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LITERATURE REVIEW ON MONITORING QUALITY IN EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION 

AND CARE (ECEC) 

1.  This paper is part of the OECD Early Childhood and Schools (ECS) project ‘OECD Review of 

Policies and Practices for Monitoring and Evaluating Quality in Early Learning and Development’ and 

contributes to the knowledge base supporting the project. The project aims to encourage dialogue on 

monitoring quality in early childhood education and care (ECEC); to stimulate further thinking and action 

at policy level about the best ways to monitor different quality aspects; and to explore how countries can 

put in place policies to enhance monitoring systems to improve quality and children’s early development.  

2.  For the purpose of this overview and project, the definition of ECEC is, in co-ordination with the 

Starting Strong reports (OECD 2001, 2006 and 2012a), defined as all arrangements providing care and 

education for children under compulsory school age, regardless of setting, funding, opening hours, or 

programme content (OECD, 2001).  

3. The definition of staff, as used in this paper, refers to all staff members working directly with 

children in ECEC centres as well as leaders and managers of ECEC provisions. Staff includes the terms 

practitioners, child carers, care givers, teachers, professionals, instructors etc. These terms are used 

interchangeably in this document. When referring to managers and leaders, both refer to those people who 

are in charge of running an ECEC centre. The terms 'service', 'provision' and 'setting' all have the same 

meaning in this report and refer to any centre providing ECEC services. These terms are used 

interchangeably as well. 
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1. ABSTRACT 

This report discusses the different monitoring policies and practices in place. The focus in this review 

lies on monitoring four topics: i) service quality; ii) staff quality; iii) child development and outcomes and; 

iv) curriculum implementation. Initially, the report provides an overview of what monitoring practices are 

in place in OECD countries, based on the Starting Strong III report and OECD Early Childhood Education 

and Care (ECEC) Network discussions, for what purposes these practices are used and how stakeholders 

use the monitoring results. Country examples are included when these were available to clarify practices 

and users. The paper then reviews the literature related to the effects or impacts of monitoring on quality 

and child development, and discusses design and implementation aspects based on the literature findings.  

Monitoring and evaluating quality is, in general, perceived as an important component of enhancing 

quality in ECEC systems. It can point to strengths and weaknesses of systems and programmes, provide 

incentives for improvement of standards and practices, and can assist staff in enhancing children's early 

development. Research findings on the effects of monitoring in ECEC indicate some positive effects of 

monitoring on staff behaviour and practices as well as curriculum implementation, which can positively 

impact child development, and monitoring can lead to an overall increase in service quality. Findings differ 

according to practice or method used whereby narrative assessment techniques were indicated to be more 

appropriate than testing for a holistic evaluation of child outcomes since it does not only include outcomes 

of development, but also inputs by staff and parents. However, research also points out it is difficult to 

separate and identify the impact of a single tool or method since quality is a result of different aspects and 

experiences within and beyond the ECEC institution. It is difficult to attribute causality between a 

monitoring process or practice and quality.  

When designing and implementing monitoring policies and practices of quality, literature indicates 

that it is relevant to define quality, ensure the practices are appropriate to meet the purpose(s), and that they 

are useable and are linked to actual practices. In addition, the involvement of stakeholders is regarded as 

important; training evaluators and ECEC staff and management on implementation of monitoring systems 

is key to success; and monitoring practices of child development should be designed to be developmentally 

appropriate. Lastly, piloting the system or practice and the dissemination of monitoring results with 

stakeholders and the general public can support successful implementation of monitoring systems.   
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2. INTRODUCTION 

4. With increasing investments, both public and private, in early childhood education and care 

(ECEC), it is becoming critical to know whether ECEC systems are delivering high-quality services. To 

understand how an ECEC system performs is not only important for accountability purposes, but also for 

(improvement of) policy design and implementation and for informing parents of what level of quality is 

being offered (Levitt, Janta and Wegrich, 2008). By evaluating inputs or outputs, monitoring systems 

intend to create incentives for improved quality and performance, and possibly identify 

‘‘underperforming’’ settings for remediation (Booher-Jennings, 2007). Increasingly, countries are 

developing a range of tools and techniques for monitoring and evaluating the quality of ECEC systems as 

part of their efforts to enhance quality as well as early child development.  

5. Quality encompasses all the features of children’s environments and experiences that are 

presumed to be beneficial to their well-being. This includes the use of a curriculum, staff characteristics, 

teacher or caregiver behaviours and practices, and staff-child interactions which form the core of children's 

ECEC experiences, often referred to as process quality. In addition, quality involves structural features of 

the setting such as space, group size, and safety standards (NCES, 1997; OECD, 2006; OECD, 2012a). 

However, quality is not a static concept. Definitions of quality may differ between countries since this is a 

value- and cultural-based concept and any definition of quality is subject to change over time (Kamerman, 

2001).  

6. Different aspects related to "quality" can be monitored, ranging from service quality in general to 

staff performance (or staff quality). This report focuses on the monitoring systems of four aspects of 

quality, as in line with the scope of Strand 1 of the new programme of work and budget for ECEC, 

2013/14: 

1. Service quality 

2. Staff quality 

3. Child outcomes and development 

4. Implementation of curriculum 

7. Some countries monitor all of the above, or one (or more) of the aspects are integrated into the 

monitoring tool of another one. For example, curriculum implementation can be monitored when 

evaluating quality at a more general service level, or when assessing staff performance. Therefore, 

monitoring one aspect of ECEC quality does not exclude another.  

8.  The focal point of this review are the monitoring systems and tools used in OECD countries for 

the four aspects mentioned above, and what research tells us about the effectiveness of these systems and 

tools. More specifically, this report aims to answer three broad questions: 
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 What monitoring systems are in place in OECD countries, how are these organised, who are the 

users, and how do the users use the results? 

 What is the empirical evidence on the effects of monitoring on quality and child development? 

 What are the implications for policy design and implementation?  

9.  The literature depicted has been derived from four main sources: the Starting Strong reports 

(OECD 2001, 2006 and 2012a); empirical research literature which is primarily from Anglo-Saxon 

countries; policy analysis literature; and other research and policy documents relevant to monitoring 

quality and child development, much of which comes from Western European and Anglo-Saxon countries.  

In addition, documents produced by the OECD ECEC Network's thematic working groups have been used 

to list country examples or provide background information. A number of government and government-

sponsored websites were surveyed to identify monitoring practices and policies. The literature used was 

found through a broad search in bibliographic databases and search engines such as ERIC, Google Scholar, 

JStor, and ScienceDirect, and through "snow-balling" of references. The search was conducted in English, 

and to a lesser extent in French. We aimed at including studies on the effects of monitoring that meet the 

following criteria: having research methods, analysis and findings sufficiently detailed to provide a sound 

basis for judgement about the robustness of the conclusions, and information about the characteristics of 

the context.  

10. This paper does not intend to provide a comprehensive overview of all existing research findings 

or policy papers, neither is it a general overview of how OECD countries conduct monitoring practices. 

There are aspects of quality which might be monitored in countries that are not included in this review, 

such as monitoring parental satisfaction, since these aspects are beyond the scope of the new project. Most 

research on monitoring has been conducted on ECEC services for preschool-age children. While research 

has been conducted on ECEC services for infants and toddlers, the availability of papers, research and 

information on monitoring in settings for young children is less exhaustive, although we attempted to 

address both fields in this paper. Additionally, most papers and reports focus on centre-based care and 

education, so family-based settings are therefore under-represented in this report.  

11. Chapter 3 defines the different monitoring practices and policies and how monitoring methods 

are organised. In Chapter 4, an overview is given on the different users and uses of monitoring. Chapter 5 

reviews the empirical evidence on the effects or impacts of monitoring practices for accountability and 

improvement purposes. Chapter 6 discusses the implications for policy design and implementation. A final 

conclusion is offered in Chapter 7. 
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3. MONITORING PRACTICES AND POLICIES 

12. The term monitoring can refer to both evaluation and assessment practices. According to 

education literature, assessment is used to refer to the process of deciding, collecting and making 

judgments about evidence relating to the achievement of children and staff. Evaluation is used for the 

process of deciding, collecting and making judgments about systems, programmes, materials, procedures 

and processes (Harlen, 2007). Consequently, assessment encompasses child development assessments as 

well as standardised tests and observations of staff performance, while evaluation encompasses practices 

such as inspections, self-evaluations and targeted programme evaluation. This report focuses on 

monitoring, including assessment and evaluation practices. Similar practices may be in place to monitor 

different aspects of quality. 

3.1 Service quality 

13.  Evaluation of the level of quality of an ECEC setting (here referred to as service quality) is often 

conducted for accountability purposes. This can be for either external accountability purposes (also 

referred to as bureaucratic or hierarchical accountability) or internal accountability purposes (also referred 

to as professional accountability) (Adams and Kirst, 1999; Firestone, 2002; Levitt et al., 2008). The latter 

focuses on internal staff processes and practices and is therefore described under 3.2 "Performance of 

staff".  

14. When quality is evaluated for external accountability, ECEC settings are understood as an 

instrument for implementation of family, labour market and education policies on national, regional and 

local levels. Information on the ECEC setting is provided to policy makers and the general public about 

compliance with regulations and the general quality of services provided. ECEC settings and staff are held 

accountable for the quality of care and early education they provide, most often measured by quality 

indicators.  

15.  It differs among countries who has the responsibility for conducting the monitoring practices for 

service quality. There may be a central authority in charge with a national agency conducting monitoring 

practices. But in many OECD countries, monitoring of service quality has been decentralised to local 

authorities, as is the case in the Scandinavian countries for example. ECEC staff and managers are often 

involved in the monitoring process or can be the evaluators of service quality through self-evaluations. 

16. Additionally, parents or other stakeholders might evaluate the level of service quality. In Korea 

for example, Parent Monitoring Groups have been set up in 2005. These groups are managed and overseen 

by local governments since 2005. They visit child care centres, observe and monitor the on-going activities 

and provide child care policy recommendations to the local government. Children are not frequently 

involved in monitoring and evaluating quality, although several OECD countries have pointed out to a 

need for involvement of children in monitoring processes so their voices can be heard (OECD Network on 

Early Childhood Education and Care, 2012b). 
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3.1.1 Inspections 

17. Inspections, conducted by external evaluators which have the primary role of inspecting services, 

are the most common tool for monitoring service quality in OECD countries, including Australia, the 

Flemish Community and Wallonia-Brussels Federation of Belgium, Canada, Czech Republic, Estonia, 

England, Germany, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Japan, Korea, Mexico, Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, 

Poland, Portugal, Scotland, Slovak Republic, Spain, and the United States (at state level). Observation is 

the most common method of monitoring quality in inspections although the functions of inspections may 

differ among countries. A checklist or the use of rating scales (see Box 3.1) is a common tool used by 

evaluators during inspections. In some countries, such as Ireland and Norway, inspectoral observations are 

combined with interviews with managers and staff (OECD, 2012a; OECD Network on Early Childhood 

Education and Care, 2012a). Inspections may focus on procedural aspects, processes or a combination of 

both. 

18. Procedural inspections focus primarily on monitoring compliance with regulations and standards. 

These are usually concerned with quality aspects such as staff-child ratios, indoor and outdoor space, 

health and safety regulations, the use of infrastructure, working conditions, staff's educational background, 

planning and workload of staff, and management of human and financial resources, rather than the actual 

work and tasks of staff.  

19. When inspections focus on processes, they are intended to examine the relations between staff 

and children and staff and parents, collaboration between colleagues and other services or organisations 

(such as primary schools), the quality of teaching (instruction) and caring, and the implementation of a 

curricular programme and administrative tasks. Process inspections examine staff performance on a 

general level. Individual staff evaluations or assessments are generally not part of process inspections. The 

aspect of processes in inspection is receiving increasing international attention due to the growing interest 

in evaluating process quality (OECD, 2012a). 

20. In general, inspections rarely focus on processes solely: process inspection is most often 

combined with an inspection of compliance with regulations (procedural). In addition, the results of formal 

child outcome or development assessments may be a part of the evaluation of service quality. However, 

since formal or standardised assessment of child outcomes or development is not common in ECEC, the 

adoption of an inspection approach including outcomes is rare in the ECEC sector. 3.1.2 Self-assessments 

21. An ECEC setting can conduct an internal evaluation as well. This is done, for example, in 

Sweden where each ECEC setting prepares an annual evaluation report based on an internal assessment 

exercise (OECD, 2012a). An ECEC setting may use several tools to evaluate its own level of quality, 

including observations, interviews, rating scales (see Box 3.1), checklists (a list of items, tasks or steps to 

be taken in a specific order to be checked or consulted), and surveys (see 3.1.3).  

