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 Boston Quality Inventory 2016 

Background 
This is the fourth Boston Quality Inventory (BQI); previous BQIs were conducted in 2007-08, 
2009-10 and 2012-13, and focused on community centers and Head Start programs throughout 
the City of Boston. The BQI 2013 Report1 found that Boston’s community preschool classrooms 
had continued to maintain the improvements in quality seen in BQI 2010 over BQI 2007 on 
general curriculum practices and emotional and social support, as well as significant 
improvements in supports for early literacy. In addition, the proportion of Boston’s community 
preschool classrooms with a teacher with a BA or more rose from only 37% in 2010 to 62% of 
classrooms in 2013.  
 
This track record of improving quality in preschool classrooms and in the education level of 
preschool teachers in Boston led to the Boston Quality UPK Initiative Executive Committee’s 
decision to focus BQI 2016 on preschool classrooms with BA-level teachers, in Boston 
neighborhoods that might be underserved. This focus was particularly timely in the context of 
the expansion of Boston Public Schools pre-k classrooms, successful pilots of community-
based pre-k classrooms through the federally funded Preschool Expansion Grant (PEG) 
initiative, and the City’s commitment to expanding further the availability of pre-k, particularly for 
children who might need additional school readiness supports. Because the BQI 2016 only 
observed preschool classrooms with a BA-level teacher, the proportion of classrooms that meet 
specific quality benchmarks cannot be compared to earlier BQI reports. However, we believe 
the BQI 2016 Report can inform the efforts of the City of Boston, Boston Public Schools, and 
community ECE advocates to extend the benefits of high-quality pre-k to all of Boston’s 
children. 
  
Conducting the Boston Quality Inventory 
The Boston Quality Inventory 2016 research was designed by Dr. Wendy Wagner Robeson and 
Dr. Nancy Marshall, of the Work, Families and Children Research Group at the Wellesley 
Centers for Women Wellesley College. The BQI 2016 was conducted as part of a larger project, 
Mayor Walsh’s Boston Quality UPK Initiative. 

Neighborhoods. Six neighborhoods were selected, in consultation with the Boston Quality UPK 
Initiative Executive Committee – Dorchester, East Boston, Roxbury, Mattapan, Jamaica Plain 
and Hyde Park. These neighborhoods were chosen because they had insufficient capacity to 
serve pre-k children and/or were high need, based on lower-than-average DIBELS1 scores. 
Using EEC licensing lists of community centers and Head Starts, and public lists of schools, we 
identified 97 programs and schools in these six neighborhoods.  

Every program and school in these neighborhoods was invited to participate in the BQI, unlike 
earlier BQI studies that only included a sample of the programs in individual neighborhoods. 
This decision to include all programs, in a subset of Boston’s neighborhoods, means that the 
BQI 2016 results do not have a “margin of error” in their estimates, for these neighborhoods.  
However, because only some neighborhoods were included, the results in BQI 2016 cannot be 
compared to previous BQI reports that sampled programs from across the city. 
 
Recruitment methods. Each of the programs/schools was mailed a recruitment packet, which 
included a cover letter explaining the study and the timeline and a letter from the City of Boston 
asking for the program’s/school’s support. Program administrators/school principals were then 

1 DIBELS (Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills) is a measure of a child’s literacy skills at school entry, which the Boston 
Public Schools collects. 
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 Boston Quality Inventory 2016 
called by Dr. Robeson, given an opportunity to ask questions and asked to participate in the 
study. Of the ninety-seven programs/schools, 50 had at least one classroom where the majority 
of students were age-eligible for kindergarten in September 2017, and had at least one teacher 
with a bachelor’s degree or more. Of these 50 eligible programs/schools, only two refused to 
participate, for a response rate of 96% of programs and schools eligible to participate in the BQI 
observation study.  

Once programs/schools agreed to participate, visits were scheduled. The teacher in each 
participating classroom received a $25 gift card to use for supplies for their classroom. The 
design called for observation of one eligible classroom in each school, and up to four eligible 
classrooms in community centers or Head Start programs. 
 
Sample. BQI 2016 observed one classroom in each charter school and each religious school, 
randomly selected from all pre-k classrooms with at least one teacher with a BA or more in a 
given school. In addition, BQI 2016 observed up to four pre-k classrooms with BA-level teachers 
in community centers and Head Start programs. Table 1 summarizes the number of pre-k 
classrooms observed in specific settings, in each neighborhood. 
 
Table 1. Number of pre-k classrooms observed in each neighborhood. 

