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Foreword 
 

For many of us, connecting young children to nature makes intuitive sense ς ƛǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭΦ  ¸ƻǳƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊen are active and inquisitive. They love to 

explore with all of their senses.  They love to play. But our advocacy for connecting young children to nature is based on more than our intuition.  

More and more research evidence points to the importance of providing nature rich experiences for young children to enhance their development.  

Through experiences with nature, young children are given the opportunity to not only develop knowledge of the natural world, but emotional 

connections and skills.  They are given the opportunity to develop a sense of wonder and an appreciation for the beauty and mystery of the natural 

world.  They are provided opportunities for social and emotional growth, for the development of curiosity, and for the development of motor skills 

and healthy habits.  They are given opportunities to play and explore. 

 

It was with this research in mind that Early Childhood Environmental Education Programs: Guidelines for Excellence (NAAEE 2010, 2016) was 

published.  These guidelines, produced through a wide-based process of critique and consensus involving literally thousands of educators, offer a 

tool to help educators develop and administer high quality environmental education programs for young children.  The overall goal of these 

guidelines is to chart an appropriate and positive process whereby educators can start young children on a lifelong journey towards becoming 

environmentally responsive youth and adults.  These guidelines build off internationally accepted notions of environmental education and early 

childhood education.  They focus on developmentally appropriate activities and settings, as well as appropriate teaching strategies and learning 

opportunities.  They focus on allowing young children to forge a bond between themselves and nature. 

 

The Early Childhood Environmental Education Rating Scale takes the guidelines in one more important step.  The ECEERS provides a collaborative 
tool for educators and others to discuss their program goals, consider its strengths and areas of needed improvement, and chart a future direction 
for development. The ECEERS is easy to use while encouraging deep discussions about program philosophy, design and implementation. It is a 
much welcomed addition to the early childhood environmental education tool kit.  
 

 

Bora Simmons, Director 

National Project for Excellence in Environmental Education 

Eugene, Oregon 
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Purpose 
 

The Early Childhood Environmental Education Rating Scale (ECEERS) is a formative evaluation tool designed to assist programs in improving their 

environmental education curriculum.  Private and public early childhood programs, be it center-based child development or family day care 

centers, can all benefit by making needed improvements in the quality of activities, experiences, interactions, and instruction pertaining to the 

world of nature and its value in society.  Environmental education centers, too, may benefit through improvements in curriculum that better 

respond to the abilities, interests, learning styles, and motivations for learning of young children. 

 

Based on six key characteristics of high quality early childhood environmental education programs (North American Association for Environmental 

Education, 2010, 2016), the procedures for using the rating scale emphasize a collaborative approach in evaluation, through the sharing of differing 

perspectives (as represented by program board members, administrative officials, teaching staff, family members of the children participating in 

the program, and community partners), and the development of consensus in the rating of each specific guideline or recommendation. 

 

Benefits 

 

While voluntary, the benefits of using this rating scale are particularly salient in several regards.  The evaluation process is an invaluable 

professional development activity.  Professional development benefits include attaining knowledge about effective practices in both early 

childhood education and environmental education; and developing skills in leading discussions, negotiating, articulating evidence, consensus 

building, writing action plans, and collaborating in the realization of the written plans.  The findings of the rating scale, on the other hand, can assist 

in the identification of priorities or facets of program practice that can be improved or made more effective.  Identification of program strengths 

and existing resources and talents, which can be leveraged as appropriate to bring about needed improvements or progress, are imbedded within 

the process of evaluation.  And, at the strategic planning level, directors may include the rating scale as a data gathering tool that will facilitate 

decision making about programmatic changes that may be required.   

 

The rating scale is a self-assessment tool requiring open and honest conversations.  The process can be personally satisfying for the individual team 

members involved and, with ongoing evaluation utilizing the rating scale, can lead to meaningful program success over time. 
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Helpful Hints and Procedures for Using the Rating Scale 

 

An evaluation of the prograƳΩǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŎƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳ ƛǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ for every 2-3 years.  The same rating scale should 

be used each time in order to determine areas of strengths, identify policies, procedures, and practices needing improvement, and chart 

improvements made over time.  