22. The aim of internal evaluation is to establish whether settings have achieved national and local 

ECEC objectives as well as their own aims. It can also be used to reflect on what aspects need 

improvement and result in proposals for improving the level of quality. Self-assessments can be used by 

external evaluators as the basis of their inspection, but can also provide information to policy makers and 

the general public.  

23.  As an example, the Dutch Consortium for Child Care (NCKO) which studies the effects and 

levels of quality of child care in the Netherlands has developed a 'quality monitor', an instrument with 

which child care centres can assess their own quality. The results of the monitor provide an overview of 

what the weaker and stronger points are of a provision - with the goal to enhance the level of quality. The 

monitor assesses the interactions of all pedagogical staff, the quality of the care environment, as well as 
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structural aspects of the provision and makes use of checklists and rating scores. Special training modules 

have been developed to train staff and managers of child care centres in using the monitor. Besides, there is 

training available on analysing and improving staff-child interactions which are found to be key for early 

child development (NCKO website).  

Box 3.1. The use of rating systems in external and internal evaluations. 

Rating systems, such as the Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scale (ITERS), the Early Childhood Environment 
Rating Scale (ECERS), the Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS), or the Quality Improvement Rating 
System (QRIS), are used for external evaluations as well as for instruments of self-evaluation and quality 
improvement. These scales and guidelines are used most widely in the United States, but many other countries, 
including Australia, Canada, Chile, Germany and the United Kingdom, have also adopted these instruments.  

Generally, rating scales focus on different aspects of quality, including standards and/or regulations as well as 
staff quality or performance. Rating scales are sometimes criticised as normalising, decontextualised instruments that 
may undermine more participatory and democratic reworking of quality by local communities (Dahlberg and Moss, 
2005). When designing, adapting and implementing rating scales, it is important that staff are trained sufficiently to 
understand the theory and cultural assumptions behind these scales as to ensure they have sufficient knowledge on 
how to use the tool, what the rating scales measure, and know how to interpret the findings correctly. It is also highly 
important to adapt rating systems to a country's, state's or setting's own needs and circumstances.  

Sources: OECD, 2006; 2012a. 

3.1.3 Surveys 

24. Surveys or questionnaires can be used by ECEC staff and management, as well as parents, to 

evaluate the quality of service provision. It establishes an opportunity for them to give their opinion on the 

level of quality of the ECEC setting and surveys can therefore also be an indication of parental or staff 

satisfaction. Surveys can be individual evaluation tools or part of a larger evaluation exercise, such as 

inspections or self-assessment exercises.  

25. The survey or questionnaire may include a rating scale in which the evaluators rate certain 

aspects of the ECEC setting, such as "provision of information to parents" or "size of the room". Several 

countries, including Canada, Denmark, Finland, the Flemish Community of Belgium, Italy, Korea, 

Norway, Slovenia and Sweden give parents and/or staff a chance to evaluate service quality on a regular 

basis (OECD, 2012a).  

3.2 Staff quality 

26.  Assessment and evaluation of staff performance is mainly conducted for internal accountability 

purposes and to improve staff practices and skills. It differs from external inspections of service quality 

(process inspections; see 3.1.1) since it relates to individual staff performance rather than general staff 

performance.  

27. When assessing staff performance, staff is held accountable for how they implement their 

knowledge and skills, i.e., their interaction with colleagues and children. Staff can be held accountable to 

pre-defined criteria (at national, regional, local or setting levels) or professional standards, or codes of 

conduct (as set by a professional association and/or the government) (Rosenkvist, 2010). Monitoring staff 

quality most often involves observations or self-evaluations in combination with the use of rating scales, 

checklists or portfolios, and can be part of monitoring service quality as well (Isoré, 2009).  
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3.2.1 Observations 

28. Observation practices taking place in an ECEC setting are one of the most common practices in 

monitoring individual staff quality in OECD countries (OECD, 2012a). This includes observing whether 

the staff member (teacher, instructor, caregiver or pedagogue) applies adequate practices for young 

children in the ECEC setting. This might be assessed as in accordance with existing standards or not (Isoré, 

2009). Observations mostly take place in the form of inspections or peer reviews (OECD, 2012a).  

29. Countries and practitioners have an increasing interest in monitoring and assessing the quality of 

staff-child interactions, since research indicates that process quality is highly important in providing high 

quality ECEC. High quality staff-child communication and interplay benefit children’s learning and 

participation in activities (Sheridan, 2011).  The Classroom Assessment Scoring System™ (CLASS) is an 

observation instrument that assesses the quality of teacher-child interactions in center-based preschool 

classrooms (see Box 3.2).  

30. Another tool for monitoring staff quality through observation is the use of video feedback, 

whereby the staff member is being filmed and the video is being watched by the staff member and possibly 

other evaluators with the purpose to (self-) evaluate the performance and provide inputs for improvement. 

Inspections 

31. Inspections are widely used in OECD countries to observe and evaluate a setting's performance in 

general, taking staff's overall performance into account. This has been described in 3.1.1. National 

inspections rarely assess staff's individual performance, although few countries administer inspections 

when assessing staff quality. Newly qualified teachers in Ireland, for example, are registered with 

conditions, pending an evaluation by the Department of Education and Skills Inspectorate. During two 

unannounced visits, the Inspectorate evaluates the professional competence of probationary teachers by 

observing teaching and learning, examining preparation and progress records and evaluating samples of 

pupils’ work. The outcome determines whether the teacher can move to full registration (OECD Network 

on Early Childhood Education and Care, 2012a).   

Peer reviews 

32. The use of peer reviews is a more common practice in assessing and evaluating individual staff 

performance.  In peer reviews, other ECEC professionals (either within the same setting or from outside) 

and/or the manager observe a person and give constructive feedback to the person under evaluation. 

Reviewing staff performance allows staff to enhance their skills, adapt their practices to the needs of 

children, and informs settings of professional development needs of staff. Portfolios prepared by the staff 

member can also be used in peer reviews. Portfolios are a collection of staff member's current work, 

including day plans, videotapes of practices and exercises (video feedback), samples of children's work, 

etc. In addition to observations, these provide the evaluator with information on staff's capacities and skills. 
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Box 3.2. The Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) 

The Classroom Assessment Scoring System™ (CLASS) is an observation instrument that assesses the quality of 
teacher-child interactions in center-based preschool classrooms.  Evidence suggests that improving children's’ 
academic achievement and social skill development requires attention to the nature and quality of teacher-student 
interactions; and enhancing the effectiveness of teacher-student interactions requires knowing how to assess them. 
CLASS does not measure other important components of high quality teaching and learning such as the curriculum 
used, the process of the ongoing assessment of child progress, or individualised teaching.  

 

The CLASS observation tool can help teachers and schools improve the quality of their interactions with 
students. CLASS includes three domains or categories of teacher-child interactions that support children's learning and 
development: Emotional Support, Classroom Organisation, and Instructional Support. Within each domain are 
dimensions which capture more specific details about teachers' interactions with children. Following observations, 
observers rate each dimension on a 7-point scale, from low (score of 1-2) to high (score of 6-7). 

 

In addition to defining and assessing these interactions, the tool also provides aligned professional development 
supports to give targeted feedback to districts, schools and teachers with the overarching goal of improving student 
outcomes. All reviewers and observers who work with the CLASS system are trained on implementation of the system 
and certified. In addition, they are provided with professional development that includes activities such as refresher 
trainings, webinars with CLASS experts, mentor coaching, and access to phone and email support. Empirical evidence 
from experimental evaluations demonstrates that teachers receiving the professional development support engage in 
more effective interactions with students, especially in classrooms that serve higher proportions of students in poverty. 

  
Source: Center for Advanced Study of Teaching and Learning (2011). 

3.2.2 Self-evaluations 

33. Another common source of assessing staff performance is the use of self-evaluations where staff 

members evaluate their own performance (OECD, 2012a). These can take place as part of peer reviews or 

as an individual exercise. Self-evaluations are most often done through the use of self-reported 

questionnaires (surveys about a person's teaching and caring skills and practices filled in by staff 

themselves), self-reflection reports, journals or sheets, portfolios, and/or video feedback. The self-

reflection process enables a professional to be aware of their own strengths and weaknesses, and to identify 

their needs for improvement, professional development or coaching (Isoré, 2009). Self-evaluations of 

educational practice were found to be a powerful tool for continuous support to the professionalism of 

early childhood education practitioners in Italy (Picchio et al., 2012). 
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Box 3.3. Self-evaluation tools for staff in ECEC 

A major purpose of this type of evaluation is to raise the awareness of staff concerning different aspects of 
quality. Various participatory evaluation instruments of this nature have been developed in OECD countries for this 
purpose, such as the United Kingdom's EEL (Effective Early Learning) instrument. This instrument supports centres 
performing self-evaluations by encouraging discussion and reflection by staff on their programme, their attitudes and 
practice towards children and parents, as well as on the more technical aspects of administration, finance and 
planning. Through the EEL process, which normally takes place over several months, centres define their own 
programmes and activities, which are appropriate to their community circumstances. 

The Flemish Community of Belgium has a process oriented self-evaluation instrument for care settings, named 
SICS (Self-evaluation Instrument for Care Settings), in place. The instrument was developed by the Research Centre 
for Experiential Education (Leuven University – Belgium), and takes the child and his or her experience of the care 
environment as the main criterion of quality. At the centre of this framework stand the process variables, well-being 
and involvement.  Well-being and involvement are regarded as critical indicators for quality. The first is seen as a 
condition to secure mental health, the second as the condition for deep level learning and development. The procedure 
for self-evaluation starts with an assessment of the actual levels of well-being and involvement of the children by staff. 
For both indicators a five-point scale serves as a tool to code observations conducted in each of the groups that are 
part of the provision. To collect these scores, a preliminary scanning procedure is used by the head of the setting or by 
an internal co-ordinator. Individual children are observed one after the other, each for two minutes. In a second stage, 
the scores are analysed in order to identify the conditions that explain the recorded levels of well-being and 
involvement of the children. This analysis is guided by a framework in which five dimensions of the pedagogical 
approach are distinguished: the infrastructure and offer of activities, group climate, child initiative, adult style and 
organisation. Each of these dimensions is further defined by a series of items that can be rated on a three-point scale 
(“this is o.k.” – “this could be improved” – “this needs to be addressed”). The analysis of the pedagogical approach is a 
shared activity in which the practitioners as a group work towards setting priorities for action. These serve as a guide to 
define possible interventions or practices they should adapt, to implement them and to reflect on their impact. This 
whole cycle of observation, analysis and action can be repeated several times in a year. 

Sources: Bertram and Pascal, 1997; OECD, 2006; 2012a. 

3.2.3 Tests 

34. Test results of child outcomes, or children's developmental progress, are rarely used as a method 

in monitoring staff quality. Child development may reflect staff performance but is seldom used as a 

measurement of staff quality primarily because of the difficulties in using child assessments to draw 

conclusions about the quality of an ECEC setting the child attended, including the quality of the staff who 

worked with the child. Since early child development is not merely formed in ECEC but happens largely 

outside of ECEC provisions and is influenced by parents, family, friends, peers, and others, developmental 

tests for children are often regarded as an inappropriate or incomplete tool to assess staff quality.  

35. Staff knowledge and pedagogical skills may be evaluated through testing professionals, although 

this method is rarely applied in OECD countries. Tests for staff are more frequently used for new pre-

primary education teachers, as is currently the case in Chile, Denmark, France, Israel, Korea, Luxembourg, 

Norway, Spain, Turkey and the United States where a (competitive) examination is in place to enter the 

teaching profession. These tests often involve exams on subject-related matters as well as on pedagogical 

practices (OECD, 2012b). In Chile for example, pre-primary teachers take an initial professional test 

(Evaluación Inicia) before joining the labour force. This test comprehends disciplinary and pedagogical 

themes and is aligned with professional standards. Test results provide diagnostic information to 

universities and schools forming preschool teachers and provides data on what aspects of the studies need 

improvement (Chile Education Ministry website).  

http://www.evaluacioninicia.cl/index2.php?id_contenido=23180&id_portal=79&id_seccion=4226
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3.2.4 Interviews 

36. Interviews are seldom used for assessing staff performance. They are more often conducted with 

the purpose of identifying needs for professional development, asking staff in which ways they think they 

need or would like to improve (Isoré, 2009). Performance management interviews or reviews can be used 

to identify staff's individual needs. However, the usefulness of such interviews highly depends on whether 

the staff member feels confident discussing their weaknesses and needs, and the possibilities to receive 

relevant and constructive feedback from this process.   