Neighborhood 
Charter 
schools 

Religious 
schools 

Community 
Centers Head Starts Subtotal 

Dorchester 5 2 12 5 24 
East Boston 0 1 3 2 6 
Hyde Park 2 0 0 0 2 
Jamaica Plain 0 0 6 3 9 
Mattapan 0 2 1 2 5 
Roxbury 1 2 10 1 14 
Subtotal 8 7 32 13 60 
 
Observations. Observations were conducted during the morning, over a three to four hour 
period. Three measures were included in the observation protocol: the Early Childhood 
Environment Rating Scale-Revised (ECERS-R2); the Classroom Assessment Scoring System 
for PreK (CLASS3); and the Language and Literacy Subscale (Language Environment, Books 
and Book Reading, Print and Early Writing sections) of the Early Language & Literacy 
Classroom Observation Pre-K (ELLCO4). We calculated benchmarks for each measure, using 
benchmarks developed in earlier BQIs. See the Appendix for more information on these 
measures and their benchmarks.  
 
Training and quality control. Dr. Robeson, a certified rater and trainer of the CLASS and 
reliable ECERS-R and ELLCO rater/trainer, trained a team of three observers on the 
observation protocol. Dr. Robeson reviewed initial observations for each observer, and 
conducted spot-reviews each week as observations were completed. Before observers could 
collect data for the BQI, they were required to reach specific reliability standards with Dr. 
Robeson. On the ECERS-R, the observers reached exact agreement on at least 90% of ratings 
(average exact agreement = 95.0%). Two of the observers had 100% agreement with Dr. 
Robeson within one point on the scale (“agreement within one”) on the ECERS-R ratings; the 
third observer reached 99% agreement within one. The observers all reached 100% exact 
agreement on the ELLCO ratings; within one agreements on the CLASS ranged from 85% to 
90% (mean = 87.3%). All observation score sheets were checked by office staff for 
completeness, then entered into excel, using double-entry verification. Any data entry errors 
were reviewed against the raw data and reconciled. 

2 
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Landscape of Programs and Schools in Six Focus Neighborhoods 
 
There were 97 programs and schools serving 4-year-olds in the six focus neighborhoods (see 
Table 2). 
 
Table 2. Programs and schools serving 4-year-olds in six neighborhoods 

Neighborhood 
Charter 
schools 

Religious 
schools 

Community 
Centers Head Starts Subtotal 

Dorchester 5 5 26 3 39 
East Boston 0 1 8 5 14 
Hyde Park 2 0 2 1 5 
Jamaica Plain 0 0 13 1 14 
Mattapan 0 2 2 1 5 
Roxbury 1 2 14 3 20 
Subtotal 8 10 66 14 97 
 
 
Pre-k Classrooms. While all of these programs served 4-year-olds, some served 4-year-olds in 
classrooms with 3-year-olds. BQI 2016 defined pre-k classrooms as classrooms in which the 
majority of children were age-eligible for kindergarten by September 1, 2017. Of the 97 
programs and schools in the six focus neighborhoods, 87 programs and schools had one or 
more pre-k classrooms; there were a total of 145 pre-k classrooms in these 87 programs and 
schools (See Table 3). 

Table 3. Number of pre-k classrooms*  

Neighborhood 
Charter 
schools 

Religious 
schools 

Community 
Centers Head Starts Subtotal 

Dorchester 9 8 32 6 55 
East Boston 0 1 11 2 14 
Hyde Park 10 0 1 1 12 
Jamaica Plain 0 0 14 3 17 
Mattapan 0 2 2 7 11 
Roxbury 4 3 19 10 36 
Subtotal 23 14 79 29 145 
* classrooms in which the majority of children were age-eligible for kindergarten by 9/1/17 
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Pre-k Classrooms with BA-level Teachers. BQI 2016 also limited observations to pre-k 
classrooms with at least one teacher with a bachelor’s degree or more. Of the 144 pre-k 
classrooms, 81 had a bachelor’s-level teacher. See Table 4 for the distribution of these 
classrooms by neighborhood and setting.  

 
Table 4. Number of pre-k classrooms with at least one BA-level teacher 

Neighborhood 
Charter 
schools 

Religious 
schools 

Community 
Centers Head Starts Subtotal 

Dorchester 9 5 14 5 33 
East Boston 0 1 3 2 6 
Hyde Park 10 0 0 0 10 
Jamaica Plain 0 0 6 3 9 
Mattapan 0 2 1 2 5 
Roxbury 4 3 10 1 18 
Subtotal 23 11 34 13 81 
 
Figure 1 summarizes the number of pre-k classrooms with a teacher with a BA, compared to 
pre-k classrooms that do not have a teacher with a BA, in each neighborhood.  
 

 
 
Part-day and full-day programs. Pre-k classrooms vary in the length of the children’s day. The 
BQI collected data on the length of the day for the 60 observed classrooms (see above for 
information on selection of observed classrooms). The observed classrooms varied in the length 
of their school day, from 3.5 hours to 12 hours. Two programs (a community center and a 
charter school) were half-day (3.5 and 4 hours); eight additional programs operated for between 
5 and 6.25 hours a day (one charter school, five Head Start programs, two community centers). 
The remaining 83% of classrooms were in programs that operated for seven or more hours a 
day. 
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Quality of Learning Environments 
 
The BQI 2016 assessed the learning environments in pre-k classrooms using the ECERS-R 
Curriculum Index, the CLASS Instructional Supports Index, and the ELLCO Literacy Index, each 
described in detail in the Appendix.  
 