 

A team of evaluators will meet, discuss, and rate a score for each specific guideline based on consensus, represented on a scale from 1 to 7.   The 

following steps are suggested in the formation of the team of evaluators: 

 

A. COLLABORATIVE TEAM BUILDING 

 

1. Any member of the program, the families served by the program, as well as its community partners may initiate a formative evaluation 

ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǘƻ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΩǎ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ early childhood environmental education curriculum (identifying both areas of strengths and 

needs); 

 

2. The initiation should start with the formation of a team of interested individuals, ideally with representation from the pǊƻƎǊŀƳΩǎ ōƻŀǊŘ ƻŦ 

directors, administration, teaching staff, parents or family members of children attending the program, and community partners; as some 

programs may not have a board of directors or community partners who have provided early childhood environmental education resources 

or support, it is alright that these perspectives might not be represented; there is no set recommendation for the size of the team, with the 

ultimate decision being something that the vested team members can themselves determine given their particular program circumstances 

and knowledge of the interest, commitment, and availability of other relevant stakeholders;  

 

3. While it is ideal to maintain the same participants for continuity and growth of the team, it is likely that the team membership will change 

over time; it is suggested that all stakeholders be invited (board members, program staff and teachers, parents, community partners) to 

participate as each evaluation project is being organized.  In the invitation, it is important to describe the collaborative nature of the 

evaluation process, as well as the necessity of contributing about two to three hours, at the discretion of the organizer; and 
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4. Specific representatives may be invited, too, on different occasions should the need arise to hear about particular perspectives, or the 

collaborative team membership be too small or lacking a diversity of opinions; this can be a strategic decision made by the organizer or the 

team of existing members or evaluators. 

 

 

B. RATING SCALE DESCRIPTORS 
 

As each guideline is reviewed and discussed, a rating score based on consensus is recorded.  The following descriptors may be helpful to 

collaborative teams in the determination of the guideline rating scores: 
 

Implementation Stage  

and Rating Score: 

Description: 

Not implemented: 

Rating Score of 1 

No discussions have been had about this practice. 

Not implemented:   

Rating Score of 2 

Discussions have been initiated, but there has been no impact on the practice. 

Partially implemented: Rating 

Score of 3 

There is recognition of the importance of the practice; changes are being discussed and 

are starting to be implemented. 

Partially implemented: Rating 

Score of 4 

There is recognition of the importance of the practice; changes are being made but it is 

not widespread. 

Partially implemented: Rating 

Score of 5 

The practice is widespread, although there may be gaps or issues that need to be 

resolved. 

Fully implemented:  

Rating Score of 6 

The practice is widespread and has been in place for less than a year. 

Fully implemented:  

Rating Score of 7 

The practice is widespread and has been in place for a year or more. 
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C. TEAM EVALUATION PROCESS 

 

1. The evaluation process should be a thoughtful process, where everyone feels free and safe to voice their perspectives, and where 

negotiation and consensus building leads to a common score for each specific guideline; 

 

2. Discuss ǘƘŜ άǎŎƻǇŜέ ƻŦ the evaluation early in the process; it will be important to discuss which programs will be included in the 

conversation; once the determination is made, it will be important to consider all programmatic perspectives before consensus scores are 

decided; 

 

3. As the conversation proceeds, it will be useful to discuss the meaning of certain terminologies, should questions arise about the 

terminologies, to ensure a common understanding; a glossary of terms in provided in Appendix A to assist, where needed; teams may also 

define the terms themselves or look to other sources for definitions;  

 

4. A recorder should be designated to write down the main ideas derived from comments, examples, and perspectives of the team members, 

as well as record the consensus rating score for each specific guideline; the main ideas and the consensus scores should be recorded on the 

rating scale itself; copies of the original rating scale may be made for current and future use; 

 

5. A timekeeper Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘŜŘ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀƳΩǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎΤ ƛǘ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ƘŜƭǇŦǳƭ ǘƻ ǎŜǘ ŀ ǘƛƳŜ ƭƛƳƛǘ ƻf three or four 

minutes for each specific guideline and, at the same time, maintain flexibility for questions that require lengthier discussions; 