3.2.5 Surveys 

37. Surveys about staff practice can be completed by principals, managers or parents. They can 

assess staff quality through the continuous interaction they have with the staff member(s). Surveys on staff 

quality for parents are often conducted to analyse parental satisfaction. Surveys and questionnaires are 

tools for evaluating and assessing staff quality in several OECD countries, including e.g. the Slovak 

Republic and Sweden (OECD, 2012a).  

38. While the responses to such surveys might provide interesting insights, it is important to take into 

account that when parents fill out these surveys, they are (in most cases) not ECEC experts and might 

value different qualities than the aspects which have been found to enhance child development. Besides, 

research indicates that parental satisfaction and pedagogical quality are not correlated although parental 

feedback might point to areas for improvement or lead to actions (Peterson et al., 2003).  

3.3 Child development and outcomes 

39.  The assessment of child development and outcomes is a broad term that encompasses several 

methods and techniques for assessing how children have developed or what they have learned (and not 

learned). Child developmental assessments in ECEC are conducted to identify whether children have 

developmental delays or special needs that should be addressed (OECD Network on Early Childhood 

Education and Care, 2012b).  Child assessments may use benchmarking tools, such as predefined outcomes 

for different ages, learning standards, developmental goals or curriculum objectives. But child assessments 

can also be applied without benchmarking children's development.  

40. A distinction can be made between formative and summative assessment (OECD, 2005; Harlen, 

2007). Summative assessment is used to measure what children have learned at the end of a certain time 

period and can be used for different purposes. Ministries can use summative assessments as a way to hold 

staff and settings accountable for providing quality ECEC. Or they can be used as a method to identify 

whether children are ready for entry into primary education. Formative assessments refer to frequent, 

interactive assessments of child development and progress with the purpose of understanding and 

identifying learning needs and adjust instruction and teaching methods accordingly (OECD, 2005). 

Formative assessments are more commonly used in ECEC than summative assessments (OECD, 2012a), 

summative assessment are more frequently applied in higher levels of education.   

41. In ECEC, information and data on children's development or outcomes over time may be used to 

define the effectiveness of a setting and its staff. Such assessments are called "value-added assessments". It 

involves the comparison of child development or performance with its past assessments (Rosenkvist, 

2010). An overview of the most frequently applied child assessment practices are described below.  

3.3.1 Tests  

42. A test is a formal assessment, often administered on paper or on the computer, intended to 

measure children’s knowledge, skills and/or aptitudes. Tests can be either standardised or not. A 
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standardised assessment is a test designed in such a way that the questions, conditions for administering, 

scoring procedures and interpretations are consistent. The goal of this consistency is to make the results as 

objective as possible so that they can be used to compare the assessed outcomes (OECD, 2012a; Zucker, 

2004). Standardised assessments are usually administered to large groups of children and mainly for the 

purpose of measuring academic achievement and/or comparing members of a cohort (Rosenkvist, 2010). In 

most OECD countries, testing children in early education and care is not a common practice (OECD 

Network on Early Childhood Education and Care, 2012b). 

3.3.2 Observations 

43. Informal assessments of children's development and progress are more common in ECEC. 

Observations are the most widely used informal assessment method of child outcomes and their 

development. Observations mostly take place on a regular basis and involve the continuous and careful 

examination of a child's behaviour and skills by an evaluator. The evaluator is usually an ECEC 

professional working directly with the child (OECD Network on Early Childhood Education and Care, 

2012b). Observations might be accompanied by rating scales and checklists (further explained below) or 

result in narrative assessments (see 3.3.3). Most OECD countries apply some form of observation practices 

in assessing children's developmental progress. These can be conducted in collaboration or in addition to, 

observations by parents or other early childhood professionals such as doctors or speech therapists. 

Information on child development by other actors than ECEC staff provide relevant and complementing 

data on children's skills, behaviour and growth.  

44. In Estonia, for example, the national curriculum is used as a benchmarking tool when observing 

child development. Estonia's curriculum describes a child's development and required knowledge, skills 

and experience. Teachers carry out observations in the classroom as children engage in undirected play and 

in activities directed by the teacher. Through these observations, the teacher assesses whether the child is 

developing expected general skills in the subjects and areas articulated in the national curriculum. The 

Czech Republic has a similar approach to child assessment (OECD Network on Early Childhood 

Education and Care, 2012b). 

Rating scales  

45. Rating scales and/or checklists may be used in the assessment of children's development or 

outcomes and can be used by both professionals and parents, although parents are less frequently asked to 

fill out a rating scale exercise or a checklist. Both techniques are applied through observing the child. 

Within a rating system, different early child development skills or abilities are defined for children of 

different ages or in different development stages. For each skill or ability, the evaluator rates the child's 

competence in numbers or steps. This can range from, e.g., zero to three with three being an excellent 

rating (the child has the skill or ability to count to five for example) and zero being unable to do the task. 

Steps in between (such as one for a child that can count to two, and two for a child that can count to three 

or four) provide the evaluator with more refined and child-specific assessment possibilities than checklists. 

Checklists 

46.    Checklists may also include a series of tasks, skills and abilities to assess children's 

development or knowledge, such as "child can count to five" or "child is able to play independently". 

However, unlike a rating system or scale, checklists only indicate whether a child can do a certain task or 

has a certain skill. The results of a checklist are often less specific and detailed than the outcomes of a 

rating system.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Test_(student_assessment)
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47. Lastly, checklists might also serve the purpose of guiding staff in observation methods. A 

checklist for staff can consist of a range of points the evaluator should take into account when observing a 

child's development ("observe a child's interaction skills with peers") so as to ensure the professional 

addresses all aspects relevant for assessing child development during its observation. 

3.3.3 Narrative assessments: portfolios and storytelling  

48. An increasingly popular method of assessing children's development is the use of narrative 

assessment practices. It can also be referred to as pedagogical documentation of development (Katz and 

Chard, 1996). Narrative assessments describe the development of a child through narratives/stories. 

Narrative assessment is a more inclusive approach to assessing child development, as it involves not only 

professionals but also the children, and can also include inputs or feedback from parents. It is a 

combination or package of what a child has done and learned, such as examples of drawings and exercises, 

and feedback from staff. Portfolios or storybooks of children's development are well known examples of 

narrative assessment practices. Narrative assessments are particularly popular in monitoring early 

development since these practices take place within the child's natural environment, taking into account its 

activities and relationships, and does not involved testing since children in ECEC are often too young for 

paper-and-pencil tests (OECD Network on Early Childhood Education and Care, 2012b).  

Box 3.4. Narrative assessments to monitor child development 

An increasing number of OECD countries and ECEC programmes are using narrative assessments for children's 
development. Narrative assessments form the basis of monitoring child development in the well-known Reggio Emilia 
programmes. Their pedagogical documentation is not only used to follow children's learning process but is also a tool 
for quality improvement. The narrative assessments or pedagogical documentations of Reggio Emilia include samples 
of children's work at several different stages of completion. This monitoring method does not only show the final 
product, but also tells staff and parents something about the way the child carried out the assignment or work, planned 
it, and completed it. 

The Flemish Community of Belgium uses "story booklets" in which staff write and/or show what the child did and 
learned at the centre each day. In New Zealand, children’s experiences are described in a Learning Story Framework 
by both staff and children. The Framework focuses on assessment in a narrative form as a story, a connection 
between the individual learner and the environment. It takes the view that children leave the early childhood setting for 
further education with some well-established learning narratives or working theories: packages of inclination, 
knowledge and skills to do with being a learner. This has provided a useful way for children and practitioners to reflect 
on ways to implement curriculum and assessment practices.  

Finland and Norway have growth portfolios in place. This is a record of each child’s life and growth at the centre, 
and is often the basis for assessment discussions with parents during the year. In addition to teacher comments and 
records, the child also contributes to the portfolio by entering photos, drawing and memories of significant moments. 
Through the portfolio, programme aims are explained to parents with the objective of mobilising parental follow-up and 
of achieving a shared understanding of education. Children can take their portfolio with them when they change to a 
new centre or school which can help smooth their transition from one setting to the other although this is not practiced 
everywhere. 

Sources: Katz and Chard, 1996; OECD, 2006; 2012a; Taguma, Litjens and Makowiecki, 2012. 

3.3.4 Screening 

49. Some countries conduct screening tools to monitor children's development. Developmental 

screening allows a professional to keep track of a child's health or cognitive or social developmental 

process. This most often includes screening of language and/or reading development. Developmental 

screening of health development is done by health care professionals such as doctors, nurses or specialists 

in e.g. hearing development or autism.  
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50. Screening usually involves a short test to tell if a child is learning basic skills when he or she 

should, or if there are delays. It can include some questions the professional asks to a child or parent 

(depending on a child's age) or talk and play with the child during an examination to see how he or she 

plays, learns, speaks, behaves, and moves. The practice of screening is normally not used for measuring 

child outcomes but mostly conducted to detect any developmental arrears as early as possible and provide 

the child with additional support for development and learning if needed.  

3.4 Curriculum implementation 

51.  Monitoring curriculum implementation is not only relevant to evaluate the usefulness of a 

curriculum, analyse the need for changes in the curriculum, or define staff development needs, but also in 

assessing process quality. Curriculum implementation is often part of a broader monitoring practice and 

incorporated in staff performance assessments or general service quality evaluations. While there is very 

little information available on monitoring practices regarding curriculum implementation specifically, 

observations seem to be the most common monitoring method (OECD, 2012a).  

 3.4.1 Inspections 

52.  Monitoring curriculum implementation is often part of the general inspection process, in which 

the use of a curriculum or learning standards is being evaluated as well as the adaptation of a national or 

state-level curriculum to local or setting circumstances and needs. Curricula are monitored as a part of the 

general inspection process in Australia, the French Community of Belgium, Korea, Japan, Norway, Poland, 

Slovak Republic, Spain, Turkey and the United Kingdom. In most cases, monitoring focuses on 

compliance with national legislation and the national curriculum or curriculum standards in place. For 

example, in Korea, the daily activity plans are analysed by the inspector as a method to check if these are 

in line with the national curriculum (Faubert, 2009; OECD, 2012a).  

3.4.2. Peer reviewing  

53. Curriculum implementation by ECEC staff can be monitored through the use of peer reviewing 

where a professional reviews the implementation of a curriculum or curriculum subjects of another 

professional. Peer reviewing may be part of a professional's performance interview or review. Only a few 

examples were found of the use of peer reviewing in monitoring curriculum implementation. As an 

example, beginning ECEC staff in New Zealand gain provisional teacher registration. They then embark 

on a two-year induction process during which a mentor teacher oversees and reviews their programme, 

including the implementation of the New Zealand curriculum and its content. Only when new teachers 

meet the Satisfactory Teacher Dimensions according to the mentor will the new teacher be recommended 

to the professional leader of the early childhood service. The professional leader then recommends the 

teacher to the New Zealand Teacher Council for full registration (Taguma, Litjens and Makowiecki, 2012). 

3.4.3 Self-assessments 

54. Staff can also be their own evaluators of curriculum implementation. A self-evaluation of the 

practical use of a curriculum framework, the knowledge on curriculum content, and a reflection on a 

person's strengths and weaknesses on the curriculum can provide useful insights into how staff can enhance 

practices and skills and better implement the curriculum. Tools for self-assessment may include checklists, 

rating scales and surveys. Self-assessments of curriculum implementation are most often applied as part of 

staff performance assessments. 

55. In Korea, in 2012, surveys were used at a more large-scale level to evaluate the implementation 

of the new Nuri curriculum for five year olds. 7 822 teachers and directors of ECEC provisions 

participated in the survey. Results showed that most teachers needed more support in the implementation 
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of the curriculum, besides the existing guide and materials available, and pointed to the specific needs and 

areas for support.  

