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a  b  s  t  r  a  c  t

Across  countries,  there  are important  differences  related  to the  goals,  organization,  and  educational
philosophies  of  care  provided  to  young  children  prior  to formal  schooling.  Those  differences  are  likely
reflected  in  the classroom  practices  and  teacher-child  interactions  within  a country’s  early  childhood
education  and  care  (ECEC)  classrooms.  This  study  aims  to  evaluate  the  within-country  relevance  of two
classroom  observation  measures  primarily  based  on a behavioral  count  approach  focused  on  teacher  and
child behaviors;  and  to examine  preschool  practices  in Sweden,  Portugal,  and  the  U.S., as  they  reflect  each
country’s  ECEC  goals,  organization,  and  educational  philosophies.  Participants  are  78  preschool  settings  in
Sweden,  42  in  Portugal,  and 168  in  the  U.S.  Results  show  that  the  measures  targeted  culturally-relevant
behaviors  and  provided  inter-rater  reliability  for the  behavior  count  variables  in the  three  countries.
Future  collaborations  may  address  additional  culturally-specific  variables.  The  behavioral  descriptions
Observation yielded  by  combining  behavioral  counts  of  the measures  are  analyzed  by researchers  from  the  relevant
country  for  insights  to  the country’s  values  related  to early  childhood  as well  as  current  debates  regard-
ing  care  for  children.  Measures  that provide  comprehensive  descriptions  of  classroom  settings  and  apply
minimal  external  or  comparative  value  judgments  on the  behaviors  observed  are  of practical  utility  for
collaborative  international  work.

© 2020  Elsevier  Inc.  All rights  reserved.
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1. Preschool practices in Sweden, Portugal, and the United
States

The 21st century has seen steady growth in early childhood
education and care (ECEC) driven in large part, at least in Europe,
by the need to support parents with young children who  increas-
ingly combine employment with caring responsibilities (Cohen &
Korintus, 2017). International comparisons of participation in and
policies regarding ECEC have been published by UNICEF (2013),
the World Bank (2013), the Organization for Economic Cooperation
and Development (OECD, 2017), and the International Association

for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (Bertram & Pascal,
2016). In Europe, an ambitious study of ECEC (the CARE project) was
begun in 2014 and resulted in several important reviews of policies
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nd practices (e.g., Moser, Leseman, Melhuish, Borekhuizen, & Slot,
017; Broekhulzen, Leseman, Moser, & van Trijp, 2015; Melhuish
t al., 2015). Over the past decades in the United States (U.S.),
arly childhood education core elements of classroom practice have
lso been widely studied (e.g., Burchinal, Vandergrift, Pianta, &
ashburn, 2010; Farran, Meador, Christopher, Nesbitt, & Bilbrey,

017; Keys et al., 2013).
In European countries, as well as in countries like Australia and

anada (Bradbury, Corak, Waldfogel, & Washbrook, 2015), the pro-
isions for young children tend to be different from the U.S. For
nstance, the proportion of children served by ECEC is lower in
he U.S. than in other countries with comparable levels of pros-
erity. Among U.S. states, public funding is limited and eligibility
riteria differ, prompting Barnett to assert each state in the U.S. is
ike a European country with its own  individual policies and prac-

ices (quoted in Jacobson, 2019). If a child does not meet stipulated
ligibility criteria for publicly funded programs, a family may not
ave options for access to other providers of ECEC. In contrast,
any European countries, such as Portugal and Sweden, provide

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2020.11.004
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/08852006
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.ecresq.2020.11.004&domain=pdf
mailto:veracoelho@fpce.up.pt
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2020.11.004
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universal access to ECEC, with more than 90% of children aged 4
years and over attending out-of-home care (European Commission,
2015). Such structural differences across countries/contexts intro-
duce challenges to understanding the importance of preschool
practices in each country, and confound the identification of a
single, common measure of quality (Fischer & Poortinga, 2018;
Sheridan, Giota, Han, & Kwon, 2009).

