributing to quality and the 
aspects of quality associated with positive child 
outcomes (Purpose 3), and rating programs in a 
participating geographic area to inform parental 
choice (Purpose 4). Not only initial training but also 

ongoing oversight may be necessary to ensure 
that reliability is both established and maintained. 
For Purpose 1, additional training is needed for 
guiding individual program improvement in order 
to prepare assessors to present results of quality 
assessments to providers and to use these results in 
quality improvement plans.

Some states and localities that use quality measures 
in their systems offer a range of training on the qual-
ity measures to different stakeholders. For example, 
training may be abbreviated to facilitate familiarity 
or it may be more in-depth to increase understand-
ing of the measures by those who will need to use 
the information to guide improvement efforts. 
Trainings targeted to different stakeholder groups 
may contribute to a higher comfort level with the 
measures and greater buy-in to the measures among 
stakeholders, and protect against interpretations 
that are not supported by the measures.

Implementation

Quality measurement, particularly when it 
is conducted on a broad scale, may require 
an infrastructure to oversee implementation 
activities. Implementation involves making key 
decisions about all aspects of data collection and 
dissemination, including:

Which measures are used,

Which programs are observed and how often,

How document review is carried out and verified,

Whether administrative data can be collected on 
an ongoing basis,

How to support and supervise those who observe 
quality and provide technical assistance on quality 
improvement,

How to assure that the measurement of quality 
maintains standards of reliability system-wide,

How to address questions and concerns from 
programs, and

How to assure ongoing dissemination of the 
quality information to its intended audiences.

The priorities for establishing an infrastructure for 
quality measurement implementation will differ 
somewhat by purpose. For guiding improvement 
by individual providers and programs (Purpose 1), 
the hiring and supervision of staff who specialize 
in developing quality improvement plans and 
providing feedback on progress based on quality 
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assessments are key issues. The development of an 
infrastructure for ensuring reliability in measurement 
on an ongoing basis is a key issue for Purposes 
2, 3, and 4. Verifying information gathered from 
providers and programs is relevant to determining 
if program investments have resulted in a change in 
quality (Purpose 2), as well as to providing quality 
ratings to parents (Purpose 4). Finally, finding 
the best ways to present quality information in 
nontechnical ways is a key issue for Purpose 4 when 
parents are the target audience, and for Purpose 
2, when funders and policy makers are the target 
audience.

Precautions Regarding  
Using Measures of Quality 
for Multiple Purposes

Initiatives at the state and local level experience 
pressure to use one data collection effort to 
measure quality for multiple purposes. This is 
especially the case given the expense of reliably 
collecting data on quality in many early childhood 
settings. Compared to multiple data collection 
efforts, a single data collection effort providing 
data for multiple purposes has the benefits of 
being more efficient and avoiding the potential of 
overburdening early care and education settings. 
Yet just as in the discussions on using a single 
early childhood assessment for multiple purposes, 
it is important to anticipate that collecting data 
on quality for multiple purposes in a single 
data collection effort runs the risk of failing to 
attend to important considerations regarding 
measures selection, reliability, communication, or 
infrastructure needs for a particular purpose. We are 
beginning to see thoughtful consideration of these 
issues in state and local data collection efforts.

Below we note four issues that are arising as 
communities and states collect data on quality for 
multiple purposes. For each issue, we also note 
practices that are being put in place in selected 
states or communities to address the issue. It 
should be noted that the field is at an early stage of 
identifying specific precautions for using one data 
collection protocol to address multiple purposes of 
quality measurement. Thus, the issues noted below 
and the examples of precautionary practices to 
address the issues should be considered a starting 
point to be built upon and extended over time.