3.4.3 Tests 

56. Tests to assess staff's knowledge of the curriculum or curriculum subjects and its implementation 

are rarely used in ECEC. In some countries, including Denmark and Luxembourg, new pre-primary 

teaching staff need to pass a competitive examination to enter the teaching profession, which usually tests 

the knowledge on curriculum subjects as well (OECD, 2012b). In Chile, new staff take a voluntary test 

which examines their knowledge, as well as strengths and weaknesses on curriculum subjects including 

natural and social sciences, mathematics, language, visual arts and music (Chile Ministry of Education 

website).While tests on a regular basis might identify strengths and weaknesses of staff regarding the 

curriculum, as well as their professional development needs, peer reviews and performance reviews are 

more commonly used for this purpose.  
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4. USERS AND USES OF MONITORING PRACTICES AND RESULTS 

4.1 Uses of monitoring practices and results 

57.  While the uses, or purposes, of monitoring practices differ depending on the subject that is being 

monitored, monitoring is most commonly applied for accountability and/or improvement reasons. Other 

purposes include identifying learning needs, monitoring for receiving rewards or sanctioning, and 

informing policy-makers and/or the public. Monitoring may attach high or low stakes, indicating that the 

results of the monitoring practice might have (larger or smaller) implications for provisions, staff, and 

children. The idea of attaching high stakes to monitoring is that it can provide incentives for services and 

their staff to work better and more effectively.   

4.1.1 For accountability purposes 

58. Monitoring practices are frequently conducted for accountability reasons. This refers to an 

account-giving (i.e. information-sharing) action from ECEC provisions to policy makers, stakeholders, or 

the general public. It involves the sharing of information of a provision's (past or future) actions and 

decisions, and justification for these. These actions can refer to financial spending patterns, compliance 

with rules and regulations, the use of human resources and other inputs, outputs of a centre's or system's 

practices, and other actions the government feels ECEC centres should be held accountable for. Increasing 

public spending levels in ECEC, as well as a trend in decentralising authority regarding ECEC to local 

governments and provisions, contribute to a growing demand for accountability and efficiency in ECEC 

systems (Morris, 2011).   

59. Both high and low stakes can be attached to monitoring for accountability purposes. High stakes 

may involve receiving rewards or putting sanctions in place (see 4.1.4). Publication of monitoring results 

may add to the stakes, as was found to be the case in schools (OECD, 2012b) since directors of schools and 

teachers will work to avoid the stigma of low performance or quality (McDonnell and Choisser, 1997).  

4.1.2 For improvement purposes 

60. There can also be a great emphasis on use of monitoring results for improvement. The emphasis 

is on using the information gathered in monitoring practices as a means to enhance performance of 

provisions and centres, professionals, or improve children's development. The results can provide feedback 

on what works and help identify areas of improvement. Monitoring for improvement is usually associated 

with low stakes since results are used to guide practices for improvement.  

Improvement of quality 

61.  Centres can use information from monitoring and evaluations to identify weak areas, better 

understand its strengths, and strengthen aspects which need improvement. Actions can be taken based on 

the monitoring results, such as providing appropriate professional development for staff to enhance staff 

quality, securing extra financial or human resources, ensuring the appropriate use of tools and materials or 

provision of support materials, improving the content of curriculum to better meet needs of children, 
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parents and society, and other practices to improve the overall quality of ECEC provision. In the Slovak 

Republic for example, results are used to improve the curriculum (National Educational Programme), 

provide materials, and make amendments to legal regulations (OECD Network on Early Childhood 

Education and Care, 2012b). 

Enhancing staff performance  

62.  Using monitoring results to improve practices and instructions is a key purpose of monitoring. 

Monitoring results help staff to continually evaluate the effectiveness of their instructions and make better 

informed instructional decisions (Safer and Fleishman, 2005). Monitoring practices provide important 

feedback to professionals on their abilities and skills, as well as knowledge on specific curriculum subject 

areas. Based on the results, staff can improve their instruction techniques, analyse their needs for 

development and strengthen their skills and knowledge through professional training (see 4.1.3), identify 

needs for support (either in additional human resources or extra materials), and improve implementation of 

the curriculum.  

Improving child outcomes 

63. An important part of monitoring children is screening for possible developmental delays in order 

to initiate intervention services as early as possible for remediation. Monitoring can help identify which 

children are at risk of having developmental arrears. The results can be used to inform curriculum and 

remedial interventions. In addition, practices can be adjusted to better meet these children's needs, or 

support materials can be provided to the staff and children to help improve children's development and 

diminish any learning arrears (Allen, 2007). 

64. Monitoring is not only beneficial for children 'at risk' but for all children in general. Continuous 

monitoring of every child can provide staff and parents with useful knowledge on what and how a child 

learns and grows, and creates a better understanding of every child's unique development (Horton and 

Bowman, 2002; Morris, 2011). Such increased understanding can be used to further stimulate children's 

development and can be helpful in identifying useful strategies in enhancing child outcomes.  

4.1.3 To identify learning needs 

65. Aside from accountability and improvement purposes, monitoring can be conducted in order to 

identify learning needs of staff and children. This also referred to as 'monitoring for learning' or 

'assessment for learning' since it aims at identifying strengths and weaknesses of ECEC professionals and 

of children, and providing adequate development opportunities for the areas in need of improvement. The 

role of monitoring for identifying learning needs is to underline professional ways to improve and adapt 

current practices of programmes and professionals to either enhance their own performance or support 

children in enhancing their development. Most often, low stakes are attached to the results of monitoring to 

identify learning needs. Rather, centres and professionals and encouraged to use to results to guide their 

practices.  

66. The results of monitoring practices allow ECEC centres to adapt their professional development 

programmes to the needs of ECEC professionals in accordance to their own objectives. Provisions can 

learn from the strengths of effective professionals and implement development programmes that respond to 

staff members' weaknesses. Linking monitoring practices to professional development opportunities for 

staff ensure that staff quality is prioritised and that professionals receive the appropriate training that fits 

their needs. For children with certain weaknesses, curricula and programmes can be adapted, support tools 

may be provided, or specific programmes to help these children can be implemented (OECD Network on 

Early Childhood Education and Care, 2012b).  
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67. Institutions in charge of pre-service (initial) education of ECEC professionals can also benefit 

from the results of monitoring and adapt their programmes to professional and practical needs of future 

ECEC staff. 

68. As an example, Caregiver Interaction Profile (CIP) scales in the Netherlands can serve as a 

starting point for education and training to improve the quality of caregiver–child interactions. The CIP 

rates six key skills of caregivers for interacting with 0- to 4-year-old children in child care centres: 

sensitive responsiveness, respect for autonomy, structuring and limit setting, verbal communication, 

developmental stimulation, and fostering positive peer interactions. Each interactive skill is rated on a 7-

point scale based on observation of video-recorded caregiver–child interactions. Together, the 6 scale 

scores constitute an Interaction Profile for individual caregivers that can indicate for what aspects 

caregivers need training (Helmerhorst et al., 2014). 

 

4.1.4 For reward or sanction purposes 

69. Monitoring can be linked to rewards or sanctions. This is most often the case when monitoring is 

conducted for accountability purposes. Actions or decisions regarding rewards or sanctions are often made 

based on whether ECEC centres meet certain standards or targets. Rewards for centres can include 

additional funding or other financial contributions, whereas sanctions can include intervention, financial 

resource limitations, or in rare cases closure of the provision. 

70. Monitoring can also be used as a basis for recognition of a professional's performance. 

Monitoring staff quality for example, provides opportunities to recognise and reward staff competences, 

which is found to be essential in retaining effective staff members as well as to make the sector more 

attractive (OECD, 2005). The results of monitoring can be used in making consequential decisions 

concerning ECEC professionals such as promotion opportunities or salary increases but can also be used in 

responding to ineffective professionals by, for example, offering them training or extra schooling(Isoré, 

2009; Morris, 2011).  

4.1.5 To inform policy-making 

71. Monitoring practices are often conducted to inform policy-makers on the effectiveness of their 

policies and the results are used in developing appropriate policies. As an example, in the Netherlands, data 

on child outcomes and development are collected of a sample of all young children attending ECEC every 

two years. In this way, it is possible to track trends in child development, ECEC participation, and school 

career. This data can be used by policy makers to analyse whether their policies target the right group of 

children, to inform them on the intensity of participation, and the outputs of their policies. Based on the 

results, policies can be revised or programmes adapted (Kohnstamm Instituut, 2012). Evidence shows that 

ongoing dialogue between researchers, policy-makers and stakeholders raises the impact of research 

findings and successful implementation of policy recommendations (Munté, Serradell and Sordé, 2011; 

Puigvert, Christou and Holdford, 2012). 

4.1.6 To inform the public 

72. Another purpose of monitoring is to inform the general public about the performance of centres 

or the ECEC sector more broadly. This refers to the practice of making monitoring results publically 

available for use by parents, stakeholders, and the media. This is most often done through the web, or by 

publishing monitoring reports. The provision of information to the public is an important mechanism for 

parents and stakeholders to be able to hold the ECEC system accountable and to use this information to 

point out needs for improvement or changes. Not only does this serve the purpose of providing information 
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on ECEC system performance to the general public, but the results may also be used by stakeholders to 

take action (OECD, 2012a). For example, parents may use the monitoring results to make decisions on 

their child's ECEC participation or the media can use the results to put ECEC on the public agenda.  

4.2 Users of monitoring results 

73. There are also a number of users that use monitoring results. In this paper, the users are 

categorised into seven broad categories. An overview of these is presented in Table 4.1.   

 

 

Table 4.1. Users of monitoring results 

Category Users 

Central/ National authorities 
Ministries, Directorates, Government-related agencies 
(e.g. Inspectorates) 

Regional/ Local authorities Regional and Local Governments, Municipalities 

ECEC settings Managers, principals, leaders, owners and administrators 

ECEC staff 
Professionals working in ECEC settings directly with 
children 

Parents Parents with children in ECEC settings 

Researchers Research institutions, universities and colleges 

Media Internet websites, news papers, TV channels 

4.2.1 Central authorities 

74. Government administrations organise data collection and monitoring in the ECEC field and cover 

important areas of ECEC policy, such as demand, supply and utilisation of ECEC places; the volume and 

allocation of public financing; the status of children (demographic, health, socio-economic, etc.) within and 

outside ECEC services; and the recruitment and training levels of staff. By linking monitoring results on 

children, programme characteristics and workforce across multiple programmes and governance structures, 

policy makers can acquire a holistic understanding of the system (OECD 2012a; OECD, 2006).  

75. Monitoring helps policy-makers in establishing facts and evidence about the ECEC sector, for 

example, whether children have equitable access to high-quality ECEC, and it can contribute to evidence-

based policy making. Besides, it provides evidence of particular strengths and weaknesses of the ECEC 

system, and whether government objectives and goals are being met. Central authorities may also perceive 

monitoring results as a strategy for making the ECEC system more accountable. This can be done through, 

for example, making monitoring results publically available for stakeholders, parents and citizens and 

inform them on how the ECEC system is performing (OECD, 2012a).  

Examples of uses 

76. In Canada, the Child Care Human Resources Sector Council (CCHRSC) collected information 

and data on wages, working conditions, and human resource issues in regulated child care and early 

education centres through a survey. The findings from this survey, which were published in a report in 

2013, provided policy makers and employers with essential data that will be used to address ECEC 
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workforce policy challenges such as recruitment and retention, training and professional development, 

opportunities  for career advancement and job satisfaction (CCHRSC, 2013). 

77. Norway also uses collected data and information on the workforce for evidence-based policy-

making. Statistics Norway regularly collects data on ECEC sector staff, working conditions and workforce 

supply. Additionally, standardised annual reports from all kindergartens indicate their number of staff and 

their qualifications. Based on the collected information, policy areas in need of improvement or challenges 

in the ECEC sector are identified. The collection of this data indicated a need for more qualified staff and, 

more specifically, which regions had difficulties with workforce supply. As a result, a general action plan 

for the recruitment of preschool teachers in targeted regions was launched by the Ministry of Education 

and Research (OECD, 2012a).  

78. In the United Kingdom, the Office for Standards in Education, Children's Services and Skills 

(Ofsted) produces an annual report presenting evidence from inspection and regulatory visits across the full 

range of Ofsted's statutory remit which includes early years and child care, provision for education and 

skills and schools, colleges and adult learning, children's social care and local authority services for 

children. Information is collected about provision of children's social care, education and skills, resulting in 

a national perspective on provision. The report sets out an overview of the quality of provision and of the 

progress and experience of the children concerned; and when appropriate, it draws comparisons with 

inspection findings from previous years. The purpose of the report is to establish a candid picture of the 

quality of services so that informed choices can be made about them, both by those who use them and by 

those who fund them. In addition, such reports are publicised to provide incentives for services to raise 

standards (Ofsted, 2011). 

79.  In the United States, the result of a study on the use of monitoring results found that the most 

common application of ECEC data collected across the country is to guide teacher professional 

development (85%), followed by provide technical assistance (70%),  corrective actions or sanctions (67%) 

and changes to ECEC policy (59%). Data and monitoring are crucial to evidence-based policy making, 

which can contribute to greater policy effectiveness and efficiency (Barnett et al., 2012). 