1.1. Observing ECEC: rating scales

Rating scales to measure ECEC quality have been developed
since the 1980s, almost all developed in the U.S. Applying such
context-specific measures to classrooms in other countries has
been termed “ethically dubious” (Kline, Shamsudheen, & Broesch,
2018). In the U.S., rating scales have been used in an evaluative
manner, with funding for public programs tied to scores (Farran
& Nesbitt, 2019). Rating scales consider the type of materials
available, the way the day is structured and, to different extents,
micro-level interactions (Farran & Nesbitt, 2019). Internationally,
the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS; Harms,
Clifford, & Cryer, 2004) and the Classroom Assessment Scoring
System (CLASS; Pianta, La Paro, & Hamre, 2008) are among the
most frequently used measures (Brunsek et al., 2017), with both
strengths and weaknesses highlighted in the literature (Perlman
et al., 2016).

Several studies describe the utility, adaptations and psycho-
metric characteristics of these rating scales in different countries
(e.g., Cadima, Aguiar, & Barata, 2018; Garvis, Sheridan, Williams, &
Mellgren, 2017; Gordon, Fujimoto, Kaestner, Korenman, & Abner,
2013; Vermeer, van IJzendoorn, Cárcamo, & Harrison, 2016). The
most frequently mentioned weaknesses for rating scale systems are
reliability and validity, as observational rating scales can be subjec-
tive and therefore associated with rater error and bias problems
(Grammatikopoulos, Gregoriadis, & Zachopoulou, 2015; Hoyt &
Kerns, 1999; Mashburn, 2017). General classroom rating scales are
likely more sensitive to variations in raters’ values, biases and spe-
cific experiences of preschool practices (e.g., Cash, Hamre, Pianta,
& Myers, 2012; Mashburn, 2017); these differences are likely to
vary among raters in different countries (Boer, Hanke, & He, 2018).
Mashburn, Meyer, Allen, and Pianta (2014) found that differences
among observers’ ratings, when using rating scales, were the largest
source of error variance for the CLASS as did Cash et al. (2012). In
general, the more inference required to rate an item, the greater
the bias and unreliability of the raters (Li & Karakowsky, 2001)

Additionally, general rating scales often reflect an underlying
value system, thus increasing the challenge of comparing ECEC
practices across countries with differing goals and strategies for
preschool educational settings (Pastori & Pagani, 2017; Rentzou,
2017). Moreover, general rating scales do not identify differences
in practices at a behavioral level, which can be examined through
the additional lenses of a specific country-level ECEC system orga-
nization, philosophy, and focus.

1.2. Observing ECEC: behavioral counts

Although rating scales have been adopted by European
researchers and others, a more objective and behaviorally-oriented
method of measurement, such as counting the frequency of specific
and identifiable behaviors, might be less susceptible to observer
bias (Briesch, Chafouleas, & Riley-Tillman, 2010; Hoyt & Kerns,
1999). Compared to rating scales, behavioral counts or systematic
direct observations are more objective as they indicate only the

frequency of certain behaviors (Briesch et al., 2010). In behavioral
count measures, the task of the observer is to determine whether
a certain behavior is present, as opposed to determining how well
a preschool performs on general, predetermined aspects. As such,
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ehavior counts provide more concrete micro-level behavior infor-
ation that can then be interpreted within the scope of a country’s

pecific ECEC system and challenges. It must be stressed, however,
hat the selection of which behaviors to observe and count is still
ubject to values.

While behavioral count measures may be less vulnerable to
bserver drift and cultural biases, the use of behavior counts
equires adequate training and exact inter-rater agreement stan-
ards (as opposed to within one-point agreement usually reported

or general classroom rating scales; Mashburn, 2017). Measures
ust include concrete operational definitions to ensure the reli-

bility and validity of the behavioral counts. Moreover, collecting
ounts continually over a period of time may  be cognitively
emanding, requiring the total focus of the observer. Low frequency
ehaviors are also of concern, with lower reliability for behaviors
hat occur less often (Dowsett, Huston, Imes, & Gennetian, 2008).