Issue # 1
The use of differing standards for reliability when 
data are collected to inform consumers, evaluate 

the outcomes of quality investments, and 
guide quality improvement efforts by individual 
providers or programs

Most Quality Rating Systems (QRSs) implement 
both a rating process and a quality improvement 
process for the providers who participate in the 
system. When this is the case, information on 
quality may be used to inform consumers (Purpose 
4). However, it may also be used as a source of 
information to guide improvement in individual 
programs (Purpose 1) and summarized to inform 
policy makers regarding whether investments in 
quality are resulting in overall progress (Purpose 2). 
Although reliability standards historically have been 
less stringent when quality information is collected 
to guide improvements in individual programs, 
states are now taking precautions to use stringent 
standards for reliability when a single round of 
data collection will be used to inform individual 
programs, consumers, and policy makers.

For example, some states allow only data collectors 
who have demonstrated initial and sustained 
adherence to strict reliability standards to collect 
data that contribute to the quality rating in a QRS 
(Purpose 4) and the technical assistance process 
used to help providers improve the quality of their 
programs (Purpose 1). The trained data collector 
then provides the results of the quality measurement 
to contribute to an overall quality rating, but also 
shares the information with the technical assistance 
specialist who has the training necessary to help 
guide goal-setting and improvement strategies 
based on the results of the measure.

This practice eliminates the possibility that the data 
collector and the technical assistance specialist 
would score the measure differently. It also honors 
the separate and critical expertise of technical 
assistance providers who have specialized skills for 
helping providers through the quality improvement 
process (Thornburg et al., in press). Finally, this 
practice respects the need to have stringent 
standards for reliability when measurement is used 
for accountability in evaluating the outcomes of 
quality improvement investments across programs. 
Information that is trusted by the public and decision 
makers is a high priority for Purposes 2 and 4.

Issue # 2
The use of information on quality for research and 
generalizable knowledge when the initial intent 
was to collect ratings to inform parents

As states and localities with measurement systems 
accumulate data across programs and over time, 
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this information may be sought as a data source 
for generalizable knowledge, that is research that 
seeks to inform the general understanding of the 
contributors to and outcomes of quality (Purpose 
3). For example, these data could be used to 
identify predictors of quality or the characteristics 
of providers who make improvements over time 
compared to those who do not. One consideration 
states are confronting in this area is that when data 
are collected for generalizable knowledge, specific 
planning steps need to be taken before rather than 
after the data are collected. These planning steps 
include confirming that a specific measure of quality 
has been validated for the purpose of research 
and following human research subjects protection 
procedures (for example, obtaining approval from 
an Institutional Review Board and informed consent 
from participants).

Lambert (2003) notes that different measures 
of quality may have been validated only for the 
purpose of improving program quality or only for 
research purposes. In some cases, different versions 
of measures have been developed for various 
purposes of measurement. Even if precautions are in 
place to protect the privacy of data on quality, (for 
example, using identification numbers rather than 
names and reporting only aggregate results), these 
protections may not suffice if the information is 
going to be published in a journal article or research 
brief as a way to contribute to generalizable 
knowledge. When data are disseminated for 
generalizable knowledge, participants in the data 
collection need to be aware in advance of the 
intended use and choose to participate. States and 
localities may want to consider collecting informed 
consent with all quality data if they anticipate using 
the results for these broader purposes. They may 
also want to review measures of quality to confirm 
that there is evidence of validity for the multiple 
purposes being considered.

Issue # 3
The use of information on quality to evaluate 
public investments in quality without adequate 
information on change over time or contextual 
factors, and without resources to implement a 
plan for quality improvement

In its volume on early childhood assessment, 
the Committee on Developmental Outcomes 
and Assessment of Young Children (Snow & Van 
Hemel, 2008) recommends that data collected for 
accountability purposes be complemented by data 
collected on corresponding contextual factors, such 
as the demographic risks for children and families 
and the resources available to follow up on children 

identified as at risk for developmental problems. 
Such information can be critical in explaining 
findings and informing targets for investments in 
improving child outcomes.