 

6. It may be necessary to have a discussion about consensus building, depending on ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀƳΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƴŜŜd; it may be useful to adopt 

conventions or rules that are agreeable to all, such as asking questions to clarify understanding of a perspective, determining level of 

concern or objection (minimal to great), and straw polling when specific situations arise; 

 

7. It will be necessary to consult the Early Childhood Environmental Education Programs: Guidelines for Excellence (NAAEE, 2010, 2016) in 

order to more precisely determine the available evidence, or the lack of it, based on the examples provided in the guidelines; copies of the 

ƎǳƛŘŜƭƛƴŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƻōǘŀƛƴŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŦǊŜŜ ƻƴ b!!99Ωǎ website (https://eepro.naaee.org/sites/default/files/eepro-post- 

 

 

https://eepro.naaee.org/sites/default/files/eepro-post-
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files/early_childhood_ee_guidelines.pdf) and should be made available during the collaborative team meetings; there is a limit of 100 

copies that can be reproduced for noncommercial educational purposes only; and 

 

 

8. Comfort and needs, as well as psychological safety, of collaborative team members must be met; psychological safety includes the freedom 

for team members to speak and have their perspectives heard and respected; a discussion about meeting these needs should be discussed 

and ground rules be determined, if it is helpful. 

 

 

D. PROGRAM PROFILE 

 
1. Once the rating scale has been completed, a program profile should be completed for review by the collaborative team of evaluators; a 

form for program profile is available in Appendix B; and 

 

2. Based on the profile, areas of strengths, areas needing improvement, and possible priorities should be identified. 

 

 

E. ACTION PLANS FOR IMPROVEMENT 

 

1. Based on the possible set of priorities, action plans should be written to address those priorities; it is suggested that collaborative teams 

work on three to five plans at a time; 

 

2. Typically, each action plan should clearly identify the outcome that needs to be achieved, along with a breakdown of the steps that need to 

be completed toward achieving the outcome, persons responsible for working on the plan, resources needed, and timeline for reaching the 

goal; it may also be necessary to collect documentation of the outcome; 

 

3. A format for the action plan is suggested in Appendix C; 
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4. A team leader, or a smaller group of the collaborative team, should be designated to review the action plans at least once a year; review 

activities may include consulting with members of the collaborative to obtain progress reports, identify successes, determine challenges, 

and delineate changes that may be required; 

 

5. Following the consultation with collaborative team members, action plans may be revised or cancelled at any time during the continuous 

improvement process, and new action plans may be written to replace cancelled plans; be sure to send copies of any revised plans to the 

collaborative team members; and 

 

6. As priorities are met, celebrate accomplishments, recognize individual and collective contributions, and write new action plans. 
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Examples of completed rating score forms 
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EXAMPLE A: 

GUIDELINE 1.1τFocus on nature and the environment 
 

¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΩǎ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅΣ ƎƻŀƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ are established and clearly articulated. A coherent 
environmental philosophy and set of practices are articulated for all aspects of the program, including staff development, teaching, curriculum, 
evaluation, site design, indoor and outdoor classroom design, maintenance and materials. 
 

¢ƻŘŀȅΩǎ 5ŀǘŜΥ 
 
Not implemented                                    Partially implemented                                                          Fully implemented 
I-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------I 
1                               2                               3                               4                               5                               6                               7 
 

Write comments or list of evidence for the rating score here: 

Never really th ought about this ï itôs not in any of our written documents.  

We support teachers in w hatever training they want; we donôt require training in environmental education.  

We have plent y of books about nature.  

Our indoor and outdoor environments donôt reflect focus on nature. 

The teachers may not like the idea of nature education.  

We assess science knowledge, but  not sure about nature .  What is considered nature? What do we assess?  

 
 
Participating team evaluators: 

Becki R., parent; Tricia P., preschool teacher; Trulia, education coordinator; Kammi,  school director;  

Anu, librarian; and Sheila, secretary.  
 