Despite those concerns, behavior counts have the potential to
acilitate highly reliable measures. Behavior counts are flexible
nough to be used in different ECEC settings, focus on both indi-
idual child and teacher behaviors, and provide important starting
oints for discussion about practices of ECEC within and across
ifferent countries.

.3. International research considerations

Campbell-Barr and Bogatić (2017) describe the recent global
nterest in ECEC and its growing “thirst for evidence that demon-
trates ‘effective’ practice” (p. 1461), yet acknowledge no clear
ommon conception for how to define “effective”. In the U.S.,
reschool is often defined as an intervention, compensatory for
hildren presumed to need remedial help before school entry. As
uch, U.S. decisions about quality indicators have been based pri-
arily on how well classroom practices predict gains in cognitive

kills and to a lesser extent social-emotional growth (Farran &
esbitt, 2019). ECEC has been a priority area for the EU since 1992

European Agency for Special Needs & Inclusive Education, 2017),
ut a council recommendation on high-quality ECEC emerged only
ecently from the European Council (2019).

In March 2020, OECD released the first report from its Inter-
ational Early Learning Study (IEL, OECD, 2020), which has been
ermed the “baby PISA”, in reference to the OECD’s Programme for
nternational Student Assessment (PISA) measuring 15-year-olds’
eading, mathematics and science knowledge and skills to meet
eal-life challenges in the 36 member states/countries. As PISA has
ome to be a common metric for international comparisons of high-
chool student achievement, the IEL study raised concern among
esearchers and early childhood advocates (Jacobson, 2019). The
nitial IEL work compares five-year-olds in the U.S., England, and
stonia on emergent literacy and numeracy outcomes, emotional
nowledge, and ratings from parents and teachers of social skills.
ECD collected data on the childcare experiences of all the chil-
ren in the study and compared the test scores of those who had
nd had not experienced early education. Of  concern is that this
ind of work could set the foundation for later evaluations of the
uality of preschool programs internationally, based on how much
hey affect growth in these areas (e.g., Moss et al., 2016).

In a 1989 study of preschool in three different cultures, Tobin
nd colleagues discussed “cultural relativism” (Tobin, Wu,  &
avidson, 1989). In this work and subsequent publications, Tobin
as argued that how children are cared for, especially in early child-
ood, is deeply rooted in a country’s history and culture. “At its
ore, cultural relativism is an epistemological rather than a moral

oncept which argues that it is intellectually and methodologically
nsound to attempt to understand another people’s cultural prac-
ices using the assumptions and categories of one’s own  culture”
Tobin, 2005, p. 425). The concept of cultural relativism challenges
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the creation of decontextualized quality standards in early child-
hood education.

Our study addresses the tension between cultural relativism and
possible cross-cultural quality assessments of ECEC. For three coun-
tries, we provide detailed behavioral descriptions of the types of
classroom practices and interactions among children and between
teachers and children. The classroom practices were identified by
the three countries as a first step in our collaboration, having previ-
ously been related to child outcomes valued in some U.S. preschool
settings (Farran et al., 2017). Importantly, researchers in each of the
countries have been intimately involved in the interpretation of the
observations within the particular context and values of their early
childhood education systems. The three preschool contexts are not
presented in a comparative framework; rather we demonstrate the
value of clear behavioral observations to assist individual countries
in determining whether preschools reflect the values – and perhaps
identify the controversies – of ECEC within the country.

Because each of the countries will be highlighted separately,
this paper is organized somewhat differently from most. First, we
present the measures used for all three countries, cultural adap-
tations performed for use in Sweden and Portugal, and general
procedures. Then, information about each country is presented sep-
arately, including descriptions of the country’s ECEC context, the
country-specific sample, results (including inter-rater reliability),
and discussion. Structural differences among the three countries
included the group of children served (i.e., at-risk populations,
mainstream preschool for all children), the proportion of time spent
in teacher-led versus child-initiated activities, the amount of time
children interact with each other, and the percentage of the day
occupied with academic-focused instruction. Finally, a general dis-
cussion on the utility and challenges of using an observational
approach in different countries is provided.