This recommendation can be extended to data 
on the quality of early childhood programs. For 
example, understanding that lower-quality ratings 
tend to occur in programs with limited access to 
professional development opportunities can provide 
information to shape future investments and 
prevent high-stakes decisions (such as de-funding) 
from being implemented without full understanding 
of the context.

The Committee on Developmental Outcomes and 
Assessment of Young Children (Snow & Van Hemel, 
2008) also calls for using data on children’s progress 
over time rather than just point-in-time assessments. 
In a similar manner, it may be more helpful in a 
measurement system focusing on quality to identify 
where improvements are and are not occurring, 
and to seek to understand what is contributing 
to different patterns of change over time. 
Supplementing quality data collected at multiple 
time points with information on program resources 
and investments in quality, along with demographic 
characteristics of the families served and other 
contextual information, will make it possible to 
identify factors contributing to changes in quality.

Issue # 4
Presentation of information on quality to multiple 
audiences without adequate background 
information and explanations of measures

A final problem states and localities are encountering 
is one in which data collected for one purpose 
and one audience are shared more broadly with 
other stakeholders. For example, reports designed 
for a research audience may be disseminated to 
parents, providers, and policy makers who may lack 
background information on the measures being used 
or who do not have the background to understand 
technical research language.

The Committee on Developmental Outcomes 
and Assessment of Young Children (Snow & Van 
Hemel, 2008) cautioned that part of implementing a 
system of child assessments involves providing key 
stakeholders with information about the measures 
and how to interpret scores so findings are 
understood appropriately and misinterpretations 
are avoided. In a parallel manner, states are 
finding that it is important to plan for and provide 
information to all key stakeholder groups in the 
appropriate interpretation of quality measures. 
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Communicating about quality data is especially 
important if the information may influence decisions 
by particular stakeholders.

These four issues are examples of the kinds of 
situations states and communities are beginning to 
encounter when using information on quality for multi-
ple purposes. It is encouraging to see the emergence 
of precautionary steps for each of these scenarios.

Summary and Implications

The measurement of quality in early care and 
education settings is expanding as states and 
communities launch initiatives to strengthen 
quality. While there may be a common, underlying 
concern with strengthening quality, there are 
nevertheless important distinctions in the more 
specific purposes for the collection of data about 
quality. This Issue Brief has identified four different 
purposes for measuring quality in early care and 
education settings: to guide improvement by 
individual providers and programs, to determine if 
program and policy investments have resulted in 
improvements in quality at the level of individual 
programs or multiple programs in a geographical 
area, to build knowledge about what factors 
contribute to quality and what aspects of the 
environment contribute to specific child outcomes, 
and to describe or rate the quality of individual 
programs to inform parental choice.

Following the precedent of work on the assessment 
of development in young children, we note that the 
purpose underlying assessment of quality in early 
childhood settings has important implications for 

what data are collected, how data are collected, and 
how results are communicated. In this brief, we have 
highlighted some key similarities and differences in 
the selection, training, administration, and dissemi-
nation of quality data across these four purposes. 
These differences in data collection and use under-
score the importance of planning a data collection 
effort with clarity about the underlying purpose.

We have also highlighted the pressure that states 
and communities are under to collect quality data in 
an efficient and cost-effective manner, which often 
leads to a single data collection being used for 
multiple purposes. We have outlined four issues that 
states and communities may face and suggested 
precautionary action to guard against the misuse 
of quality measures when a data collection effort 
addresses multiple purposes. Those involved in 
this field should continue discussing the additional 
problems states and localities are confronting and 
the precautions that are needed when measurement 
of quality is carried out for multiple purposes.

In addition, as further issues are identified in which 
measures of quality that are initially collected for 
one purpose are serving a second or third purpose, 
it will be useful for the field to turn to measures 
developers to ask them to clarify the intended uses 
of measures. Measures developers could provide 
specific guidance on both the appropriate use of 
the measure, with precautions in place as needed, 
and the purposes for which the measures should 
not be used, even with precautions put in place. 
This guidance will be useful as increasing weight is 
put on certain measures to serve multiple roles in a 
measurement system.
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Purpose
Who Collects 

the Information 
on Quality?