 
ECERS-R Curriculum Index 
 
The ECERS-R Curriculum Index is a comprehensive assessment of the curriculum materials, 
furnishings and space available to each classroom, and of the teacher’s ability to use these 
resources to meet the developmental and educational needs of young children. Two-fifths (40%) 
of the observed pre-k classrooms met the Good benchmark on the ECERS-R Curriculum Index; 
an additional 43% were approaching this benchmark (see Figure 1).  
 
The ECERS-R Curriculum Index incorporates subscales on Space and Furnishings, Language 
and Reasoning, Activities, Interactions and Program Structure. Figure 2 presents the data on 
these subscales. More than half of classrooms met the Good benchmark on Interactions 
between teachers and students, and among students, as well as the Good benchmark on 
Program Structure – including a schedule that meets the developmental needs of young 
children, including free play and group time, and a program that has appropriate provisions for 
children with disabilities. 
 
Classrooms were least likely to meet the Good benchmark on Space and Furnishings, and on 
Activities. Only a third of classrooms (37%) had ample indoor space, good lighting and 
ventilation, and were accessible to children and adults with disabilities. Only 8% of classrooms 
had adequate space outdoors and some space indoors for gross motor play that was well 
organized for different types of activities and easily accessible for children in the current class. 
In addition, only a third of classrooms (37%) had sufficient furniture for play and learning, with 
most of it child-sized, and that was sturdy and in good repair. Only 38% of classrooms met the 
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Good benchmark on room arrangement, with at least three defined interest centers placed to 
facilitate activities in recommended ways (for example, active areas, such as blocks and 
dramatic play are placed so that they do not interfere with quiet activities, such as reading). 
 
The majority of classrooms gave children access to fine motor materials (92%), dramatic play 
materials (80%), blocks (77%), math/number materials (82%), nature and science activities and 
materials (72%), art materials for at least one hour daily (89%), and sand/water for at least one 
hour daily (82%). 
 
Although classrooms gave children access to multiple categories of materials, materials tended 
to lack variety and range. Most classrooms did not offer children a variety of materials and 
games for nature and science (74%), a variety of materials for math and number activities 
(92%), multiple and diverse dramatic play materials (83%), many and varied art materials 
(78%), many fine motor materials (68%) and multiple materials that exhibited diversity (83%). In 
addition, children in 43% of classrooms did not have access to musical instruments and other 
music materials, or music experiences. 

 
CLASS Instructional Supports Index 
 
The CLASS Instructional Supports Index assesses the effectiveness of teachers’ instructional 
learning formats  (facilitation, variety of modalities and materials, clarity of learning objectives 
and engagement of student interest), concept development (the strategies teachers use to 
promote reasoning skills and creativity through problem-solving and classroom instruction), 
productivity (the ability of the teacher to maximize learning time), language modeling, and the 
quality of verbal feedback teachers offer to children regarding their interactions, comments and 
ideas.  
 
In the best classrooms, teachers consistently and effectively use multiple methods, materials 
and modalities to promote children’s learning. Teachers focus children’s attention on the 
process of learning rather than emphasizing getting the right answer.  Activities focus on 
developing concepts and teachers use strategies to encourage analysis, reasoning, sequencing 
and problem solving.  Teachers consistently connect concepts to the real world and classroom 
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activities. Teachers also promote children’s prediction, experimentation and brainstorming. 
Teachers frequently engage in feedback loops and conversations with children; praise offers 
specific information and hints for students struggling with an answer. Teachers have many 
extended conversations with children, asking many open-ended questions and using rich 
language with children.  Teachers repeat and extend children’s responses and encourage 
children to have extended conversations with one another. 
 
The majority of observed pre-k classrooms (75%) met the Approaching benchmark on the 
CLASS Instructional Supports Index; another 3% met the Good benchmark. When we examine 
the component items of this Index (see Figure 3), we can see that classrooms were least likely 
to meet the Good benchmarks on concept development, language modeling and feedback to 
students. Classrooms were more likely to provide a variety of instructional formats or to 
maximize student productivity.    

 
Observed academic content and instructional format. As part of the CLASS observation, 
observers recorded the academic content during each of four 20-minute CLASS observation 
cycles, as well as the instructional format. We found that the majority of observed academic 
content was literature/language arts (observed in 83% of the classrooms during at least one 20-
minute cycle), followed by art (observed in 32% of classrooms) and math (observed in 27% of 
classrooms). We were less likely to see science and social studies content (each observed in 
17% of classrooms, during at least one 20-minute cycle). While the CLASS observations were 
limited to 80 minutes of the total 3-4 hour observation period, compared to the ECERS-R, which 
draws on the total observation time, the relative infrequency of math and science in some 
classrooms is potentially indicative of the overall learning environment. 
 