2. General method

2.1. Measures

The Teacher Observation in Preschool (TOP; Bilbrey, Vorhaus, &
Farran, 2007) and the Child Observation in Preschool (COP; Farran
& Son-Yarbrough, 2001) were originally developed in the U.S. to
assess preschool practices, with some studies showing potential for
use in other countries with minor adaptations (e.g., Coelho & Pinto,
2018; Luttropp & Granlund, 2010). Study-specific adaptations will
be presented later.

The measures are primarily behavioral count systems index-
ing behaviors shown to capture unique and important aspects
of preschool quality associated with children’s gains across and
beyond preschool (Farran et al., 2017; Fuhs, Farran, & Nesbitt,
2013; Spivak & Farran, 2016). The COP and TOP are used in tan-
dem to collect data on each individual in a setting through a
3-second “sweeping” method. The COP allows the observer to cap-
ture children’s behavior in preschool settings throughout the day
(see Appendix A for definitions of main COP/TOP categories). A sys-
tematic behavior-sampling procedure collects information on (a)
children’s listening and verbal behaviors (including to whom the
behavior was directed), (b) schedule of classroom activities, (c) chil-
dren’s proximity to others, (d) level of social interaction, (e) type of
task (e.g., passive instruction, pretend play, etc.), (f) learning focus
of activities (e.g., literacy or math), and (g) level of involvement
(e.g., assess how focused and engaged the child is). Each child is
located, observed, and then after a count of 3 seconds, the observer

immediately codes all categories. Similarly, the TOP also uses a
systematic procedure to capture teachers’ behaviors, including (a)
teacher’s listening and verbal behaviors (including to whom), (b)
schedule of classroom activities, (c) teacher proximity to others (d)
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eacher tasks (e.g., instruction, administrative, personal/care, etc.),
e) materials, (f) learning focus of activities, (g) level of instruction
e.g., no instruction, high inferential instruction), and (h) teacher
one and affect. While the measures are primarily behavioral count
ystems, rating scales are used to index child level of involvement,
eacher tone and level of instruction.

In both COP and TOP, each category is coded independently of
he others, meaning that behaviors can be examined individually
r as they co-occur. (One reason, for example, to code “schedule”

n both COP and TOP is that the type of activity, such as level of
nvolvement in small groups facilitated by a teacher, can then be
sed as a context for examining its effects on other behaviors).

The observer starts by coding each teacher’s behaviors and then
oves to each child, coding his or her behaviors one-by-one until

ach person has been observed. Then, the observer starts the pro-
ess over, continuing to cycle through each person across a daylong
bservation. Thus, each participant in the classroom, each teacher
nd each child, is observed an equal number of times. These data can
hen be aggregated to the classroom level to summarize the teach-
rs’ and children’s experiences during the day. The system allows
ndividuals to be observed in a variety of settings with enough
ehavioral episodes to be aggregated with some reliability (Hoyt

 Kerns, 1999).
In the present study we have chosen to use data from the fol-

owing COP categories: schedule, listening and verbal behaviors,
nteraction state (captures social learning, i.e., social parameters
f the child’s learning experience including associative and coop-
rative activities providing opportunities for children to interact
ith one another and to learn to take another’s point of view;

arran & Son-Yarbrough, 2001), type of task (to capture demands
f the learning task), learning focus of activities, and the level of

nvolvement (overall, during each type of schedule, and in learning
pportunities); and TOP categories: listening and verbal behaviors,
eacher tasks, level of instruction, and teacher tone and affect. Nar-
owing the behaviors examined allows each country to examine
he same set of behaviors within the particular context.

Coding options for each category are mutually exclusive (e.g.,
he observer had to choose from among the options within each
f the categories rather than endorsing more than one) and most
cores were computed based on summed and aggregated behav-
oral counts. One rating scale item is included in COP: Level of
nvolvement (1 = low involvement, to 5 = high involvement); and
wo  are included in TOP: Tone (1 = extremely negative, to 5 = vibrant
nd enthusiastic) and Level of Instruction (0 = no instruction to 4 =
igh inferential instruction).