Who 
Receives/Uses 
the Information 

on Quality?

Selecting Measures Training Implementation Emerging Issues

Purpose #�:

To inform and 
guide improvement 
by individual practi-
tioners or programs 
by  identifying  spe-
cifi c areas that need 
to be strengthened.

Information on 
quality usually is 
collected by an 
individual providing 
technical assistance 
to the early child-
hood caregiver/
educator or program.

Alternatively, a pro-
vider may be trained 
to collect quality 
information on his/
her own program, or 
an outside observer 
may complete the 
quality assessment 
and then provide 
information to the 
person providing 
technical assistance.

Information on 
quality is provided 
to individual pro-
vider/early educator 
or lead and assistant 
teacher jointly for 
a class or group. 
The program director 
may also receive this 
information.

The intent of provid-
ing this information is 
to develop a plan for 
quality improvement 
and document 
whether improvement 
has occurred/been 
sustained.

The measure needs 
to align with aspects 
of quality that the 
provider or program 
is seeking to improve.

For example, 
the goal may be 
to improve overall 
quality, in which case 
a global measure is 
most appropriate. 
Alternatively, fi delity 
measures would be 
used for assessing the 
implementation of a 
curriculum and more 
detailed measures 
would be used when 
quality in one 
domain (e.g., health) 
is being assessed.

Training needs to 
focus not only on 
reliable collection 
of quality data, but 
on translating specifi c 
quality indicators 
into guidance 
for program 
improvement.

Training also needs 
to focus on forming 
a relationship with 
the provider and 
supporting program 
improvement.1

The availability of 
those experienced in 
early childhood edu-
cation who are also 
skilled at supporting 
other providers/
teachers in making 
changes in their 
programs is an issue.

Implementation of 
technical assistance 
approaches requires 
not just initial prepa-
ration of those 
providing technical 
assistance, but think-
ing through a process 
for ongoing supervi-
sion and support for 
these professionals. 
Thus, having ade-
quate numbers of 
qualifi ed staff to pro-
vide on-site technical 
assistance as well as 
adequate supervision 
are key issues.

Tools are needed 
for tracking imple-
mentation of quality 
efforts with sites.

A key emerging 
issue here is whether 
the reliability 
standards set for 
evaluation/or 
research purposes 
need to be applied 
to the assessments 
of quality for this 
purpose.

There is some evi-
dence that those 
providing technical 
assistance do not rate 
providers as strin-
gently as those 
collecting data 
for evaluation and 
research purposes.

In some states with 
quality improvement 
efforts, this issue is 
being addressed by 
increasing the rigor 
of training on 
quality measures 
for those providing 
technical assistance 
to providers. As an 
alternative, some 
states have had 
one data collector 
obtain data for both 
technical assistance 
and research 
purposes.

� There is increasing discussion and sharing of appropriate approaches for training of those providing technical assistance. For example, 
NACCRRA has developed best practice standards on issues like caseload and background. The Partnerships for Inclusion consultation 
model evaluated through the QUINCE Evaluation and Early Childhood Educator Professional Development Programs are beginning a 
process for sharing manuals for professional development of coaches. Note lack of agreement on terminology—technical assistance, 
coaching, mentoring, facilitation.
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Purpose
Who Collects 

the Information 
on Quality?

Who 
Receives/Uses 
the Information 

on Quality?

Selecting Measures Training Implementation Emerging Issues

Purpose #�:

To determine if pro-
gram or policy 
investments have 
resulted in a change 
in quality over time, 
both at the level of 
the individual pro-
gram and in a 
geographical area 
(such as a commu-
nity or state) where 
investments in qual-
ity have been made.