4.2.2 Local authorities 

80. Local authorities exercise responsibilities in the field of ECEC in many OECD countries, 

particularly in countries with decentralised ECEC systems at the municipal/centre level such as e.g. the 

Nordic countries.  Local policymakers use monitoring data and information to make informed decisions, as 

they seek solutions and supports to promote high-quality services within their jurisdictions. Assessing 

children's school readiness, for example, can help policy makers document population trends, track 

children's progress over time and determine if public ECEC expenditures are making a difference (CCSSO, 

2011). 

Examples of uses 

81. In New Jersey (United States), classroom quality is measured through structured observations 

using three instruments: the first instrument  measures general classroom quality with an emphasis on 

classroom environments for health, safety and provision of education materials; the second assesses both 

general and specific materials and teacher activities and interactions that have been found to lead to 

increased oral language and literacy skills; and the third provides information on the materials and teaching 

interactions across all the types of mathematical thinking and skills. Together, these criterion-referenced 

instruments provide information that is easily understood and used for programme improvement at the 

classroom, district and state levels (OECD, 2012a). 
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82. In Denmark, all day care institutions are required by law to evaluate their pedagogical curricula 

annually, documenting the extent to which the applied methods and activities have achieved the learning 

outcomes set out in these curricula. The legislation then requires local authorities to consider the 

monitoring results and assess whether action is required in order to ensure optimal service quality. 

83. In Norway, the Country Governor inspects municipalities to ensure that ECEC is in accordance 

with the Kindergarten Act. Municipalities are responsible for the development and supervision of both 

private and municipal institutions and for ensuring that institutions are run according to goals set by the 

national government. Results of inspections can be used to draw attention to areas in need of improvement 

and may lead to actual improvements in provisions (OECD, 2012a). 

84.  An assessment of the quality of daycare services in Quebec (Canada), based on the Quebec 

Longitudinal Study of Child Development (QLSCD), raised many issues related to child care practices in 

the various types of settings in Quebec. The assessment findings were presented to the Social Affairs 

Committee of the Quebec National Assembly as well as to the "Association Québécoise des centres de la 

petite enfance", and led to several regional initiatives to improve the quality of the services (Japel, 

Tremblay and Côté, 2005).    

85. Local governments in Australia and in Vancouver (Canada) use the results of child development 

assessments, such as the Early development Index (EDI), to support applications for funding. Mapping 

child development outcomes by region indicates whether regions are good performers, or whether there are 

needs for improvement. Such information is used by local governments when applying for funding (Early 

Years Institute, 2012).  

4.2.3 ECEC settings 

86. Leaders of ECEC settings, such as managers, principals and administrators, can use monitoring 

results from various levels (national, local, centre, staff) for numerous purposes: to make improvements to 

their ECEC setting, to account for child development and outcomes, to hold staff accountable for their 

performance, etc. Studies show that monitoring quality can lead to increased programme quality, as 

reflected by the adoption of higher standards and improved ratings of the ECEC setting environment 

(Office of Child Development and Early Learning, 2010; Rand, 2008).  

Examples of uses 

87. In the Slovak Republic, monitoring results of inspections are used by ECEC settings to improve 

the quality provision. The State School Inspectorate carries out inspections for kindergartens, focussing on 

the quality of education and related child outcomes; quality of ECEC provision and its management; co-

operation with parents and other sectors (e.g., primary school, special pedagogues, psychologists); working 

conditions of ECEC staff; and supplementary activities of the kindergarten. Based on inspection results, 

kindergarten services share updated goals and information with relevant stakeholders; establish appropriate 

decision-making standards for kindergarten directors; collaborate with advisory bodies to address 

professional issues; and co-operate with various educational institutions to enhance child development 

(OECD, 2012a).  

88. ECEC services in the United States using Head Start assess child development and use the results 

and feedback from these assessments to improve their programmes. Head Start programmes must assess 

children at least three times per year in alignment with the Head Start Child Development and Early 

Learning Framework, which specifies progress children should make on ten domains ranging from literacy 

development to physical development. Each programme determines how to assess children, and then uses 

the feedback from the assessment for programme improvement and to set early learning goals for each 
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child. Methods employed by individual programmes may include standardised tests, teacher observations 

and developmental checklists aligned with curriculum. The national government inspects the programmes 

once every three years to determine whether the programme is conducting an assessment of child outcomes 

three times per year and is using the information appropriately to set early learning goals. The results of the 

inspection are linked to a programme's funding: failure to analyse child assessment data three times per 

year and establish school readiness goals results in a programme's funding not to be automatically 

renewed, and they will need to compete with other ECEC providers in the area for a new grant. Federal 

reviewers do not analyse the results of the child assessment and the results of the assessments are not 

reported to the national government (OECD Network on Early Childhood Education and Care, 2012b). 

89. Also Australia uses monitoring and evaluation results to improve the level of quality. In 2012, 

Australia introduced a National Quality Standard (NQS), which is regulated by State/Territory Regulatory 

Authorities. Within this regulatory framework, it is recommended for professionals to regularly assess their 

practice, in order to recognise their strengths and identify areas that can be improved. Therefore, services 

are expected to have in place a comprehensive process of reflection, self assessment and evaluation, and it 

is recommended that it is in line with NQS as to ensure that all standards and elements outlined in the NQS 

are addressed. This enables services to gain an informed picture of current practice and the quality of 

education and care experienced by children and families. Based on the assessment of quality results, the 

service can determine where quality improvements need to be made and plan effectively to implement 

them (OECD Network on Early Childhood Education and Care, 2011). 

90. New Zealand's Education Review Office publishes national evaluation reports, which are 

publically available online; and some reports are published in booklet form and sent to all early childhood 

services. Feedback indicates that the findings of these reports are useful and used to inform practice and as 

a basis for self review in early childhood services (OECD Network on Early Childhood Education and 

Care, 2012b). 

4.2.4 ECEC staff 

91. By using findings from a variety of monitoring methods (i.e. evaluation of staff performance, 

staff observations of children, child assessments, parental surveys), staff are equipped with tools to provide 

more effective supports and learning opportunities for children. ECEC professionals working directly with 

children generally want to know the status of children's early learning and development in order to plan 

high-quality programme services and practices and determine whether these are effective. However, it is 

important that staff receive training to understand and interpret findings of monitoring practices, and it is 

essential that staff are aware of precautions specific to the assessment of young children (Barnett et al., 

2004). 

Examples of uses 

92.  In the Wallonia-Brussels Federation of Belgium, teachers evaluate children on a day-to-day basis 

to determine whether children have delays or special needs that should be addressed. Preschool is not 

compulsory, so children's performance is generally not evaluated from a summative perspective. 

Nevertheless, at the end of preschool, before the child starts compulsory school at age six, several 

cognitive and compartmental competences are evaluated by the teacher and by a psycho-medical centre. 

The results are used to detect any developmental arrears and in some cases, they can advise to direct the 

child in another form of education if disabilities are present (OECD Network on Early Childhood 

Education and Care, 2012b). 

93. In Spain, an evaluation of the quality of the country's "Trilingual Early Stimulation Programme" 

underlined the strengths and weaknesses of this early education programme for their staff. It was found that 
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there is a need to assess the programmes on a more regular basis, and that a protocol is needed for this. 

Consequently, a protocol to assess the programmes has been developed and applied. This protocol, as well 

as regular assessment of their programmes and identification of needs for improvement, has allowed 

educators to refine and improve their programmes over time (Rivas and Sobrino, 2011). 

94. In New Jersey (United States), the introduction of a quality rating score (among other things) in 

the Abbott Preschool Programme, allowed practitioners and management to improve their practices. A 

rating score exercise may point to any strengths as well as weaknesses in practices and programmes, which 

can be used by staff to improve their organisation and instruction (Frede et al., 2007; Frede et al., 2011). 

4.2.5 Parents 

95. Once parents decide to use ECEC services, they must decide which type of service to use. The 

quality of different services is often an important factor taken into consideration by parents when choosing 

a service.  Practical considerations, such as opening hours, available spaces, flexible use and service 

location are also highly important, particularly for those who are working. In addition, finding a service 

that matches their child’s age, needs and abilities is relevant for parents. For some parents, the philosophy 

of the provider is important, but other parents do not consider this an important consideration (Barnett et 

al., 2004). 

96. Making monitoring results publically available to the public, including parents, is a manner to 

actively involve parents in ensuring quality at ECEC centres. Parents can, with public information on 

quality performance, challenge provision's weaknesses. This can result in adjustments in ECEC provisions 

and lead to improvements in quality of ECEC services. Furthermore, it may enable parents to choose a 

desirable setting for their children. Once the child is attending an ECEC service, information on 

developmental progress can and should be shared with parents to help them understand what and how their 

children are learning and how they can extend this learning at home (Barnett et al., 2004; Rosenkvist, 

2010). 

Examples of uses 

97. Estonia's Education Information System provides the public with an opportunity to review 

performance indicators of preschool institutions. On their website, information on indicators regarding 

support for children with special needs, the number of teachers with required qualification, the average 

amount of in-service training for teachers, the teachers’ ages, turnover rates, teacher gender and the staff-

child ratio can be found for preschool programmes. Such data informs parents and the general public about 

the level of quality a programme offers, and serves as a tool for preschool programmes to track progress in 

quality over time (OECD Network on Early Childhood Education and Care, 2012b). 

98.  In the United States, about half of all states have a Quality Rating and Improvement System 

(QRIS) in place. These are voluntary systems that rate child care providers on a scale of 1-3 or 1-5 using 

stars or another consumer friendly method. The state establishes quality standards for each level in the 

QRIS and the rating is shared with the public, so that parents can identify the level of quality that they are 

buying and make informed decisions on what centre their child should attend (OECD Network on Early 

Childhood Education and Care, 2012b). 

99. In British Columbia (Canada), the Human Early Learning Partnership works in collaboration 

with the provincial government and local communities to map Early Development Index (EDI) results, 

socioeconomic data and demographic characteristics for local regions across the province. EDI data are 

used extensively to inform communities about how their children are doing and what can be done to 

improve children’s early learning environments (Forum for Early Childhood Development Monitoring). 
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4.2.6 Researchers  

100. Having information on ECEC programme components and child outcomes allows researchers to 

draw clearer conclusions regarding who benefits and under what conditions. In many OECD countries, 

data collection and monitoring is outsourced to independent researchers, such as universities, government-

sponsored research centres or private research firms. In turn, these researchers may be responsible for 

sharing findings with policy-makers, other researchers, policy-makers, and the general public. Research 

results are mostly shared with the goal of building the knowledge base, and use the findings to improve 

quality or child outcomes (Zaslow et al., 2009). 

Examples of uses 

101. In Germany, the NUBBEK Consortium, an affiliation of several institutes and individual 

researchers, has taken on the following tasks within the framework of a study: to make reliable, basic, 

empirical and practical knowledge available; to scientifically examine the existing and emerging 

conditions and problems; and to use this empirical knowledge to expand the basis for the design of good 

early childhood education, care and upbringing for children and to increase support for families with child-

raising responsibilities (OECD, 2012a). 

102. In the Netherlands, the Netherlands Consortium Kinderopvang (NCKO or Dutch Consortium on 

Child Care) conducts research on the pedagogical quality of Dutch child care provisions for children from 

birth to four years. The studies are commissioned by the Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment, who 

has the responsibility for child care. The work started in 2002 and is repeated every couple of years to 

provide an overview and trend analysis of the provision of quality in Dutch child care centres to the 

Ministry and the public. To ensure the results can be used in practice for improvement of quality, a sound 

board consisting of relevant stakeholders in the child care centre, has been established which provides 

feedback to the Consortium and the Ministry regarding action steps. The studies not only provide 

information on the level of quality of child care but also data on quality aspects (NCKO website, 2013). In 

the United States, the National Institute of Early Education Research works with state and national policy 

makers and other organisations to develop research and communication strategies to fill gaps in knowledge 

and to effectively apply scientific knowledge to early education policy (OECD, 2012a). 