We also observed a variety of instructional or activity formats. We observed meals or snacks in 
37% of classrooms, and routine activities in 12% of classrooms. We observed whole group 
formats in 93% of classrooms. In 20% of the classrooms, whole group was the most common 
format in three out of four of the 20-minute observation cycles. We observed free choice or 
center time (when children can choose among different center activities) in 77% of classrooms, 
and small group formats in 35% of classrooms.  
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ELLCO Literacy Index 
 
During the first five years of life, children’s experiences with language and literacy form the 
foundation for later reading success. Diverse experiences with printed and spoken language, 
beginning in infancy, strongly affect children’s future reading and school success.5,6 Children 
who are at risk for reading difficulties are those who begin elementary school with fewer verbal 
skills, less phonological awareness, less letter knowledge, and less familiarity with the basic 
purposes and mechanisms of reading.7 Research has identified strategies for structuring 
environments and interactions with adults and peers that are effective in promoting children’s 
learning and development in that early childhood settings can do much to prevent future reading 
difficulties through the provision of literacy-enriched environments.8,9 Optimum occasions for 
language and cognitive development occur when adults’ interactions are responsive to 
children’s interests, sensitive to children’s signals, and rich in verbal content.10,11,12,13 

 
The ELLCO Literacy Index assesses the extent to which classrooms provide experiences that 
support children’s language and literacy development. Almost one-in-five observed pre-k 
classrooms met the Good benchmark, and an additional 58% met the Approaching benchmark 
(see Figure 1). When we examine the components of this Index (see Figure 4), we can see that 
classrooms were most likely to meet the Good benchmark on the items in the Books and Book 
Reading component. More than half of the classrooms (58%) provided books that varied in 
content, reading level, and genre, and included characters that reflected the diversity and 
abilities of children in the classroom. About a third of classrooms also provided a separate book 
area that facilitated student’s independent reading, as well as time for children to freely access 
books in the book area (32%); incorporated book reading as an integral part of daily classroom 
experience in ways that engaged children in book reading and discussion (35%); and, when 
teachers read aloud, they demonstrated that they had prepared in advance with questions and 
comments to foster children’s comprehension and read in a manner that encouraged children’s 
active engagement (35%).  
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However, literacy is about more than books. One-in-four classrooms met the Good benchmark 
on the Language Environment component, and 43% met the Approaching benchmark. About a 
third of the teachers fostered an active discourse climate in which children were encouraged to 
participate in discussion (38%), as well as providing opportunities for conversations about ideas 
and curriculum activities that included analyzing, predicting problem-solving and reflecting on 
learning (30%). However, only 23% of teachers systematically introduced, discussed and 
incorporated new and challenging words in age-appropriate ways, and modeled challenging 
language; only 10% of teachers engaged children in formal and informal activities designed to 
build their knowledge of sounds in language, such as through rhyming, breaking words into 
syllables, or alliteration.  
 
Pre-k classrooms can provide important support for children’s development of early writing 
skills. Fifteen percent of classrooms met the Good benchmark on the Print and Early Writing 
component, and 45% met the Approaching benchmark. Almost one quarter of classrooms 
(23%) provided a designated writing area as well as varied writing materials and tools 
throughout the classroom and multiple examples of the written word that demonstrated the 
many purposes of writing. However, only 15% of teachers supported children’s writing in 
organized and spontaneous activities, in multiple ways, such as taking dictation, writing stories 
generated by children, or making charts. 
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Factors Related to Observed Quality 
 
Among classrooms with teachers with a bachelor’s degree or more, are there program-level 
factors that are associated with observed quality? We addressed this question by examining 
several program level factors that have been associated with observed quality in previous 
research. One caveat must be made – when we examine the proportion of classrooms in 
specific categories on the program factors that met the Good benchmarks on the quality 
observation measures, we are sometimes talking about only three-to-five classrooms in each 
group. Therefore, we have been conservative in our interpretations of associations. 
 
The program factors data came from an online survey of programs throughout the city, 
conducted through the work of the Boston Quality UPK Initiative Executive Committee; 36 of the 
48 programs participating in the observation study also returned surveys.2 We observed 46 
classrooms in these 36 programs. We were able to supplement the survey data with publicly 
available data on NAEYC accreditation and with data on teacher education collected during 
recruitment for the BQI. Table 5 provides an overview of the number of programs and 
classrooms at each category level on the program factors, for up to 60 observed classrooms in 
48 programs or schools. 
 