To assure inde-
pendence of the 
evaluation, observers 
need to be inde-
pendent from the 
programs observed.

Observers for 
specifi c evaluation 
studies are often part 
of a research team. 
When possible in 
experimental studies, 
it is desirable for 
observers to be 
unaware of whether a 
program has received 
an intervention.

Information is 
provided to funding 
agency and/or policy 
makers.

Information on 
quality is used to 
guide decisions about 
whether a program 
or initiative is contin-
ued, expanded, or 
modifi ed.

Information may also 
be disseminated to 
researchers and the 
public via technical 
reports or journal 
articles.

Selection of quality 
measure(s) should 
align closely with the 
goals of the initiative 
or program.

For example, if the 
initiative has a goal 
of broad improve-
ment in overall 
quality, a broad 
observational 
measure might be 
selected, whereas if 
the goal is to improve 
language and literacy 
practices or instruc-
tional quality, a 
different measure 
might be selected.

Further development 
of measures address-
ing certain aspects of 
quality is underway.

The use of multiple 
measures for assess-
ing different aspects 
of quality may be 
appropriate, as well 
as interviews with 
staff and program 
document reviews.

Training is needed 
that will permit 
observers to obtain 
and then maintain 
stringent require-
ments for reliability 
in completing obser-
vational measures.

Assessments of raters’ 
reliability in using 
the tool should be 
conducted both 
before they start 
rating programs and 
periodically through-
out the course of 
data collection.

Ensuring accurate, 
reliable measurements 
are critical because 
results have potential 
consequences for 
maintaining, expand-
ing, or discontinuing 
programs/initiatives.

An infrastructure is 
needed for ongoing 
observations and/or 
document review and 
interviews. This is 
particularly important 
in statewide evalua-
tions with multiple 
sites (e.g., Quality 
Rating Systems).

Verifi cation of data 
provided through 
interview and docu-
ment review help 
ensure the accuracy 
of collected data. 
Verifi cation of data 
can be done using 
registries, existing 
sources of verifi ed 
information, or 
requests for further 
documentation 
from programs.

Best practices 
for designing infra-
structures for the 
collection of reliable 
data and the verifi ca-
tion of reported data 
are needed.
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2 A recent example of communication of descriptive research results to research but also policy and practice communities includes the 
research reexamining the role of the bachelor’s degree as a predictor of quality in early childhood settings. The Research Connections 
(www.researchconnections.org) and NCCIC (www.nccic.org) websites are potential sites for sharing information with the practice and 
policy communities.

Purpose
Who Collects 

the Information 
on Quality?

Who 
Receives/Uses 
the Information 

on Quality?

Selecting Measures Training Implementation Emerging Issues

Purpose #�:

To contribute to 
knowledge about the 
contributors to and 
outcomes of quality.

Data on quality with 
this goal is usually 
collected within the 
context of a longitu-
dinal research study.

Observations may be 
collected by multiple 
collaborating univer-
sity research teams or 
by a survey research 
fi rm with the capabil-
ity to conduct direct 
observations of 
quality across 
multiple sites.

Information on 
quality is shared with 
researchers with the 
goal of building the 
knowledge base to 
strengthen quality 
or child outcomes.

To strengthen poli-
cies and programs, 
descriptive research 
results also need to 
be communicated 
to the practice and 
policy communities.2

Alignment is needed 
between the selected 
measure and the 
aspect of quality that 
is being assessed/goal 
of the study.

For example, 
if the goal of a 
study is to consider 
how early childhood 
environments foster 
development in 
specifi c domains, 
the measure of qual-
ity needs to provide 
suffi cient detail to 
explore possible 
contributors to 
development in 
this domain.

Further measures 
development work is 
in process to address 
the need for greater 
specifi city in docu-
menting some aspects 
of the environment.

Observers should be 
trained to obtain and 
maintain reliability 
in accordance with 
the requirements 
set forth by measure 
developers. 