103.  In Scandinavia, the Danish Clearinghouse of Educational Research (University of Aarhus) 

conducts an annual mapping and assessment of Scandinavian research in early childhood institutions since 

2006. The purpose is to present and evaluate reviewed research publications on institutions for children 

aged 0–6 years that have been conducted in Sweden, Norway and Denmark and (partially) Finland. An 

open online accessible database has been set up which makes this research available for the international 

ECEC community: http://www.nb-ecec.no/skandinavisk-forskning-pa-dagtilbudsomradet-

en?set_language=en  

4.2.7 Media 

104. ECEC research findings can be shared extensively and at a rapidly increasing pace via news 

media. In many OECD countries, newspapers, blogs, television, radio, etc. provide ECEC-related coverage 

on a variety of topics including the impact and benefits of ECEC, well-performing and under-performing 

ECEC programmes, investing in ECEC, ECEC policy developments and access to ECEC services. News 

sources range from national- and local-level monitoring results to academic research findings; and media 

coverage can be instrumental in raising awareness of ECEC issues as well as evoking a response, such as 

government support or parental engagement. 

http://www.nb-ecec.no/skandinavisk-forskning-pa-dagtilbudsomradet-en?set_language=en
http://www.nb-ecec.no/skandinavisk-forskning-pa-dagtilbudsomradet-en?set_language=en
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5. EVIDENCE REGARDING MONITORING PRACTICES 

105.  This section presents the evidence on the impact of different monitoring practices on quality and 

child development or outcomes. While there is little research and studies available on the effects of 

monitoring in ECEC, we aimed at providing an overview of the findings for each of the four monitoring 

aspects: service quality; staff quality; child development/outcomes; and curriculum implementation. The 

research depicted includes qualitative and quantitative evidence. Further, in-depth information and 

knowledge on country practices and content of monitoring practices and tools will be collected through a 

survey as part of the new project. The results of this survey will be presented in a final report on 

monitoring quality in ECEC, and is expected to provide additional analyses on challenges and strategies in 

monitoring early education and care.  

5.1 Monitoring service quality 

106.  Research on the effects of monitoring service quality on the improvement of the level of quality 

is gradually emerging, but the existence of findings does not necessarily imply the ability of researchers to 

identify the impact of monitoring per se. The literature supports the idea that monitoring and evaluation are 

critical for high-quality ECEC services. Cubey and Dalli (1996) indicate that without evaluation, there can 

be no guarantee that services meet their aims and goals. Many countries monitor the service quality of 

ECEC settings using external evaluation tools (e.g., inspections, observations, surveys, questionnaires, 

rating scales, checklists) more often than internal evaluation tools (e.g., rating scales, checklists, self-

assessments, evaluation reports, portfolios) (OECD, 2012a). Studies have been conducted, mainly in the 

United Kingdom and the United States, on the impact certain monitoring tools have had on the quality of 

ECEC services; but it is often challenging to separate and identify the impact of a single tool or method. 

107.  A study conducted by the RAND Corporation (Zellman et al., 2008) assesses the validity of a 

quality rating and improvement system (QRIS) as a tool for improving child care quality. The QRIS 

assessed was implemented in 1999, was one of the first of its kind and was created by Qualistar Early 

Learning, a Colorado (United States) based non-profit organisation. The rating system includes 

components generally agreed to contribute to high-quality care: classroom environment, child-staff ratios, 

staff and director training and education, parent involvement and accreditation. The study found that 

among providers using the QRIS, service quality did improve over time. However, it is not possible to 

unequivocally attribute improvements to the QRIS: improvements could have been a reaction to being 

monitored, for example. Difficulties in measuring the effect of this particular intervention include 

participant self-selection, the lack of a comparison group and limited data on the implementation of the 

intervention. The study notes the importance of validating a tool such as the QRIS, particularly as it is 

sometimes linked to rewarding higher quality services with, for example, higher per-child subsidies. Tout 

et al. (2009) find that while QRISs potentially serve as a hub for quality improvement, attaining this goal 

requires extensive co-ordination across agencies, services and data systems. 

108. A study of a quality rating system implemented in Oklahoma (United States) found that the 

intervention improved the quality of individual child care centres as well as the overall quality of child care 

services throughout the state (Norris, Dunn and Eckert, 2003). However, when applied to family child care 

settings, the rating system was not found to elevate the level of quality of this type of service. The 

intervention simply served as evidence that family child care settings vary in terms of ratings, thus 
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validating the notion that the rating criteria represent different levels of quality (Norris and Dunn, 2004). 

The rating system articulates quality criteria beyond licensing requirements that providers may choose to 

meet in order to receive higher rates of reimbursement for the provision of services. Criteria focus on staff 

education and training, compensation, learning environments, parent involvement and programme 

evaluation. The child care centre study reports that, as a result of the rating system and increased financial 

support for highly rated services, more programmes are enrolling children subsidised by the state’s 

Department of Human Services, and global quality ratings have risen. The family child care study indicates 

that aspects of family child care practice are missing from the rating system, and a challenge is to find 

beneficial criteria that can be operationalised and implemented by both policy makers and providers. 

109. In the United Kingdom, the Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills 

(Ofsted) issued an evaluation report (Matthews and Sammons, 2004) on the impact of inspections carried 

out over the course of 10 years since Ofsted’s inception in 1992 with the aim to improve education and 

care services. The report notes that Ofsted has little direct control over this aim, except regarding statutory 

provisions for identifying and monitoring schools and regulatory control of child care. Findings indicate 

that well-managed providers and those that cause concern are the most likely to benefit from inspections. 

Others show varying levels of improvement, but in the absence of external follow-up or something such as 

funding or prestige, tend to make incomplete use of their inspection results. 

110. Another Ofsted report (2011) presenting evidence from inspection and regulatory visits 

undertaken from 2010-11 provides a more detailed look at the growing early years sector, as the Early 

Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) was introduced in 2008. The EYFS is the statutory framework that sets 

standards that all early years providers must meet to ensure that children learn and develop well and are 

kept healthy and safe. Upon inspecting against the requirements of the EYFS, the quality of child care has 

seemingly improved. For example, in 2008, just under two thirds of provision was found to be good or 

better, and 5% was inadequate; and in 2011, almost three quarters was good or better, and 3% inadequate. 

Providers that have left the sector are 10 times as likely to have been found inadequate as those who 

remained in the sector. Hence, the report suggests that inspection against the EYFS requirements has 

contributed to an overall increase in service quality. 

111. Lee and Walsh (2004) stress that, in order to be valid and meaningful, evaluation of ECEC 

programmes should be based on in-depth understanding of dynamic programme processes and a range of 

stakeholders' perspectives on quality. When monitoring outcomes, or using outcomes in monitoring 

processes, it is important to monitor inputs as well since it are the inputs which directly or indirectly result 

in the outcomes. They warn that placing a high value on outcome-oriented evaluations of programme 

effectiveness and on standards-based evaluations for quality control may lead to under-diversified 

monitoring approaches and prevent the ability to look at service quality from various angles.   

112. Additionally, Matthews and Sammons (2004) point out that while some researchers and policy 

makers assume it should be possible to demonstrate a causal link between a monitoring tool, such as 

inspection, and service quality improvement, such expectations may be too simplistic. Despite evidence of 

quality improvement, it is extremely difficult to attribute causality in the study of social and educational 

processes. Concurring interventions and initiatives with varying functions and levels of effectiveness make 

it near impossible to isolate the effect of one particular monitoring tool: improvements are most likely the 

result of a combined impact of numerous policy developments to monitor and improve service quality. 

However, when evidence on the impact of a particular intervention from various sources points in the same 

general direction, it is reasonable to infer a general association between the monitoring tool and its ability 

to stimulate quality improvement. This does not indicate that monitoring cannot have any benefits since 

monitoring makes it possible to analyse strengths and weaknesses of an ECEC service and can, through 

this, contribute to improvement.  
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113. Lastly, several studies point to the importance of family engagement in ECEC and education and 

it is argued that this should be a part of monitoring service quality systems (Edwards et al., 2008; Hidalgo, 

Epstein, and Siu, 2002; Weiss et al., 2008). Research has indicated that family involvement in early 

education has a great influence on children's learning and development. Hidalgo, Epstein, and Siu (2002) 

found evidence that family involvement activities are highly important in helping children succeed in 

education. This was found to be true for children with different backgrounds, regardless of parents' formal 

education, income level, family culture or language spoken at home. A case study in Spain for example, 

found that pre-primary schools that achieve better learning and developmental outcomes for all children 

are those with not only high quality staff-child interactions but also strong coordination between staff and 

the child's home environment and community services (Gatt, Ojala and Soler, 2011).  

5.2 Monitoring staff quality 

114.  The literature widely acknowledges that quality of staff and their pedagogical activities, 

interactions, and knowledge have a large impact on children's well-being and development (Fukkink, 2011; 

OECD, 2012a). It also points out that effective monitoring of staff is central to the continuous 

improvement of ECEC services. Countries employ a mix of external and internal evaluations to monitor 

staff performance in kindergartens/preschools, child care centres and family day care. Commonly used 

tools for external evaluations include inspections, survey and observations; and for internal evaluations, 

self-assessments and rating scales (OECD, 2012a). The staff traits that research identifies as important in 

facilitating high-quality services and outcomes include such aspects as a good understanding of child 

development and learning, the ability to develop children's perspectives, age-appropriate communication 

and practices, leadership and problem solving skills, and development of targeted lesson plans (OECD, 

2012a). However, there is little consensus among researchers regarding the effects or impacts of 

monitoring staff quality. 

115.  While it is difficult to measure the impacts of monitoring staff quality on, for example, the 

improvement of the level of service quality, staff performance and implementation of curriculum, and child 

outcomes/development, research has emerged (primarily from Anglo-Saxon countries) that begins to 

scratch the surface of this complex topic. This research tends to examine the impacts of specific monitoring 

tools (see Box3.2) or the effectiveness of certain monitoring methods.  

116. Several studies indicate that self-evaluation among staff is an important tool in furthering the 

development of the practitioner and teaches staff to be more reflective. Self-evaluation may highlight those 

aspects of staff's practices that have been particularly effective (Cubey and Dalli, 1996), and it was found 

to lead to greater awareness of ongoing activities and pedagogical processes (Sheridan, 2001). Research in 

Italy found that systematic documentation and analysis of educational practice in self-assessments can be a 

useful tool for continuous support to the professionalism of early childhood education practitioners 

(Picchio et al., 2012).  

117. A study in the United Kingdom examined the effectiveness of self-assessment as a method of 

monitoring, evaluating and enhancing the quality of service provision in day care settings (Munton, 

Mooney and Rowland, 1997). Self-assessment materials were produced, combining the views of different 

groups of stakeholders with an extensive review of day care research literature; and the materials were 

presented in a format consistent with a social learning theory analysis of experiential learning. Providers 

self-assessed aspects such as managing children's behaviour, helping children to learn and creating a warm 

and friendly atmosphere. Results of the evaluation study found no significant differences in the quality of 

day care provision between providers that had used the self-assessment materials and those that had not, 

with a small exception between control and intervention providers concerning staff-child interactions and 

staff skills, namely the tone of adult-child interactions, discipline and cultural awareness. There is the 

possibility that the quality of care provided by the intervention groups improved over the period of the 
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evaluation but in ways not assessed by the measures used. In general, the research concluded that a greater 

understanding of how providers implement self-assessment procedures and initiate changes in practice is 

required. 

118. In New Jersey (United States), the introduction of a quality rating score allowed practitioners and 

management of the New Jersey Abbott Preschool Program to improve their practices, and statistically 

significant effects were found on children’s literacy skills (Frede et al., 2007; Frede et al., 2009). To 

measure and assess programme progress, the Department of Education formed the Early Learning 

Improvement Consortium (ELIC) by bringing together a group of the state's top early childhood education 

faculty to collect and report on data on children and classrooms. ELIC hires and trains observers to conduct 

classroom observations on randomly selected Abbott preschool classrooms. Observation data have been 

systematically collected since the 1999-2000 school year, and results have been reported periodically since 

then. Classroom quality increased steadily each year, and by 2004-05, children were entering kindergarten 

with language and literacy skills closer to the national average than in prior years. This progress is 

attributed in part to rating tools used during observations, which provide staff with an indication of 

teaching practices that could require improvement and, hence, a basis for goal setting.  

119. In the Flemish Community of Belgium, a process oriented self-evaluation instrument for staff in 

care settings (named SICS, see box 3.2) was introduced in 2004. Significant changes have been observed 

in the settings that use the self-evaluation instrument. Practitioners feel that the use of the instrument 

contributes to their professional development and teamwork. In their pedagogical approach, they indicated 

they learned to take into account the perspective of the child and because of this, to create optimal 

conditions for social-emotional and cognitive development (OECD, 2006). While these results are 

subjective, they indicate that monitoring can contribute to better perceived practices and knowledge.  