.2. Adaptations for Portuguese and Swedish Contexts

Due to the variability in preschool delivery across the different
ontexts, pilot observations and discussions among the interna-
ional researchers prior to data collection in Portugal and Sweden
nsured that the measures were as meaningful, yet as precise
nd equivalent as possible (Hui & Triandis, 1985). Though some
anguage adaptations were necessary, English was kept as the
nstrument language. All observers in both Portugal and Sweden

ere fluent in English.
While major setting differences in Portugal and Sweden

equired changes in COP/TOP to allow for contextualization, few
f the modifications or additions were included in the analysis
resented in this study. Measures were adjusted to consider: (a)
reater and different use of outdoor space, (b) settings includ-
ng children with disabilities, and (c) mixed-age group classrooms

ncluding toddlers. For instance, the Swedish preschool philoso-
hy emphasizes the outdoors as an important learning space where
eachers organize activities and facilitate learning. To consider the
utdoors as a component of the measure (as it was not coded in
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the measures in the U.S.), a set of examples to guide observers in
coding COP/TOP during outdoor activities was created. Examples
include (1) considering that outdoor spaces are usually larger than
indoor classrooms, the distance proposed by the COP/TOP authors
to code proximity was increased for outdoors; (2) different inter-
action states for the outdoors coded parallel play as when two
children were sitting in the sandbox and pouring sand in a bucket
without talking; or if two or more children rode bicycles on the
playground but were not engaged with each other, such as by racing
or chasing each other.

The Portuguese and the Swedish systems also required adap-
tation of the measure for preschool settings serving children with
disabilities or in need of support; specific examples were added
to the coding manuals for this population, particularly regarding
the level of involvement. Similarly, although U.S. and Portuguese
preschool classrooms do not include toddlers, Swedish preschools
commonly do. Therefore, examples were created for observing
the level of involvement for toddlers. For instance, high levels of
involvement were coded when a child tried to gain the attention
of the teacher on a specific material or activity by grabbing cloth-
ing or a hand. A medium level of involvement was  coded when a
child attended to a task that another child or teacher was  carrying
out and tried to imitate the behavior of others within the activity.
Portugal and Sweden decided not to use the automatic low code
for involvement when the interaction state was  coded as social
because in these countries’ curriculum guidelines, social interac-
tions are considered important processes that drive development
and learning.

For this paper, only the codes for behaviors connected to the
preschool practices known to be related to quality in U.S. settings
are examined. The composite practices are comprised of 11 behav-
ior count variables (transitions, instruction, behavior approving,
behavior disapproving, teacher listening to a specific child, teacher
listening to children, non-sequential activities, sequential activi-
ties, associative interactions, cooperative interactions, math and
literacy learning focus) and three variables derived from rating
scales (Child Level of Involvement, Teacher Tone, and Teacher Level
of Instruction).

Pilot observations in Sweden and Portugal were conducted to
test the validity and reliability of the adapted measures. As the
COP/TOP measures observable behaviors, not scales of latent con-
structs, the validity of the adapted components was  examined by
the frequency of occurrence of all coding options during training.
Researchers agreed that the code captured relevant behaviors in
each country and therefore the preschool reality. During training,
inter-rater reliability achieved adequate overall exact agreement
values (over 80% for the rating scale; over 90% for behavior counts
in both countries).

One adaptation made in the data from Portugal and the U.S.
was to average the data from the “lead” teacher and assistant in
each classroom. Sweden does not distinguish roles for the multiple
adults in the classroom and could not separate the data from that
of a head teacher versus an assistant.

2.3. Procedures

2.3.1. Training
Prior to data collection, all observers received theoretical and

practical training and achieved acceptable reliability. Observers
were trained to use both measures with materials provided by the
U.S. researchers. In addition, one or more lead researchers from
Sweden and Portugal received individual training in person from

the U.S. team in a train-the-trainer model. The one-week intensive
training included theoretical sessions, video coding, and discus-
sions, as well as two days of observations in preschool settings.
Additionally, both Portuguese and Swedish data collectors received
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raining together (in Portugal) from U.S. trainers. Following this
oordination with U.S. researchers, each country trained its local
bservers and assessed inter-rater reliability.