 

1 
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EXAMPLE B: 

GUIDELINE 1.2τFocus on education of young children 
 

Program philosophy, goals, and objectives related to the education of young children are clearly articulated. 

 
¢ƻŘŀȅΩǎ 5ŀǘŜΥ             
                       
Not implemented                                    Partially implemented                                                          Fully implemented 
I-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------I 
 1                               2                               3                               4                               5                               6                               7 
 
Write comments or list of evidence for the rating score here: 

We are known for using the Projec t Approach, and it is explained on our website and written ma terials.  

We donôt discriminate ï our center is open to children of all backgrounds a nd abilities.  

I think some of our parents may not fully understand the program goals ï like they ask why we don ôt send more 

homework.  

The teach ers, for the most part, have a good idea of their teaching objectives.  

Most people in the community, and even parents, donôt care what we do ï they think itôs just another center. 

 

Participating team evaluators: 

Jen V., kind ergarten teacher; Tim C., assessment coordinator; David Z., b oard member; Tina E., preschool  

director; Julia  H., preschool teacher; and Katia B.,  preschool teacher.  

 

 
 

5 
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KEY CHARACTERISTIC 1 

 

 

PROGRAM  

PHILOSOPHY, 

PURPOSE, 

AND DEVELOPMENT 
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GUIDELINE 1.1 - FOCUS ON NATURE AND THE ENVIRONMENT 
 
¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΩǎ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅΣ ƎƻŀƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ŀǊŜ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ. A coherent 
environmental philosophy and set of practices are articulated for all aspects of the program, including staff development, teaching, curriculum, 
evaluation, site design, indoor and outdoor classroom design, maintenance and materials. 
 

¢ƻŘŀȅΩǎ 5ŀǘŜΥ 
 
Not implemented                                    Partially implemented                                                          Fully implemented 
I-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------I 
 1                               2                               3                               4                               5                               6                               7 
 
Write comments or list of evidence for the rating score here: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Participating team evaluators: 
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GUIDELINE 1.2 - FOCUS ON EDUCATION OF YOUNG CHILDREN 
 
Program philosophy, goals, and objectives related to the education of young children are clearly articulated. 

 
¢ƻŘŀȅΩǎ 5ŀǘŜΥ             
                       
Not implemented                                    Partially implemented                                                          Fully implemented 
I-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------I 
 1                               2                               3                               4                               5                               6                               7 
 
Write comments or list of evidence for the rating score here: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Participating team evaluators: 
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GUIDELINE 1.3 - CULTURALLY APPROPRIATE GOALS, OBJECTIVES, AND PRACTICES 

 
The proƎǊŀƳΩǎ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅΣ ƎƻŀƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŎƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘ program to incorporate, mirror, and accommodate the 
cultural traditions of the audiences served.*  
 

¢ƻŘŀȅΩǎ 5ŀǘŜΥ                                   
 
Not implemented                                    Partially implemented                                                          Fully implemented 
I-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------I 
 1                               2                               3                               4                               5                               6                               7 
 
Write comments or list of evidence for the rating score here: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Participating team evaluators: 
 
 
 
 

*  This guideline differs slightly from NAAEEΩs Guidelines for Excellence.
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GUIDELINE 1.4 - ENVIRONMENTAL LITERACY: BOARD, STAFF, AND PROVIDERS 

 
¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΩs philosophy, goals, and objectives promote the environmental literacy of board, staff, and providers. 

 

¢ƻŘŀȅΩǎ 5ŀǘŜΥ   
                                 
Not implemented                                    Partially implemented                                                          Fully implemented 
I-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------I 
 1                               2                               3                               4                               5                               6                               7 
 
Write comments or list of evidence for the rating score here: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Participating team evaluators: 
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GUIDELINE 1.5 - HEALTH AND SAFETY 
 
¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΩǎ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅΣ ƎƻŀƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǎŜǊǾŜŘΦ 

 

¢ƻŘŀȅΩǎ 5ŀǘŜΥ                                   
 
Not implemented                                    Partially implemented                                                          Fully implemented 
I-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------I 
 1                               2                               3                               4                               5                               6                               7 
 
