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Introduction

Since the mid-1980s, it has become increasingly apparent that literacy devel-
opment begins well before children enter kindergarten. A growing body of
research demonstrates the positive role that high-quality early childhood class-
rooms can play in nourishing children’s language and literacy skills (Peisner-
Feinberg et al., 1999; Whitehurst et al., 1994) and preventing later reading dif-
ficulties (Ramey & Ramey, 2003; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998). Although many
researchers agree that some programs are doing a good job in many ways, there
is widespread recognition that programs could be made even better—especially
by improving practice in key early learning areas such as literacy (Barnett,
2002; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for
Children and Families, Administration on Children, Youth and Families, Head
Start Bureau, 2003; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Adminis-
tration for Children and Families, Project Team FACES, 2003). In an era when
early learning standards are being set in place, the Early Language and Literacy
Classroom Observation Tool, Pre-K (ELLCO Pre-K), provides an effective way
for practitioners, researchers, and others concerned with quality improvement
to gauge progress and focus their program improvement efforts.

The ELLCO was first published in 2002 as the ELLCO Toolkit, Research
Edition, and has been revised to incorporate the most recent research on early
language and literacy development. Now part of a suite of products, the ELLCO
Pre-K is an observation instrument that has been expressly designed for use in
center-based classrooms for 3- to 5-year-old children. An additional observa-
tion instrument completes the set: The ELLCO K–3, Research Edition, is avail-
able for use in kindergarten through third grade. A similar tool that was derived
from the ELLCO, the Child and Home Early Language and Literacy Observa-
tion (CHELLO; Neuman, Dwyer, & Koh, 2007) has been developed for use in
family child care and other home-based settings. Together, these items provide
practitioners and researchers with tools that describe the extent to which chil-

1

1
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dren at different stages of development are receiving optimal support in spe-
cific settings for their language and literacy development.

ORGANIZATION OF THE ELLCO PRE-K

The ELLCO Pre-K consists of an observation instrument and a teacher inter-
view designed to supplement the observation. The observation contains a total
of 19 items, organized into five main sections.

• Section I: Classroom Structure contains four items that address classroom
organization and contents, children’s access to and use of materials, man-
agement practices, and adult roles and professional focus.

• Section II: Curriculum consists of three items that address the curriculum
environment, instructional strategies, opportunities for child choice and
initiative, and responsiveness to and reflection of diversity.

• Section III: The Language Environment includes four items that focus on the
discourse climate in the classroom, opportunities for extended conversations,
vocabulary development, and efforts to develop phonological awareness.

• Section IV: Books and Book Reading contains five items that address the or-
ganization and use of the book area, the characteristics of books available,
the presence and use of books across content areas of the curriculum, and
the quality and frequency of book reading.

• Section V: Print and Early Writing includes three items that focus on the
availability of writing materials, opportunities that build awareness of print
and varied purposes of writing, instructional strategies, and use of environ-
mental print.

The ELLCO Pre-K is scored and tabulated so that there are two main sub-
scales. Sections I and II combine to create the General Classroom Environment
subscale. Sections III, IV, and V join together to create the Language and Liter-
acy subscale. These subscales are intentionally differentiated, with the empha-
sis placed on the Language and Literacy subscale, which contains the majority
of items (12), whereas the General Classroom Environment subscale includes
the remaining items (7).

2 User’s Guide to the ELLCO Pre-K
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UNDERLYING ASSUMPTIONS OF THE ELLCO PRE-K

The ELLCO Pre-K is based on several central assumptions about the nature of
children’s early literacy development and the conditions and opportunities in
classrooms that either support or detract from such development. These cen-
tral premises follow.

• Opportunities to use and practice oral language and emergent literacy skills
are fostered in classrooms that are structured to support children’s initia-
tive, actively engage children in learning experiences, and blend goals for
other content areas with literacy learning goals.

• Teachers are responsible for encouraging and capitalizing on young chil-
dren’s emergent interest in language and print.

• Teachers are responsible for engaging children in learning activities that
teach and reinforce appropriate skills.

• Teachers have a responsibility to understand, evaluate, and respond appro-
priately to the different literacy skills and learning needs of individuals.

• Connections are made among children’s oral language use, the opportuni-
ties children have to engage in extended talk, and their emerging early lit-
eracy skills.

• Decisions about classroom organization, provision of materials, and sched-
uling of time are made thoughtfully, with the intent of fostering language,
literacy, and learning.

• Teachers plan curricula that support children’s language, writing, and read-
ing development and infuse their classrooms with literacy and language.

• Teachers use a range of ongoing assessment techniques to evaluate learning,
adjust instruction, communicate with specialists, and coordinate resources
and staff efforts.