Table 5. Number of Programs and Classrooms in Each Program Factor Category 

Program  Factor Categories 
N 

Programs 
N 

Classrooms 
QRIS Level or 
NAEYC 
Accreditation  

1: QRIS Level 3+ and NAEYC-accredited 8 11 
2: NAEYC-accredited or QRIS Level 2 22 31 
3: Willing to become NAEYC accredited or QRIS 
Level 3 

3 3 

 4: Not accredited or not above QRIS Level 1 9 9 
 No data 6 6 
Teacher 
Education 

1: All classrooms have a teacher with BA in ECE, 
or BA+ ECE certifications 

20 24 

 2: All classrooms have at least one BA-level 
teacher 

24 28 

 3: 50% of classrooms have at least one BA-level 
teacher 

4 8 

Curriculum 1: OWL + Building Blocks 11 17 
 2: Formal curriculum other than OWL/BB 22 26 
 3: Willing to adopt formal curriculum 4 4 
 No data 11 13 
 
 
QRIS Level/NAEYC Accreditation Factor. The Massachusetts QRIS Validation study14 
found that programs that were NAEYC-accredited consistently met QRIS Level 2 requirements, 
but did not consistently meet Level 3. Therefore, we defined the Accreditation categories as 
3=Willing to become accredited, 2=NAEYC accredited or QRIS Level 2, 1=QRIS Level 3 (which 
requires an independent quality observation as well as meeting other criteria). All QRIS Level 3 
programs in the BQI 2016 were also NAEYC-accredited. 
 

2 Only 33 programs completed the UPK survey. However, 36 programs completed the portions of the survey needed 
for these program factor analyses, or we were able to supplement their survey data with other available data. 
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We found that 11 classrooms were in eight programs that were QRIS Level 3, and 31 
classrooms were in 22 programs that were NAEYC-accredited but not Level 3, or were QRIS 
Level 2. Figure 5 presents the proportion of observed pre-k classrooms meeting Quality Index 
Benchmarks at these two levels of Accreditation. There were only three classrooms in three 
programs in the 3rd category; therefore, the 3rd category (willingness to become accredited) was 
excluded from Figure 5. A fourth category, not willing to become accredited, and not QRIS Level 
2 or higher, is included in Figure 5 for comparison purposes. As Figure 5 indicates, classrooms 
in QRIS Level 3 programs were more likely to meet the quality benchmarks than were 
classrooms in programs that were QRIS Level 2 or were NAEYC-accredited but not also QRIS 
Level 3.  
 

 
Teacher Education Factor. The BQI sample was limited to classrooms in which at least one 
teacher held a BA degree. The Teacher Education Factor goes beyond previous research to 
consider two questions: (1) is the observed quality of an individual classroom higher in 
programs in which all pre-k classrooms have a teacher with a BA, compared to classrooms in 
programs in which only some pre-k classrooms have a teacher with a BA?, and (2) is the 
observed quality of an individual classroom higher in programs in which all pre-k teachers have 
a BA in early childhood education (ECE) or a BA plus certification in ECE?  
 
While all of the observed classrooms had BA-level teachers, programs and schools differed in 
whether there were other pre-k classrooms without a BA-level teacher, and in whether BA-level 
teachers held a BA in early care and education (ECE) or combined their BA with ECE 
certification. We found that 24 of the observed classrooms were in programs or schools in which 
all pre-k teachers had a BA in ECE or a BA plus ECE certification, and 28 classrooms were in 
programs or schools were all teachers had a BA, but did not all have ECE. Finally, 8 of the 
classrooms were in programs or schools where there were also pre-k classrooms in which the 
teacher did not hold a BA.  
 
Figure 6 presents the proportion of observed pre-k classrooms meeting Quality Index 
Benchmarks for each category of the Teacher Education Factor. The proportion of classrooms 
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that met the Good benchmark on the ECERS-R Curriculum Index and the ELLCO Literacy 
Index is associated with all classrooms in a program or school having a teacher with a BA in any 
field (category 2); however, classrooms in programs in which all teachers had a BA in ECE, or a 
BA plus ECE certifications (“All ECE”) were not more likely to meet the Good benchmark on 
these indices. The data on the CLASS Instructional Supports Index follows the same trend, but 
so few classrooms met the Good benchmark on the CLASS that this association may not be 
meaningful.  
 
What do these results mean? These results for this study add to an ongoing discussion 
among ECE researchers and policymakers about the importance of specific types of education 
to observed quality, suggesting that programs in which all pre-k classrooms have a BA-level 
teacher provide some unmeasured factor that potentially raises the quality of individual 
classrooms. However, it should be noted that 70% of the programs in which “all” classrooms 
had a BA-level teacher were actually programs in which there was only one pre-k classroom.   
 

 
 
In addition, the fact that ECE credentials are not associated with even higher quality than a BA 
in this study should not be interpreted to mean that ECE credentials are meaningless. As others 
have argued15, there is enough variability in the requirements for ECE degrees and credentials 
that we cannot tell whether or not ECE credentials matter. Based on the results of this study, 
and other research on BA degrees and ECE credentials, we would argue that a teacher with a 
BA is a reasonable baseline requirement for a pre-k classroom, but is not a guarantee of high 
quality – other factors, such as pre-service or in-service training in ECE are probably important.   
 
