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INTRODUCTION

In the world of early childhood
education, the quality of a child's
environment can shape the trajectory of
their development for years to come. For
educators, administrators, and
policymakers dedicated to fostering
high-quality learning spaces, one tool
stands out as a gold standard for

measurement and improvement: the
Early Childhood Environment Rating
Scale ECERS 3. This third edition of a
well-established instrument offers a
refined, research-backed approach to
evaluating classrooms that serve
children from three to five years old.
Whether you are a seasoned preschool
director or a new teacher looking to
enhance your classroom, understanding
the nuances of this rating scale can
transform how you see your learning
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ENVIRONMENT RATING SCALE

The Early Childhood Environment
Rating Scale ECERS 3 is more than
just a checklist. It is a comprehensive
framework that examines everything
from the physical space and available
materials to the interactions between
teachers and children. Designed to be
used in center-based programs, this tool
helps educators identify strengths and
pinpoint areas needing growth. In this
article, we will explore the structure,
purpose, and practical applications of
this influential scale, offering insights
that can help you create a richer, more
supportive environment for the children
in your care.

WHAT IS THE EARLY CHILDHOOD

ECERS-3?

The Early Childhood Environment
Rating Scale ECERS 3 is the latest
version of a widely respected
observational assessment tool
developed by Thelma Harms, Richard M.
Clifford, and Debby Cryer. Originally
introduced decades ago, this edition was
published to align more closely with
current research on child development,
early learning standards, and best
practices in the field. The scale is
designed to evaluate the quality of both
structural and process aspects of a
preschool classroom. Structural
elements include things like the
availability of learning materials and the
organization of the room, while process
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elements focus on how teachers and
children interact and engage with one
another throughout the day.

Unlike some assessment tools that rely
on self-reporting or teacher surveys, the
Early Childhood Environment Rating
Scale ECERS 3 is completed by trained
observers who spend several hours in
the classroom. These observers watch,
take notes, and rate the environment
based on a detailed set of indicators. The
result is an objective, evidence-based
picture of classroom quality that can
guide professional development,
program planning, and even policy
decisions. Because it emphasizes the
daily experiences of children, this scale
is considered a reliable predictor of
positive developmental outcomes.

WHY ECERS-3 MATTERS FOR
EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION

High-quality early childhood education is
linked to better academic performance,
stronger social skills, and long-term life
success. Yet defining and measuring
quality has always been a challenge. The
Early Childhood Environment Rating
Scale ECERS 3 provides a common
language and standard that educators
can use to evaluate their programs
consistently. By focusing on what
children actually experience throughout
the day, the scale moves beyond
surface-level indicators like class size or
teacher credentials and looks at the real
interactions and opportunities that
shape learning.

For programs seeking accreditation,



funding, or recognition, using a validated
tool like this demonstrates a
commitment to excellence. Many states
and school districts incorporate the
Early Childhood Environment Rating
Scale ECERS 3 into their quality rating
and improvement systems. This means
that understanding the scale is not just
an academic exercise; it is a practical
necessity for many early childhood
professionals. Moreover, the scale
encourages a cycle of continuous
improvement. When teachers see their
classroom through the lens of this tool,
they often gain fresh perspectives on
how small changes can make a big
difference in children's daily
experiences.

THE SIX SUBSCALES OF ECERS-3

The Early Childhood Environment
Rating Scale ECERS 3 is organized into
six subscales, each focusing on a critical
domain of the classroom environment.
Together, these subscales provide a
holistic view of what makes a program
truly supportive of young children's
growth and learning. Let us explore each
one in detail.

1. Space and
Furnishings

The first subscale examines the physical
layout of the classroom. It looks at how
space is organized, whether there are
clear interest centers for different types
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of play, and if the furniture is
appropriate for the children's size and
needs. This subscale also considers the
overall atmosphere, including lighting,
sound, and visual appeal. A well-planned
environment helps children feel safe,
comfortable, and ready to explore. The
Early Childhood Environment Rating
Scale ECERS 3 emphasizes that space
should be not only functional but also
inviting and accessible to all children,
including those with diverse abilities.

2. Personal Care
Routines

This subscale focuses on the daily
routines that support children's physical
health and well-being. It includes arrival

and departure procedures, mealtimes,
naptime, and toileting or diapering. The
scale looks at whether these routines are
handled in a way that respects each
child's individual needs and promotes
independence. For example, does the
teacher allow children to serve
themselves at meals? Are handwashing
practices consistent and thorough? By
evaluating these everyday moments, the
Early Childhood Environment Rating
Scale ECERS 3 highlights the
importance of caregiving as a foundation
for learning.