120. With regarding to using test results (of those children old enough to be tested), researchers are 

not convinced that test results are sufficiently valid and reliable for making any fair conclusions on 

individual staff quality (Goe, 2007; Lockwood, Louis and McCaffrey, 2002; Waterman et al., 2012; 

Zaslow, Calkins and Halle, 2000). The fact teachers and caregivers, and staff-child interactions, matter for 

child outcomes and children's development does not necessarily indicate that child outcomes are the result 

of the instruction and activities of the professional. It is not merely the staff member that has an impact on 

children's learning outcomes, but also the home environment and environmental aspects such as noise and 

distractive behaviour of other children. Lastly, the impact of staff instruction is not limited to knowledge 

and skills which can be assessed through testing but also include transfer of psychological and lifelong 

learning skills (Barblett and Maloney, 2010; Isoré, 2009; Margo et al., 2008).  

121.  When monitoring is linked to professional development, it can have beneficial outcomes for staff 

performance and child outcomes. An evaluation of staff quality, involving 51 early childhood classes for 

preschool-age children throughout the United States, exposed weaknesses in the delivery of certain 

curriculum subjects, and as a result, staff training was developed and offered in those specific areas. 

Researchers found that training staff on curriculum subjects in which they were less competent and training 

them how to instruct children better in these subjects, led to better child outcomes in these subjects (Odom 

et al., 2010). 

122.  An analysis in the United States (Newark, New Jersey and Chicago, Illinois) found that 

classroom management can be a challenge for preschool teachers. As a response to this, an intervention 

was designed to train preschool teachers in managing children’s behaviour and promote a more positive 

learning environment. It also included a classroom-level consultation component, which involved an 

external consultant monitoring implementation of the intervention through classroom observation. The 

consultant's data collection efforts were used to provide teachers with feedback on how to improve their 

practices. This intervention was found to reduce problem behaviour among children and improve their 
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social and emotional competence as measured by improvements in children's approaches to learning and 

executive function skills. However, no effects were found for children's mathematical and literacy 

development (Morris et al., 2013). 

123.  As shown in Starting Strong III, countries use a range of methods to monitor staff performance 

(e.g.., inspections, rating scales, checklists, surveys, self-assessments, observations), and these methods are 

administered by a range of actors (e.g., national/regional/local authorities, external inspectors, ECEC staff 

and/or management, parents) (OECD, 2012a). Hence, there are great differences in the design and 

implementation of monitoring approaches across and even within countries, which prevents drawing 

generic conclusions about the effects or impacts of monitoring staff quality per se. While there appears to 

be a general consensus on the need for effective monitoring of staff to improve ECEC services, perhaps the 

more complicated issue at hand is the design and implementation of the monitoring processes (see Chapter 

6), as this seems to have the greatest effect on staff performance. 

5.3 Monitoring child development/outcomes 

124. Research in primary and secondary education has demonstrated that when teachers monitor 

children's development and progress, children learn more and teacher decision making improves (Safer and 

Fleishman, 2005). Literature points out that assessment of child development or outcomes is a critical 

component of the development and teaching/caring cycle (Barblett and Maloney, 2010). Evidence on the 

effects of monitoring child development in ECEC is scarcer, pointing to different impacts depending on the 

monitoring purpose or practice.  

125. That there is little research available on the effects and impacts of monitoring children's 

development does not indicate that monitoring does not, or cannot, have a positive effect on the level of 

quality, staff performance, or child outcomes. Literature emphasises the importance of monitoring 

children's early development. Without a monitoring system, less information and knowledge on children's 

skills and progress would be available for staff and parents. This while the availability of such information 

and knowledge can improve staff practices and interactions with children, as well as lead to adaptations in 

curriculum or standards to better meet children's needs. Many OECD countries monitor children's 

development or outcomes through the use of portfolios, rating scales or checklist and narrative assessment 

tools. Testing of young children is not very popular among OECD countries (OECD, 2012a).  

126. Literature indicates there are positive relationships between the use of non-formal monitoring 

practices such as observation, documenting through the use of portfolios or narrative assessments, and 

child outcomes (Bagnato, 2005; Meisels et al., 2003; Neisworth and Bagnato, 2004; Grisham-Brown, 

2008). In the United States, a study was conducted to examine the impact of an outcomes-driven authentic 

monitoring model of child outcomes on classroom quality. The intervention approach in this study relied 

on the use of ongoing monitoring practices which were conducted in the children’s natural contexts, 

provided information that is useful in planning for each child, and were aligned with the Head Start Child 

Outcomes Framework. Teachers in intervention and pilot classrooms implemented an approach (practice) 

that incorporated the use of a curriculum-based assessment tool, the development of portfolios aligned with 

the mandated Head Start Child Outcomes, and the integration of this child assessment information into 

individual and classroom instructional planning. These classrooms demonstrated significant improvements 

on some dimensions of classroom quality (as measured by the Early Language and Literacy Classroom 

Observation toolkit), whereas comparison classrooms exhibited no change (Hallam et al., 2007). 

127. 128. The outcomes of the use of the QRIS are mixed, with some studies finding significant 

linkages between QRIS ratings and children’s developmental outcomes and others not finding linkages. In 

Missouri (United States), children who participated in programmes with higher quality ratings and 

especially low-income children showed significantly higher gains on measures of social-emotional 
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development compared to children in programs with lower ratings (Thornburg et al., 2009). In contrast, in 

an evaluation of Colorado’s Qualistar programme, linkages between the ratings and children’s outcomes 

were not found (Zellman, Perlman and Setodji 2008). 

129. Documented outcomes of the use of the Early Development Index (EDI, see box 5.1) in Australia 

include increased community awareness of the importance of early childhood development and more 

collaborative relationships between stakeholders. Staff reported that the results of EDI have informed their 

processes and practices in ECEC centres, and that they are better able to meet children's needs. In 

Vancouver, the outcomes of their own EDI led to development and implementation of support programmes 

for children and their parents to enhance early development. Parenting education and family literacy 

programmes have been set up as to improve literacy skills of young children, as well as inform parents on 

how they can stimulate early development at home. In addition, improved dental, vision and hearing 

assessment projects were developed as to track possible special needs at an early stage (Early Years 

Institute, 2012).  

Box 5.1. The Early Development Index (EDI) 

The Early Development Index is a population-level measure f children's development or well-being, originally 
developed in Ontario, Canada. Following Canada, other countries developed their own EDI based on their cultural and 
societal needs. As an example, Australia developed the Australian Early Development Index. 

 
 The Index consists of a teacher-completed checklist on children’s development. The data is aggregated to a 

group level (school, neighbourhood, city, etc.) to provide a population-based measure of children’s development. EDI 
is not reported at the child or class level and is not used as a diagnostic tool for individual children, or assessing 
individual children's school readiness. The checklist measures five key areas, or domains, of early childhood 
development: 

 physical health and wellbeing 

 social competence 

 emotional maturity 

 language and cognitive skills (school-based) 

 communication skills and general knowledge 
 
The EDI results allow local governments, communities or provisions to see how local children are doing relative 

to, or compared to other children in their community, and across a country (if implemented at country-level).  
 
Sources: Early Years Institute website and Australian Government website (Department of Education, Employment and 

Workplace Relations) 

 

130. However, monitoring child development to define 'school readiness' and with the purpose to 

postpone or deny kindergarten entry into school, can have negative impacts on early development. 

Retention labels children as 'failures' at the start of their formal educational career. There is no evidence in 

place which found that such practices have any academic benefits for children: by the end of the primary 

school level, children whose entry has been delayed do not perform better than peers who enter on time. 

Delaying a child's entry into school also appears to be a threat to children's social-emotional development 

since it denies them opportunities for cognitive growth through interaction with their age-mates. Those 

children were also found to show higher rates of behavioural problems (Bredekamp and Copple, 1997; 

Byrd, Weitzman and Auinger, 1997; NAEYC, 2001; Shore, 1998).  

131. Regarding the practices, tools and instruments to monitor child development, a single monitoring 

practice at one moment in time is not a valid predictor of a child’s potential either (CSSO, 2011). Because 

growth is more rapid in the period from birth to age eight then at other  periods of development it is 

challenging to capture children’s skills and abilities at any one point in time (Zaslow, Calkins and Halle, 
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2000). Monitoring children's outcomes should be based on multiple sources of information and should not 

be based on a single test score or other monitoring practice at one point in time (NAEYC, 2010). Most 

research points out that an ideal method of monitoring young children is through authentic, naturalistic 

observations that occur on an ongoing basis through the use of e.g. portfolios or narrative assessments. In 

addition, literature points more frequently to the importance of including the view of the child in assessing 

or evaluating their own development (e.g. in the form of self-confidence or satisfaction) or staff and 

service quality. While several countries, such as the Nordic ones, regard the view of the child as an 

important aspect of quality, this is an area which requires more research and reflection with regard to 

validity of instruments and results (CSSO, 2011; Meisels, 2007; NAEYC, 2010; Neisworth and Bagnato, 

2004). 

5.4 Monitoring curriculum implementation 

132. There has been very little research conducted on the effects or impacts of monitoring curriculum 

implementation on the level of quality, staff performance, child development, or improvement in 

implementation. As with the other three topics described above, literature points out to the relevance of 

evaluating curricula and its implementation. A curriculum in place, and monitoring the curriculum 

implementation as well as progress in implementation, can assist ECEC leaders, managers, staff as well as 

policy-makers in strengthening curriculum implementation which may lead to better staff quality, better 

staff-child interactions and more appropriate activities and practices (OECD, 2012a; Danmarks 

Evalueringsinstitut, 2012). An evaluation of Norway’s Framework Plan for the Content and Tasks of 

Kindergartens, initiated by the Ministry of Education and Research in Norway, showed that 

implementation of the Plan varies between settings (Østrem et al., 2009). Such information can contribute 

to a better understanding of what challenges settings face in implementation and point to needs of 

improvement of the curriculum, training needs, or other implementation supports.   

133.  There is little research available on this topic for ECEC. It is particularly difficult to study the 

impacts of monitoring one quality aspect (in this case curriculum implementation) and draw any 

conclusions on the relationship between a monitoring practice and quality or child outcomes. Further 

research on the importance of monitoring curriculum as well as its benefits or disadvantages for quality is 

needed to draw robust conclusions on its impacts.  

134. When results of monitoring curriculum use and implementation are used by practitioners to 

design a child's learning environment, the child's success in ECEC is enhanced and a more stimulating, 

exciting learning environment is facilitated (Niemeyer and Scott-Little, 2001). Monitoring curriculum 

implementation seems particularly beneficial when combined with staff training or support. Monitoring 

results of the implementation of a comprehensive preschool curriculum targeting children’s social-

emotional competence, language, and emergent literacy, indicated that implementation quality increases 

over time if staff receives weekly coaching support in implementation (Domitrovich et al., 2010). And a 

better implementation of a curriculum subject, or subjects, results in better child outcomes in that area as 

was found in 51 preschools in the United States, where a better implementation of literacy led to improved 

literacy outcomes (Odom et al., 2010).  

135. Research on monitoring curriculum implementation in third and fourth grades in the United 

States found that when staff monitor curriculum implementation through the use of checklists, portfolios, 

and feedback from parents as well as children, teaching enhanced and learning improved. Monitoring was 

conducted through self-analysis of curriculum implementation as well as planning, reviewing, and analysis 

of implementation in collaboration with their colleagues. Parents and children were also allowed to give 

feedback on staff practices. This resulted in better child literacy outcomes as well as improved math 

outcomes, although latter effects were rather small (Meisels et al., 2003). 
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6. DESIGN AND IMPLEMENTATION 

136. This section discusses several aspects important for design and implementation of monitoring 

systems and practices based on the available literature. A range of design and implementation pointers 

which have been depicted in research are outlined below. In practice, additional factors to the ones 

indicated in research may be of importance when designing monitoring systems and practices, and 

implementing these. First-hand information from countries on designing and implementing monitoring 

systems, practices and tools will be collected in the next phase of the project and presented in an analytical 

report. 

Defining quality 

137.  Literature indicates that to monitor quality, a country or programme needs to define quality. Any 

measurement or assessment of quality depends to a large extent on the way in which quality is defined 

(Woodhead, 1998). Definitions of quality may differ between countries since this is value- and cultural-

based concept. Therefore, any definition of quality is subject to change over time and defining quality is an 

ongoing process. The definition of quality might therefore need revision at some point and should not be 

considered as a static concept (Kamerman, 2001). 

Aligning purpose(s) and practice(s)  

138.  Policymakers and programme administrators need to be clear about the purpose or purposes for 

which they are developing monitoring systems and select the practices most appropriate for those purposes. 