Write comments or list of evidence for the rating score here: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Participating team evaluators: 
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GUIDELINE 1.6 - ONGOING EVALUATION AND ASSESSMENT 
 
The early childhood education program has an evaluation and assessment plan that is instrumental to teaching and learning, program, and facility 
improvement.*  
 

ToŘŀȅΩǎ 5ŀǘŜΥ                                   
 
Not implemented                                    Partially implemented                                                          Fully implemented 
I-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------I 
 1                               2                               3                               4                               5                               6                               7 
 
Write comments or list of evidence for the rating score here: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Participating team evaluators: 
 
 
 
 
 

*  This guideline differs slightly from NAAEEΩs Guidelines for Excellence. 
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GUIDELINE 1.7 - PARTNERSHIPS 

 
The program maintains active communication with a variety of interested individuals and organizations to support networking, resource sharing, 
enhanced program development, and expanded audience outreach.  Partnership activities strengthen their respective organizations. 
 

¢ƻŘŀȅΩǎ 5ŀǘŜΥ                                   
 
Not implemented                                    Partially implemented                                                          Fully implemented 
I-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------I 
 1                               2                               3                               4                               5                               6                               7 
 
Write comments or list of evidence for the rating score here: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Participating team evaluators: 
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GUIDELINE 1.8 - INTERPERSONAL AND INTERGENERATIONAL RELATIONSHIPS 

 
The program believes positive relationships among children and between children and adults are essential for developing a sense of personal 
responsibility, building a sense of being a community member, and promoting a feeling of personal worth. 

 

¢ƻŘŀȅΩǎ 5ŀǘŜΥ                                   
 
Not implemented                                    Partially implemented                                                          Fully implemented 
I-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------I 
 1                               2                               3                               4                               5                               6                               7 
 
Write comments or list of evidence for the rating score here: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Participating team evaluators: 
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GUIDELINE 2.1 - BASED ON RESEARCH AND THEORY 

 
Educators understand and apply appropriate research and learning theory. 
 

¢ƻŘŀȅΩǎ 5ŀǘŜΥ                                   
 
Not implemented                                    Partially implemented                                                          Fully implemented 
I-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------I 
 1                               2                               3                               4                               5                               6                               7 
 
Write comments or list of evidence for the rating score here: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Participating team evaluators: 
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GUIDELINE 2.2 - AUTHENTIC EXPERIENCES 

 
The ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘǎ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩs needs to explore, discover, and discuss their experiences in the environment.*  

 

¢ƻŘŀȅΩǎ Date:                                  
 
Not implemented                                    Partially implemented                                                          Fully implemented 
I-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------I 
 1                               2                               3                               4                               5                               6                               7 
 
Write comments or list of evidence for the rating score here: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Participating team evaluators: 
 
 
 
 

*  This guideline differs slightly from NAAEEΩs Guidelines for Excellence. 
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GUIDELINE 2.3 - CHILD-CENTERED AND INQUIRY-BASED* 

 
The program is child-centered and inquiry-based.*  

 

¢ƻŘŀȅΩǎ 5ŀǘŜΥ                                   
 
Not implemented                                    Partially implemented                                                          Fully implemented 
I-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------I 
 1                               2                               3                               4                               5                               6                               7 
 
Write comments or list of evidence for the rating score here: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Participating team evaluators: 
 
 
 
 

* ¢Ƙƛǎ ƎǳƛŘŜƭƛƴŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊǎ ŦǊƻƳ b!!99Ωǎ DǳƛŘŜƭƛƴŜs for Excellence. The change represents a substantive conceptual difference.
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GUIDELINE 2.4 - THE WHOLE CHILD 

 
The program is planned with the whole child in mind.*  

 
¢ƻŘŀȅΩǎ 5ŀǘŜΥ                                   
 
Not implemented                                    Partially implemented                                                          Fully implemented 
I-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------I 
 1                               2                               3                               4                               5                               6                               7 
 
Write comments or list of evidence for the rating score here: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Participating team evaluators: 
 
 
 
 

*  This guideline differs slightly from NAAEEΩs Guidelines for Excellence. 
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