.3.2. Data collection
All observers from all countries coded the study variables using

he same operational definitions. Double coding of observations for
nter-rater reliability was  conducted in the field, during data col-
ection, for each country. Each pair of local observers coded the
xact same time period for the target children and teachers dur-
ng the same observations. Two preschool settings, not included
n the study sample, were double coded for inter-rater reliability
n Sweden; twenty-three percent of data collection observations

ere double-coded for Portugal; and double coding was  obtained
or 15.4% of the observations in the U.S. Exact percent agreement
nd Cohen’s � were computed for inter-rater reliability in all coun-
ries (provided in each country’s Results and Discussion section).
or the continuous rating scale items, intraclass correlations (ICCs)
ere also computed.

Although similar data collection procedures were planned, and
inimum standards were defined, there were some differences

etween the countries’ data collection procedures due to each
ountry’s preschool organization, funding for this specific project,
nd other logistical issues (e.g., parental consent). A minimum
umber of “observation sweeps” per child was defined (12) to
ccount for the different amount of hours of observation collected
n each country. All countries started observations at the beginning
f the preschool day, according to a set of common data collec-
ion procedure requirements. Data from all children and teachers
bserved in each country were aggregated at the preschool class-
oom level for data analysis and further consideration within each
ountry.

Ethical procedures were followed according to each country’s
ational regulations, with informed consents and legal authoriza-
ions collected prior to the study.

.4. Analytic approach

COP and TOP are formatted in a matrix with “sweeps” in rows
nd behaviors in independent columns. This format allows behav-
ors to be summed and compared, and the creation of conditional
robabilities across behaviors (e.g., the level of child involvement
uring whole group). Variables were computed as the sum of

ndividual scores across the observations and then aggregated to
he preschool setting level to yield an understanding of practices.
ehavioral counts (11 variables) were further computed as propor-
ions of sweeps in which the target behavior occurred out of the
otal number of sweeps observed, while the variables derived from
ating scales (three variables) were computed as averages across
ll sweeps observed.

To create variables that captured the proportion of sweeps for
 particular code, we used conditional probability looping syntax.
his method instructs the statistical software to search through

 group of variables of the same category (e.g., Schedule codes)
nd counts/sums the number of instances in which a certain code
as used (e.g., transitions). After that count variable was  created,
e calculated a proportion. The count variable was treated as the

umerator while the total number of times any schedule code
as recorded was  treated as the denominator (e.g., sum of tran-

ition sweeps / sum of all schedule sweeps). Some of the preschool
ractices were captured using a combination of different variable
ategories and thus required slightly more complex calculations.

or example, examining the percentage of time teachers were lis-
ening to a child specifically required that we create syntax to
imultaneously search two groups of variables, namely Verbal and
o Whom.
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The third type of conditional variables drew from a combina-
tion of counts and rating scales. To create the Level of Involvement
(rating, 1 = low involvement to 5 = high involvement) by Schedule
(count), looping syntax indicated that all schedule sweeps should
be searched for a specific code representing the type of schedule.
For example, to calculate level of involvement during whole group
activities, the looping syntax would identify sweeps coded as whole
group and then create a sum of the involvement ratings during all
the whole group sweeps. An average of the involvement during
whole group was then created by dividing the sum of all whole
group involvement ratings by the number of whole group sweeps.