Curriculum Factor. Finally, we examined whether the use of the OWL curriculum combined 
with the Building Blocks curriculum, or the use of another formal curriculum, was associated 
with observed quality, compared to programs that were not using a formal curriculum but were 
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willing to adopt one. It is important to note that we do not have information on curriculum for 13 
classrooms in 11 programs. Figure 7 presents the proportion of observed pre-k classrooms 
meeting Quality Benchmarks in each of these Curriculum categories. Each column represents 
the proportion of classrooms that met the benchmarks on the named index (ECERS-R 
Curriculum, CLASS Instructional Supports, and ELLCO Literacy), in each Curriculum category.  
 
The results in Figure 7 are inconsistent. Not using any formal curriculum (“No Formal” in Figure 
7) is associated with more classrooms at the Inadequate quality level on the ECERS-R and the 
CLASS, but not on the ELLCO. Using “Any Formal” curriculum is associated with more 
classrooms that met the Good benchmark on the ECERS-R. While fewer “OWL + Building 
Blocks” classrooms met the Good benchmark on the ECERS-R, more OWL+ classrooms met 
the Good benchmark on the CLASS.  
 
What do these results mean? Most of the classrooms in this sample fall into the “using a 
formal curriculum other than OWL + BB” category; 58% of these classrooms met the Good 
benchmark on the ECERS-R, 19% met the Good benchmark on the ELLCO, and 89% met the 
Approaching or Good benchmark on the CLASS. The results are more varied among 
classrooms using the OWL plus Building Blocks, but this may reflect the fact that many of these 
teachers have only been using these curricula for a year or two, and it takes time to become 
proficient in a new curriculum. The OWL and Building Blocks curricula both have strong 
evidence from other studies of their contributions to quality early childhood education. The 
results of the BQI suggest that there may be other formal curricula, when used by experienced 
teachers, that also support quality ECE. 
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Key Findings 
The BQI 2016 was designed to provide a snapshot of the quality of pre-k classrooms with BA-
level teachers in six neighborhoods of Boston, to provide information that can be used by city 
planners, funders and advocates. This report provides results from the observations conducted 
in Dorchester, East Boston, Roxbury, Mattapan, Jamaica Plain, and Hyde Park. 

Key Findings  
1. Across the six neighborhoods, there were 144 classrooms serving 4-year-olds (age-eligible 

for kindergarten by September 1, 2017), in 97 different programs and schools (not including 
classrooms located in BPS schools). Of these 144 classrooms, there were 81 classrooms 
that had at least one bachelor’s-level teacher. 

2. The six neighborhoods varied with respect to types of pre-k settings with BA-level teachers. 
Dorchester had the greatest number of pre-k classrooms available; charter schools were 
only available in Dorchester, Hyde Park and Roxbury. Community centers were more readily 
available in Dorchester, Roxbury and Jamaica Plain; Head Starts with pre-k classrooms with 
BA-level teachers were located in all neighborhoods except Hyde Park. 

3. Forty percent (40%) of observed pre-k classrooms met the Good benchmark on the ECERS-
R Curriculum Index, providing the space and furnishings, materials, curriculum activities and 
instructional practices that meet the developmental and educational needs of young 
children. An additional 43% of classrooms met the Approaching benchmark on the ECERS-
R Curriculum Index, and would benefit from additional supports (funding for space 
improvements, furnishings and materials; training and coaching on providing quality ECE). 
Classrooms needed greatest improvements in: space for gross motor play and gross motor 
equipment; classroom furnishings; and training and coaching on curriculum activities re: 
music/movement, dramatic play, blocks, nature and science, and math/numeracy skills.   

4. Three-quarters (75%) of pre-k classrooms met or exceeded the Approaching benchmark on 
the ELLCO Literacy Index, which focuses on specific reading, writing and language 
practices. However, most of the classrooms met the Approaching benchmark; only 17% met 
the Good benchmark. Teachers would benefit from training and coaching on literacy and 
language development, with a particular emphasis on practices to build vocabulary and 
phonological awareness, and to support children’s writing. 

5. The CLASS Instructional Supports Index requires teachers to engage in practices that 
support concept development and maximize learning time,as well as language modeling, 
feedback to students, and varied instructional formats. While only 3% of pre-k classrooms 
met the Good benchmark, an additional 75% of classrooms met the Approaching 
benchmark. Teachers would benefit from training and coaching on instructional practices, 
with a particular emphasis on concept development,and quality of feedback to students. 

6. The proportion of a program’s or school’s pre-k teachers with a BA-level education, as well 
as a program’s QRIS level/NAEYC accreditation, was associated with observed quality in 
meaningful ways. Classrooms in programs or schools where all pre-k classrooms have BA-
level teachers were more likely to meet or exceed the Approaching Quality benchmark on 
the quality observation measures. Similarly, classrooms in programs that met QRIS Level 3 
were of higher observed quality than were classrooms in programs that were QRIS LEVEL 2 
and/or NAEYC-accredited (and not also QRIS Level 3). 

  

14 



 Boston Quality Inventory 2016 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

There are currently multiple classrooms with BA-level 
teachers providing high quality pre-k in these six 
neighborhoods. There are also a substantial number 
of additional  pre-k classrooms that are approaching 
quality standards and, with additional funding for 
space improvements and materials, and additional 
professional development, are likely to provide high 
quality pre-k. 