WHO SHOULD USE THE ELLCO PRE-K?

The developers of ELLCO Pre-K recommend that potential users have strong
background knowledge of children’s language and literacy development as well
as experience teaching in preschool classrooms. The previous version (the
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ELLCO Toolkit, Research Edition) has been used by a range of professionals
across the country for a variety of purposes, including the following:

• Researchers who are engaged in evaluating the quality of language and lit-
eracy practices in early childhood classrooms

• Supervisors and coaches/mentors, trained in early literacy, who are involved
in supporting the development of preschool teachers

• Professional development facilitators who are interested in fostering a
shared vision of effective early literacy instruction and who want to use a
tool that can provide both a springboard for discussion and a means for sys-
tematic documentation of progress

• Teachers who are interested in a reflective tool for assessing their classroom
practices and strategies

HOW DOES THE ELLCO PRE-K COMPARE WITH THE ELLCO TOOLKIT?

Thanks to the widespread use of the original ELLCO Toolkit, Research Edition,
and feedback from a diverse body of users, we have incorporated a range of
changes. These changes serve to make the ELLCO Pre-K more focused than the
original ELLCO, as well as easier to use and score. Items from the Literacy En-
vironment Checklist1 and Literacy Activities Rating Scale have been integrated
into the architecture of the observation itself. The purpose of this substantial
change was to make several of the observation items more robust by including
the details previously gathered by the Literacy Environment Checklist and the
Literacy Activities Rating Scale and to reduce some of the previous reliance on
counting literacy materials and activities that tended to skew results toward
classrooms that had more “stuff,” regardless of whether or how that stuff was
used. The ELLCO Pre-K explicitly values how materials are used by teachers
and children more than whether materials are merely present in the classroom.
We have also increased the specificity and range of important early literacy
skills that are observed, such as phonological awareness, efforts to increase
spoken vocabulary, and uses of environmental print. The most significant and
requested change is the inclusion of detailed descriptive indicators for each of
the five scale points (rather than just for three of the scale points), which will
help observers more clearly and reliably decide how to score each item.

4 User’s Guide to the ELLCO Pre-K

1The Literacy Environment Checklist will continue to be made available by Brookes Publishing.
See http://www.brookespublishing.com/ellco for details on obtaining the Literacy Environment
Checklist. This will enable grantees to supply the U.S. Department of Education with the necessary
data required by the Government Performance and Results Act of 1993 (PL 103-62).
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CONTENTS OF THE USER’S GUIDE

The remaining six chapters of this user’s guide provide detailed support to
enable practitioners and researchers to understand how to score the ELLCO
Pre-K and use it for different purposes.

• Chapter 2, “Effective Elements of Early Literacy: Kendra’s Story,” uses a se-
ries of vignettes of a preschool child’s experiences in the classroom to illus-
trate key components of early literacy. It also demonstrates the way that
everyday events can be translated into evidence to support ratings of ELLCO
Pre-K items.

• Chapter 3, “Structure of the ELLCO Pre-K,” addresses the content of each sec-
tion, the architecture of items, and the contents of the Teacher Interview.

• Chapter 4, “How to Conduct an ELLCO Observation,” offers specific guide-
lines for scheduling and preparing for a classroom visit, general strategies
for rating items, and ways to avoid bias in scoring items.

• Chapter 5, “A Review of Sample Items,” walks the user through the steps
in rating three different items. Classroom vignettes, sample evidence, and
explanatory text simulate how an observer translates what was seen and
heard into a score for specific items.

• Chapter 6, “Using the ELLCO Pre-K for Professional Development,” dis-
cusses how the instrument itself and various components of the user’s guide
can be used as an effective vehicle for promoting teacher reflection and col-
lective responsibility for children’s learning. It offers guidelines for building
the ELLCO Pre-K into an ongoing professional development initiative and
provides practical ideas that are tied to each of the five sections of the tool.

• Chapter 7, “Using the ELLCO Pre-K in Research,” describes the character-
istics of effective data collector training, including criteria for selecting ob-
servers, approaches to achieving and calculating interrater reliability, and
recalibrating observers in the field.

A technical appendix principally describes the psychometric properties of the
ELLCO Toolkit, Research Edition, in preschool classrooms, including informa-
tion on interrater reliability, internal validity, test–retest reliability, correla-
tions among the tools, and correlations with other early childhood observation
instruments. A matrix also is provided in the technical appendix (Table A.15)
that illustrates the comparability of the constructs measured in the ELLCO
Toolkit, Research Edition, and the ELLCO Pre-K. The resources list at the end
of the book is devoted to a variety of resources, including an annotated set of
web sites, web-based resources, articles, and books that are relevant to early lit-
eracy research and practice.
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