When a study is 
carried out at mul-
tiple sites, procedures 
need to be developed 
to assure the consis-
tency of observation 
collection and coding 
practices across sites. 

Recent fi ndings 
point to statistically 
signifi cant but 
modest relationships 
between widely used 
measures of quality 
and child outcomes. 
These are challeng-
ing researchers to 
develop measures 
focusing in greater 
detail on specifi c 
aspects of the envi-
ronment that, in turn, 
are hypothesized to 
be related to chil-
dren’s development 
in specifi c domains.

Gaps in current 
measurement tools 
are found in particu-
lar age groups (e.g., 
infants and toddlers) 
and settings (e.g., 
home-based care). 
Additionally, mea-
sures are needed 
that focus in depth 
on particular aspects 
of quality.
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Purpose
Who Collects 

the Information 
on Quality?

Who 
Receives/Uses 
the Information 

on Quality?

Selecting Measures Training Implementation Emerging Issues

Purpose #�:

To describe or rate 
the quality of indi-
vidual programs 
in a community 
or geographical 
area, with the aim 
of informing 
parental choice.

This purpose 
requires a group of 
data collectors and 
infrastructure for 
collection of quality 
data on an ongoing 
basis in a designated 
geographical area.

Some states have part-
nered with universities 
or community organi-
zations to collect the 
data. Other states 
have created a unit 
within their licensing 
or human services 
departments.

Summary ratings 
of quality can be 
provided to parents 
to inform choices; 
these ratings can also 
be provided to policy 
makers so they can 
identify types of 
early care and 
education settings 
and aspects of 
quality that need 
to be improved.

States vary in their 
data collection for 
this purpose. Some 
states use surveys and 
document reviews to 
record structural 
aspects of quality, 
while others use 
observational tools. 
Additionally, some 
states have tiered 
systems in which 
observations are 
reserved for providers 
who have met higher 
standards of quality.

States using observa-
tions have generally 
employed measures of 
global quality, though 
there is an emerging 
trend toward adding 
or substituting with 
measures of quality 
that have a more 
explicit focus on 
aspects of quality 
that support 
early learning.

A key issue when 
multiple measures 
are integrated into 
a summary rating is 
how to weight the 
different components.

Training needs to 
provide a basis for 
data collectors to 
obtain and then 
maintain stringent 
standards for 
reliability.

Issues of reliability 
pertain to recording 
of administrative data 
(document reviews), 
too. 

There are four pri-
mary implementation 
issues for this purpose 
of assessment. First, 
because assessments 
in this purpose can 
have consequences 
for providers in terms 
of public perception 
and possible enroll-
ment if parents use 
quality rating systems 
to choose their care, 
high standards of 
reliability must 
be maintained for 
both observational 
measures and 
document reviews.

Second, explicit 
appeal processes 
should be set up and 
documentation of 
measurement prac-
tices and standards 
should be clear.

Third, the frequency 
of ratings must be 
determined. The 
ratings should be 
current so parents 
can rely on them 
as they make child 
care decisions.

Finally, to reach an 
overall rating of qual-
ity for the program, 
decisions must be 
made regarding the 
number of classrooms 
to observe and the 
process for selecting 
those classrooms.

Ratings for this 
purpose will occur 
across various types 
of child care. To date, 
few measurement 
instruments have 
been developed for 
family, friend, and 
neighbor care or for 
care provided to 
infants and toddlers. 
The reliability of 
data derived from 
observational 
measures and/or 
document reviews 
is also central.

Finally, information 
is needed on how to 
provide information 
in an accessible and 
easy to use format. 
Unanswered ques-
tions include: 
whether parents fi nd 
summary ratings or 
component ratings 
(focused on particular 
facets of care) more 
useful, whether qual-
ity ratings are being 
communicated effec-
tively to parents of 
differing cultural and 
economic groups, 
and whether there 
are constraints that 
limit the capacity of 
parents to use quality 
information.