15 



 Boston Quality Inventory 2016 
Appendix: Measures and Benchmarks 
 
Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale-Revised (ECERS-R)  
 
The Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale - Revised Edition (ECERS-R) is a revision 
of the ECERS, which was the first in a series of rating scales developed by Drs. Harms, Clifford 
and Cryer for use both by practitioners and by researchers. The ECERS-R has been widely 
used for a number of years, and has become one of the standards in the field, offering useful 
benchmarks for practitioners, researchers and policymakers. The ECERS has good predictive 
validity, with studies showing that ECERS scores are related to children’s development (c.f., 
Peisner-Feinberg & Burchinal 1997; Whitebook, Howes, & Phillips 1990).  

The ECERS-R is a 43-item scale designed to be used in classroom-based care for children 
aged two to six years. The ECERS-R is organized into seven scales: Space and Furnishings, 
Personal Care Routines, Language-Reasoning, Activities, Interaction, Program Structure, and 
Parents and Staff. Each scale has additional subscales, with multiple items that must be passed 
to receive a given score. Each subscale is scored on a seven-point scale, from 1=Inadequate, 
3= Minimal, 5 = Good and 7=Excellent.  

Observers make their ratings based on three to four hours of observation in a classroom, plus 
interviews with the teachers for items that are not observable in that time period. Reliability and 
validity of the ECERS have been found to be quite acceptable: inter-rater reliability has been 
reported at .88; test-retest reliability was reported at .96 over two weeks; and internal 
consistencies range from .81 to .91. On the ECERS-R, the observers reached exact agreement 
on at least 90% of ratings (average exact agreement = 95.0%). Two of the observers agreed on 
100% of the ECERS-R ratings within one point on the scale (“within one agreement”); the third 
observer’s ratings agreed within one on 99% of the ratings. In the BQI 2016, the mean score on 
the total ECERS-R was 4.0. 

ECERS-R Curriculum Index. For this report, we created the ECERS-R Curriculum Index, based 
on exploratory factor analysis conducted as part of the BQI 2007. The ECERS-R Curriculum 
Index includes measures of the availability of resources as well as the teacher’s behavior. 
ECERS-R Curriculum Index is an average of the subscale scores for Space & Furnishings, 
Language-Reasoning, Program Structure and Activities, as well as the Interaction scale. The 
mean score on the ECERS-R Curriculum Index, in BQI 2016, was 4.12. 
 
Benchmarks. The findings on the ECERS-R Curriculum Index are reported in terms of 
benchmarks. In this report, classrooms are said to meet the Inadequate benchmark if they score 
below a “3” on an ECERS-R Index, that is, the classrooms were judged to be inadequate on one 
or more of the ECERS components. Classrooms that meet the Approaching benchmark have 
scored between a 3 and a 4.5, indicating classrooms that meet or exceed minimal standards on 
one or more of the ECERS components. Classrooms that meet the Good benchmark on the 
ECERS Curriculum Index have earned an average score of 4.5 or higher on the ECERS 
domains, indicating classrooms that provide a curriculum that meets professional standards for 
children’s growth and development.  
 
The Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS): PreK-3 

The Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) PreK-3 is an observational 
instrument developed to assess classroom quality in preschool through third grade classrooms. 
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The CLASS scales are based on research suggesting that interactions between students and 
adults are the primary means for student development and learning.  The CLASS scores are 
based solely on interactions between teachers and children. The presence of materials, the 
physical environment or the safety of the space are not considered in scoring. 

The CLASS looks specifically at the emotional and instructional tone of the classroom using ten 
dimensions – Positive Climate (reflects enthusiasm, enjoyment and respect between teachers 
and children); Negative Climate (degree to which the classroom has a negative emotional tone 
as indicated by punitive control, sarcasm or negative affect); Teacher Sensitivity (the degree to 
which teachers are sensitive and responsive to children); Regard for Student Perspectives (the 
degree to which teachers’ interactions and classroom activities consider students’ interests, 
motivations, and points of view); Behavior Management (considers teachers’ abilities to prevent 
and redirect negative behavior); Productivity (examines teachers’ abilities to use instructional 
time and routines as learning opportunities); Concept Development (explores the strategies 
used to promote reasoning skills and creativity through problem-solving and classroom 
instruction); Instructional Learning Format (extent to which available activities, presentations, 
groupings and range of materials encourages children’s learning); Language Modeling (the 
quality and amount of teacher’s use of language-stimulation and language-facilitation 
techniques) and Quality Of Feedback (focuses on the quality of verbal feedback offered to 
children regarding their interactions, comment and ideas).  
 