3. Sweden

3.1. Preschool context in Sweden

The Swedish universal ECEC system is regulated by the Swedish
Education Act (2020) includes all children aged 1−5 years, and is
the first part of lifelong learning within the Swedish educational
system. Over 85% of Swedish children between one to five years
are enrolled in preschool, and over 95% of children between four
and five. The curriculum of preschool is decided by the govern-
ment (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2019b) and is based
on holistic, inclusive, and ecological principles. Designed for care,
development, and learning to form a whole, Swedish preschool is
part of the welfare state, family policies focused on dual-earning
families, and the ambition to provide a good start in life for all
children. Democracy is stressed as a fundamental pillar, and the
development and learning of all children is promoted. Children’s
participation and influence on their education are emphasized. The
curriculum states preschool should offer children a good environ-
ment that is accessible for all children, and a balanced daily rhythm
with both rest and activities adapted according to the children’s
needs and length of stay. The environment is intended to inspire
children to play together and explore the world around them. Chil-
dren are to be offered varied activities in different contexts, both
indoors and outdoors.

Play is considered the foundation for development, learning,
and well-being, yet over time academic learning and teaching
have become more emphasized. Pramling Samuelsson, Williams,
Sheridan, and Hellman (2016) summarized the pedagogical
approach as being “one whereby both the foundation of academic
knowledge and the tradition of a wholeness with play, care and
learning should be integrated.” (p. 446). It is the responsibility of the
preschool teacher to organize pedagogical activities to promote the
principles stated in the curriculum (Einarsdottir, Purola, Johansson,
Broström, & Emilson, 2015), yet specific pedagogical methods are
not identified. The National Agency for Education seeks to ensure
that Swedish education maintains a standard of quality through
national school development programs and training programs. The
Swedish Schools Inspectorate evaluates ECEC to improve quality
and outcomes.

Among preschool staff – including both teachers and assis-
tants – 40% have a 3.5-year academic preschool teacher education
(bachelor’s degree). Assistants, also called child-minders, have
backgrounds that span upper secondary education and academic
degrees. Usually, there is more than one preschool teacher in each
unit (“unit” being the equivalent of a U.S. “classroom”), although
this can vary between and within preschools. There is a strong tra-
dition of teamwork, and roles are often shared among the team
members.
The physical environment of Swedish preschools has a func-
tional design intended to provide a stimulating indoor and outdoor
environment and to foster children’s interaction with peers and
teachers (Westberg, 2019). A typical preschool has three units, with

e
d
f
o

83
Early Childhood Research Quarterly 55 (2021) 79–96

ach unit usually targeting younger children (1–3 years) or older
hildren (4−5  years). On average, the group size is 16.1 for children
ges 4−5 years, and 12.6 for the younger children. Teachers-child
atio in general is 1:5, with fewer children per adult for units with
ounger children (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2019a).
any young children spend a large part of everyday life in preschool

nd have individualized schedules based on their caregivers’ work-
ng hours. A summary of Swedish preschools’ characteristics is
resented in Table 1.

The Swedish preschool system tends to score well in interna-
ional quality assessments (OECD, 2017) and has also the highest
xpenditure per child in all OECD countries (OECD, 2015). Rat-
ngs are mainly based on structural conditions, such as workforce,
ubsidized services, group-size, teacher-child ratios, and univer-
al access. A recent report (Swedish Schools Inspectorate, 2018)
ndicated quality differences in Swedish preschools contrary to
he fundamental value of equivalent education stated in the cur-
iculum. Quality differences were also found in a previous study
Pramling Samuelsson & Sheridan, 2009) assessing preschool envi-
onments for the youngest children (1–3 years), using an adapted
ersion of ECERS (Harms & Clifford, 1980). To describe the diverse
nvironments and activities in preschool is complex, and struc-
ural elements are not sufficient. This quantitative observational
tudy aims to assess how preschool practices look from an empirical
erspective, focusing on the processes and activities children and
eachers are exposed to and experience across the day in preschool.