3. Language and



Literacy

Language development is a strong
predictor of later academic success, and
this subscale is one of the most carefully
observed areas in the assessment. It
looks at how teachers encourage
communication, both through formal
activities like storytime and through
informal conversations throughout the
day. The Early Childhood
Environment Rating Scale ECERS 3
assesses whether there are ample books
available, whether teachers engage
children in discussions, and whether the
environment supports early literacy skills
like letter recognition and writing. The
quality of teacher-child communication is
especially emphasized here, as

responsive dialogue is known to boost
vocabulary and comprehension.

4. Learning
Activities

This subscale is the largest in the Early
Childhood Environment Rating Scale
ECERS 3 and covers a wide range of
content areas: fine motor skills, art,
music, blocks, dramatic play, math,
science, and sand and water play. For
each area, the scale looks at the
availability of materials, the variety of
choices offered, and how teachers
support children's engagement. A high-
scoring classroom in this subscale
provides diverse, open-ended materials
that encourage creativity and problem-
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solving. The scale also considers
whether activities are accessible to all
children and whether there is a balance
between child-initiated and teacher-
directed learning.

5. Interaction

Perhaps the most impactful subscale is
Interaction, which examines the social
and emotional climate of the classroom.
The Early Childhood Environment
Rating Scale ECERS 3 places
significant emphasis on the quality of
relationships between teachers and
children, as well as among the children
themselves. Observers look for warm,
responsive interactions, positive
discipline strategies, and opportunities
for children to develop social skills. This

subscale also considers how teachers
support children's emotional regulation
and peer relationships. Research
consistently shows that positive
interactions are central to children's
sense of security and engagement in
learning, making this area a cornerstone
of quality.

6. Program
Structure

The final subscale looks at how the daily
schedule and classroom routines are
organized. It considers the balance
between active and quiet times, the
length of play periods, and the overall
flow of the day. The Early Childhood
Environment Rating Scale ECERS 3



emphasizes that children need ample
time for free play, as well as smooth
transitions between activities. A well-
structured program allows children to
feel secure and to engage deeply in their
chosen activities. This subscale also
examines how the schedule and routines
are communicated to children and
families, ensuring transparency and
consistency.

HOW ECERS-3 DIFFERS FROM
PREVIOUS VERSIONS

The third edition of the Early Childhood
Environment Rating Scale ECERS 3
introduced several important changes
from its predecessor, ECERS-R. One of
the most significant updates is a
stronger focus on literacy and language
development, reflecting the growing

body of research on early brain
development and the importance of
communication skills. The new edition
also streamlined many items, making
them clearer and more straightforward
to score. Additionally, the scale places
greater emphasis on teacher-child
interactions, reducing the weight given
to materials alone. This shift
acknowledges that what teachers do
with materials matters more than simply
having them available.

Another notable difference is the
inclusion of more detailed indicators for
inclusive practices. The Early
Childhood Environment Rating Scale
ECERS 3 encourages observers to
consider whether all children, including
those with disabilities or developmental
delays, are fully supported and included
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in classroom activities. This reflects a
broader movement in early childhood
education toward inclusive, equitable
practices. For experienced users of
earlier versions, the updated scale
requires some adjustment, but many
find that it provides a more accurate and
actionable picture of classroom quality.

USING ECERS-3 FOR PROGRAM
IMPROVEMENT

While the Early Childhood
Environment Rating Scale ECERS 3 is
often used for assessment and
accountability purposes, its real value
lies in its power to guide improvement.
When teachers and administrators
understand the specific indicators that
contribute to a high-quality environment,
they can make targeted changes that

have a meaningful impact. For example,
a classroom that scores low on the
Language and Literacy subscale might
focus on adding more diverse books,
training teachers to ask open-ended
questions, or creating a cozy reading
nook. The scale provides a roadmap for
professional development and program
enhancement.

Many programs use the Early
Childhood Environment Rating Scale
ECERS 3 as part of a continuous quality
improvement cycle. After an initial
assessment, staff work together to set
goals, implement changes, and then
reassess to measure progress. This
collaborative approach fosters a culture
of learning and reflection among
educators. It also helps programs align
their practices with state early learning



standards and accreditation
requirements. For teachers, engaging
with the scale can be a powerful
professional growth experience,
deepening their understanding of what
quality looks like in action.

TRAINING AND CERTIFICATION
FOR ECERS-3

To use the Early Childhood
Environment Rating Scale ECERS 3
reliably, observers must undergo formal
training and certification.  Training
typically involves a multi-day workshop
where participants learn the scoring
system, practice observing classrooms,
and discuss how to apply the scale
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consistently. Certification requires
passing a reliability test, which involves
scoring multiple classrooms with a high
degree of accuracy compared to expert
raters. This rigorous process ensures
that assessments are valid and that
results can be trusted for program
evaluation and research purposes.

Even if you do not plan to become a
certified observer, learning about the
Early Childhood Environment Rating
Scale ECERS 3 can benefit your
practice. Many professional development
programs offer introductory workshops
or online modules that cover the basics
of the scale. Understanding the
framework can help you self-ass

10

Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale Score Sheet

2024-04-22