Each item is scored based upon the degree to which certain behavioral, emotional, and physical 
markers for each construct are present during a 20-minute observation period. Each item is then 
scored on a scale from 1 to 7 during a 10-minute scoring period. According to the developers, 
scores of 1 and 2 indicate classrooms that are low on a particular item. Scores ranging between 
3 and 5 indicate classrooms in the mid-range on a particular construct. Classrooms scoring a 6 
or 7 are high on a certain construct. Typically, at least 4 observation cycles are completed 
during the observation period, including both instructional and non-structured classroom time 
and scores are averaged across the different observation cycles. The BQI observers agreed 
within one point on between 85% and 90% of the CLASS ratings (mean = 87.3%). 

CLASS Instructional Support Index. Based on the original guidelines of the developers of the 
CLASS, we created two indices for BQI 2007: Emotional and Social Support and Instructional 
Support. CLASS dimensions included in the Emotional and Social Support Index are Positive 
Climate, Negative Climate, Teacher Sensitivity, Regard For The Student Perspective, and 
Behavior Management. CLASS dimensions included in the Instructional Support Index are 
Productivity, Instructional Learning Formats, Concept Development, Quality Of Feedback, and 
Language Modeling. While newer versions of the CLASS employ three dimensions (with a 
separate dimension for Classroom Organization), previous observations studies of classroom 
quality, such as the BQI 2013, used the original two CLASS indices; we have maintained those 
indices here, so that results may be compared with previous BQIs. This report provides findings 
for the CLASS Instructional Support Index. The mean score in BQI 2016 on the CLASS 
Instructional Support Index was 3.56 (using the newer scoring system, the mean score on the 
CLASS Instructional Support Index was 2.7). 
 
Benchmarks. The findings on the CLASS Instructional Support Index are also reported in 
benchmarks. In this report, classrooms are said to meet the Inadequate benchmark on the 
CLASS composites if they score below a “3” on a CLASS Index, that is, there are few, if any, 
indicators in the classroom of positive instructional supports.  Classrooms that meet the 
Approaching benchmark have scored between a 3 and a 5, indicating there are some indicators 
of positive instructional supports. Classrooms that meet the Good benchmark have earned an 
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average score of 5 or higher on the CLASS, indicating that there are many indicators of positive 
instructional supports. 
 
In the best classrooms, teachers consistently and effectively use multiple methods, materials 
and modalities to promote children’s learning. Teachers focus children’s attention on the 
process of learning rather than emphasizing getting the right answer.  Activities focus on 
developing concepts and teachers use strategies to encourage analysis, reasoning, sequencing 
and problem solving.  Teachers consistently connect concepts to the real world and classroom 
activities. Teachers also promote children’s prediction, experimentation and brainstorming. 
Teachers frequently engage in feedback loops and conversations with children; praise offers 
specific information and hints for students struggling with an answer. Teachers have many 
extended conversations with children, asking many open-ended questions and using rich 
language with children.  Teachers repeat and extend children’s responses and encourage 
children to have extended conversations with one another. 
 
Early Language and Literacy Classroom Observation (ELLCO) 
 
The Language and Literacy Subscale (Language Environment, Books and Book Reading, 
Print and Early Writing sections) of the Early Language & Literacy Classroom Observation 
Pre-K (ELLCO; Smith, Brady, & Anastasopoulos, 2008), is designed to measure the extent to 
which classrooms provide optimal supports for children’s language and literacy development. 
The Language and Literacy Subscale considers the diversity of reading, writing and listening 
materials, and the language stimulation provided by the teachers. The Language and Literacy 
subscale consists of 12 items that assess classroom practices on a scale from 1 = Deficient 
(minimal evidence), 3 = Basic (some evidence of meeting the standards) and 5 = Exemplary 
(strong evidence of meeting the standards. The ELLCO has been used in multiple studies and 
has sound psychometric properties. Scores on the ELLCO have been found to predict children’s 
early literacy development and vocabulary (Smith et al., 2002). The BQI observers all reached 
100% exact agreement on the ELLCO ratings. The mean score in the BQI 2016 on the ELLCO 
Language and Literacy subscale was 2.88. 
 
We created a Literacy Index of the literacy environment in preschool classrooms, using the 
ELLCO subscale, Language and Literacy. We also report the scores for the three components 
of the Language and Literacy subscale, The Language Environment, Books and Book Reading, 
and Print and Early Writing. The Language Environment consists of four items that measure the 
discourse climate, opportunities for extended conversations, efforts to build vocabulary, and 
phonological awareness. The Books and Book Reading consists of five items that measure the 
organization of the book area, characteristics of the books in the classroom, books for learning, 
approaches to book reading, and the quality of book reading. The Print and Early Writing 
consists of three items that measure the early writing environment, support for children’s writing, 
and the availability of environmental print. 
 
Benchmarks were created for this report; classrooms are rated as Inadequate on the Literacy 
Index if they score below a 2.5, indicating few, if any, indicators of basic language and literacy 
supports. Classrooms that meet the Approaching benchmark scored lower than a 3.5, indicating 
that the classroom met basic standards, and, on some indicators, exceeded basic standards. 
Classrooms that meet the Good benchmark scored at least a 3.5, indicating that there are 
multiple indicators that exceed the basic standards. 
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