The NAEYC (2010) noted that the purpose of monitoring, in general, should be to collect information that 

can be used in improving services and planning programmes and curriculum, as to ensure that children 

benefit from their early ECEC experiences. Monitoring practices should be chosen with great care since 

there is a risk of negatively affecting the validity and reliability when a monitoring practice designed for 

one purpose is used for other purposes (Ackerman and Barnett, 2005; Meisels, 2007). One single 

monitoring practice might not be reliable or valid for evaluating the level of quality of a provision, staff 

quality, child development, or the quality of curriculum implementation. This is especially important to 

consider when high-stakes decisions are involved (Meisels, 2007).  

139. As an example, Sheridan et al. (2009) found that internal assessments of quality and external 

evaluations may lead to different quality results. Their analysis of 38 preschools in Sweden found that 

when preschools were externally evaluated as being of low or good quality tend to evaluate their own 

preschool quality as high (i.e. overestimate their own quality), while staff in preschools of high quality 

seem to underestimate their own quality (Sheridan et al., 2009). This research underpins the viewpoint that 

using one monitoring tool might not necessarily lead to reliable or valid monitoring results. Besides, when 

high stakes are involved, it is crucial that tools are validated in the context in which they are used, and not 

just translated and adapted from one country to another without validation studies. 

140. Additionally, it is important to align monitoring practices that are used at different executive 

levels. In many countries, varying monitoring practices are in place at national, regional and municipal or 

centre level. When these practices are not aligned, varied purposes and content of monitoring can be in 
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place. Different views on what should be monitored and what constitutes quality may arise at different 

levels. Alignment of practices and purposes across different levels can ensure an equal understanding of 

what aspects should be monitored and lead to a more equal monitoring process by different evaluators.  

Ensuring practical relevance  

141. The NICHD (2002) recommends that monitoring practices have practical relevance, meaning that 

these are or can be linked to actual practices. The results of monitoring should lead to “usable” knowledge 

and policy-makers, managers or staff should be able to link the outcomes to practical activities to 

strengthen the ECEC system.  

142. A common example often referred to in literature is linking monitoring practices and tools to the 

curriculum. This offers an opportunity to elevate the level of professionalism in the field of early education 

and care. When monitoring is linked to the curriculum content, the results can be used in practical 

manners: staff can adapt their instructions to be more in line with the curriculum or the curriculum can be 

revised to better meet the needs or capabilities of staff and children. An evaluation on monitoring among 

ECEC professionals also pointed out monitoring systems should forge a strong and useful connection with 

the curriculum as to ensure the practical relevance of monitoring (Horton and Bowman, 2002).  

Involving stakeholders 

143. Children's development depends greatly on the range of learning opportunities and 

developmental supports they receive. These opportunities occur in home and community-based 

environments, as well in early care and education programmes. Designing a monitoring system or practice 

should therefore include information from these environments as well. Literature emphasises the 

importance of parental involvement especially. To provide an accurate, useful picture of a child’s 

knowledge and skills, a comprehensive monitoring practice should include information from the ECEC 

settings a child attends, parents, and community informants such as health and social services the child 

comes in contact with during its early years. Such collaborations also offer opportunities to establish 

common learning goals and priorities for the child in question. The more these stakeholders are included in 

the monitoring process the greater the ability of management and staff to make fully-informed decisions 

and adapt practices and curriculum to children's needs (Golan, Petersen and Spiker, 2008; National 

Association of School Psychologists, 2005).  

144. Involvement of stakeholders is not merely useful when monitoring child development. The 

involvement of relevant stakeholders in monitoring service or staff quality, or even curriculum 

implementation, can contribute to greater parental engagement to ECEC and create a better understanding 

of the system as a whole or a service (OECD, 2012a). Besides, it gives stakeholders a sense of 'ownership' 

and it is a form of recognising and valuing their opinions. Their inputs can, as with involvement in 

monitoring child development, point to needs for improvement or give a better view on societal and 

parental expectations regarding ECEC. This can create greater buy-in and support for monitoring tools as 

was found in a review of the use of QRIS in five states in the United States (Oklahoma, Colorado, North 

Carolina, Pennsylvania, and Ohio). They attributed the success of implementation to stakeholder buy-in, 

political support, greater public awareness and adequate financing (Zellman and Perlman, 2008). However, 

stakeholders are not yet frequently involved in monitoring. An evaluation of ECE services in New Zealand 

found that in almost half of all services there was a lack of meaningful participation of parents and the 

community in monitoring practices (Education Review Office, 2007). 

145. In addition, the involvement of researchers on monitoring may contribute to the success of a 

monitoring tool. A research in the United States on the design and implementation of a state-wide quality 

rating and improvement system (QRIS) in Indiana, showed that frequent communication between 
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evaluators of the tool (researchers) and programme implementers during the4-year evaluation project 

resulted in more appropriate fine-tuning of the programme, evaluators making needed adjustments in the 

design of the tool, and making more plausible interpretations of results (Elicker et al., 2013).  

146. A challenge with involving stakeholders are the conflicting perceptions of what should be 

monitored and how. Policy-makers, researchers, ECEC managers, and ECEC staff may disagree on what 

aspects of quality should be monitored, how frequently, in what manner, and what stakes are attached to it. 

Policy-makers might want to impose certain monitoring practices, such as one inspection by external 

evaluators at least once every two years, while management and staff may oppose – especially when high 

stakes are involved with the implementation of a monitoring system. Although the presumption of 

monitoring is that the findings lead to improvement of quality, some critics indicate that adverse results are 

to be expected since inspections or other forms of assessment may cause stress to management and staff. In 

addition, opponents of monitoring argue that monitoring practices can lead to a narrowing of the 

curriculum which can decrease overall learning and development (Faubert, 2009). 

Training evaluators on implementation of monitoring practices 

147. Evaluators, those implementing monitoring practices, must be trained and monitored to apply 

monitoring practices and tools as to ensure tools are properly understood, used and to ensure practices 

render consistent and objective judgments (Waterman et al., 2012). Appropriate skills are required on the 

part of policy-makers, ECEC professionals and managers/leaders to use monitoring practices and collected 

information, and translate monitoring results into practice. There is evidence showing that staff that have 

been trained in implementation of monitoring practices, make less errors and their personal opinions 

influenced the monitoring results less frequently (Hoyt and Kems, 1999; Raudenbush et al., 2008). 

Besides, training on monitoring practices enhances the quality as well as the quantity of practices (Stuart et 

al., 2008), and staff are better able to use assessment for learning and development as was found in New 

Zealand (Mitchell, 2008).  

Developmental appropriateness of monitoring child development practices 

148. Literature points out to the importance of using tools that are developmentally appropriate 

(Meisels and Atkins-Burnett, 2000; NICHD, 2002; Sattler, 1998). Developmental appropriateness refers 

not merely to ensuring that practices are suitable for monitoring development and progress for a specific 

age, but also that these adequately monitor the multiple domains of child functioning and recognize 

children’s language, culture, and learning needs (Raver, 2002; Snow, 2007; Espinosa and López, 2007). 

149. Firstly, practices and tools for monitoring children's development should be adapted to capture 

children's learning needs, skills and abilities in accordance with their age. Young children are not generally 

capable of completing traditional paper-and-pencil tests; monitoring practices should be appropriate to 

either be used by children of a young age (if the child is to be involved in monitoring) or reflect the 

development domains important for early development. At different ages, children acquire and have 

different levels of knowledge and skills, which should be reflected in the monitoring practices (Waterman 

et al., 2012).  

150. Secondly, child development is a compilation of numerous skills and capacities that vary within a 

population of children (Snow, 2007), and which are not limited to merely academic knowledge and 

cognitive skills (Barblett and Maloney, 2010). Physical well-being and motor development, social-

emotional development, and approaches towards learning are development domains which are highly 

important for early child development.  Moreover, children’s progress in these developmental domains is 

both independent and highly interrelated (Snow, 2007). The social-emotional development of young 

children before, during, and after the transition to formal schooling is predictive of academic progress in 
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other domains. Unfortunately, many monitoring child development practices focus largely on language, 

literacy, and mathematics (Raver, 2002).  

151.  Moreover, children’s linguistic and cultural differences must be considered in monitoring 

practices. Monitoring systems should be able to capture such contextual aspects of children’s early learning 

and development (Espinosa and López, 2007). In addition, different expectations in different countries or 

regions might exist regarding what children should know or be able to do.  The monitoring process should 

reflect societal values and beliefs regarding child development (CSSO, 2011). Making monitoring 

processes and tools more culturally relevant can be achieved through close cooperation between ECEC 

centres and family and community members with different cultural and linguistic backgrounds. This was 

found to be effective in improving intercultural relations (Oliver et al., 2011).  

Piloting a system before full implementation 

152. Conducting a pilot implementation is a cost-effective way to ensure viability and reliability of a 

monitoring system or practice before full implementation. A pilot phase allows the review of the system or 

practice and adjustments in light of potential flaws. Since further implementation problems might show up 

when the system is being fully implemented, which might lower the credibility of the system or practice, 

ECEC services and provisions for the pilot implementation should be chosen with caution (Isoré, 2009). 

The dissemination of monitoring results 

153. The dissemination and sharing of results with not merely the centre, management, or staff 

involved but also with the parents and broader general public may involve political and ethical issues 

(Visscher et al., 2000). Publishing monitoring results about quality might lead to labelling effects where 

centres, staff, or children with unfavourable monitoring results are labelled as bad performers. Supporters 

of making monitoring results of quality publically available indicate that this enables parents to make well-

informed decisions on what provision their child should attend (Faubert, 2009).  

154. In what way monitoring results are shared with the public should be carefully considered, based 

on the purpose of making such documents publically available. Publication of results often differs between 

monitoring results of quality or child outcomes and development. In most OECD countries, monitoring 

results of child development are not publically available, while monitoring and evaluation reports of 

centres may be offered online on the website of the national, regional or local government. 
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7. CONCLUSION 

155. This paper investigated systems and practices in monitoring service quality, staff quality, child 

development and outcomes, and curriculum implementation. It provides an overview of the most common 

practices in place to monitor these quality aspects, explains purposes of monitoring systems and practices, 

lists who the users of these practices and their results are, and includes country examples. Research 

findings on the effects or impacts of the different monitoring practices and tools have been summarised, 

and implications for monitoring design and implementation are presented.  

156. The report finds that different monitoring tools are in place, and that tools differ in accordance 

with the purpose or goal of monitoring. Monitoring can be a powerful tool in holding ECEC centres, 

management and staff accountable for their performance and may provide incentives for improvement of 

quality standards, staff practices and behaviour, and curriculum. Moreover, monitoring can be useful for 

identifying children's and staff's learning needs, as well as strengths and weaknesses of an ECEC system. 

157.  While literature supports the idea that monitoring and evaluation are critical for high-quality 

ECEC services, research on the effects of monitoring on quality or child development is only gradually 

emerging. The currently available research points to benefits of monitoring such as improved staff 

practices and better curriculum implementation, but the existence of such findings does not necessarily 

imply the ability of researchers to identify the impact of monitoring per se. It is often challenging to 

separate and identify the impact of a single monitoring practice, tool or method and further research on the 

impacts of monitoring is needed. 

158. The challenge for policy-makers is to get the design and implementation right. Regardless of how 

a monitoring system is organised, monitoring practices and tools should be reliable, valid and fair. From 

the literature depicted, it can be concluded that one single monitoring practice is often not sufficient to 

draw conclusions about e.g. the level of quality of a provision or children's development. Monitoring 

practices and purposes need to be aligned and carefully chosen. Besides, ensuring the monitoring tool has 

practical relevance, that different stakeholders are involved in the monitoring system and that staff are 

properly trained to implement the monitoring practices were found to be important pointers in developing 

and implementing monitoring systems. Piloting before full implementation as well as in what way 

monitoring results should be shared with stakeholders and the general public, should be carefully 

considered.  

159. Due to increasing public (and private) investments in ECEC, and increasing participation rates, 

monitoring is becoming more important in many OECD countries. This enhances the need for knowledge 

on how countries organise and design their monitoring systems, as well as how they implement them, a 

careful analysis on what challenges they have encountered in this, and what strategies they developed to 

overcome the challenges. The survey for the OECD Early Childhood and Schools (ECS) project ‘OECD 

Review of Policies and Practices for Monitoring and Evaluating Quality in Early Learning and 

Development’ will collect information on these, and will contribute to the knowledge base on countries' 

monitoring practices. In addition to this, there is a need for further research on the benefits and 

disadvantages of monitoring practices, and its impacts on child development and staff performance.  
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