.2. Swedish sample

The participating Swedish sample includes 78 preschool units
rom two different projects, Early Detection Early Intervention
TUTI) and Participation and Engagement in Preschool International
PEPI). Preschool units from PEPI (n = 39) were selected by a com-
ination of purposeful and convenience sampling to increase the
robability that enough children with special support needs were

ncluded. Preschool units from TUTI (n = 39) were selected based
n convenience sampling with the purposefully selected munici-
alities representing communities of varying sizes and population
ensity. The total sample was  in the mid-south to southeast region
f Sweden, with two units in large cities (>200,000 inhabitants), 23
nits in smaller or rural municipalities, and 53 units in, or close to,
id-size cities. Compared to Sweden as a whole, the sample under-

epresented units from large cities, and overrepresented units from
id-size municipalities. The sample consisted of both public and

rivate non-profit settings: 24% of the units were private, compara-
le to current Swedish national data (28%; Swedish National Agency
or Education, 2019a). Most of the units had mixed ages (n = 70),

hile six units served single age groups (3-, 4-, or 5-year-olds). On
verage, units had 20.70 children (SD = 6.59) enrolled, with 4.09 (SD

 5.68) second language learners of Swedish, and 0–1 child with dis-
bilities (M = 0.73, SD = 0.98). Teacher-child ratios varied between
:3 and 1:8, with an average of 1:5. Across the units, a total of 302
eachers and 925 children were observed, with child ages ranging
rom 16 to 72 months (M = 52.55, SD = 11.02). On average, 82% (SD

 22) of the children in the unit were observed.

.3. Swedish procedures

Observations were conducted from September to December of
014 (TUTI) and 2015 (PEPI). All observers (N = 3) were project

mployees, females, with education ranging from a bachelor’s
egree in behavioral science to a Ph.D. Each unit was  observed once,

or about 7 h, starting at approximately 8.00 a.m., with an average
f 16.52 (SD = 6.65) sweeps per child being collected.
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Table  1
Characteristics of early childhood education and care in Sweden.

Characteristic Description

Responsible Ministry of Education and Research (SFS 2010:800). Preschool is the first part of the school system and is open
for  all children from the ages of 1–5 years. The municipality is responsible for offering a place in a preschool as
close to the child’s home as possible.

Main goal All children shall learn and develop knowledge and values and enhance each child’s development and a
life-long desire to learn. It shall also convey and secure respect for human rights and basic democratic values
(Swedish National Agency for Education, 2019b).

Curriculum The national curriculum (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2019b) focuses on what the preschool shall
provide to all children in terms of care, development and learning.

Main  pedagogical principles The curriculum (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2019b) states that a) the education should contribute
to  children developing an understanding of themselves and their environment, b) exploration, curiosity and a
desire to play should be the foundation of the education, c) the education should take its starting point in the
curriculum and in children’s needs, experiences and what they show an interest in, and the flow of children’s
thoughts and ideas should be utilized to create diversity in learning, and d) give special support to those
children who  for various reasons need it in their development. It is the responsibility of the preschool teacher
to  organize pedagogical activities to promote the principles.

Inclusion The Swedish Education Act (2020) states that the preschool is for all children. Inclusion is not mentioned in
the curriculum since it is clearly outspoken that preschool is universal.

Child  age 1−5 years. The characteristics of the group differ, from all children 1−5 years in the same group to smaller
groups with only toddlers and larger groups with 3−5 years.

Type  Public 72% (municipality) and independent 28% (non-profit) (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2019a).
National financing via the municipalities and the curriculum cover both types.

Enrollment rate & opening
hours

2018 data: 1−5 years 85%, 4−5 years 95% (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2019a). Preschools are
open  throughout the year and have no general opening hours; they are usually open Monday to Friday
between 6.30 a.m. and 6.30 p.m.

Training Preschool teachers: 3.5-year academic education bachelor’s degree; Child-minders/preschool assistants: from
no  education to upper secondary education and academic degrees.

Ratios Group sizes can vary based on the children’s needs and the conditions of the units. On average, the group size
is  16.1 for children 4−5 years, and 12.6 for the younger children.
Staff-child ratio in general is 1:5, with fewer children per adult for units with younger children (Swedish
National Agency for Education, 2019a). The number of teachers in the unit varies during different periods of
the  day.

Physical design The design of the preschool en
and  dining room, several sma

Table 2
Descriptive statistics of classroom schedule in a sample of preschool classrooms
from Southern Sweden.

Schedule M (SD) Range

Whole-Group .08 (.06) .00−.25
Small-Group .04 (.05) .00−.22
Centersa .57 (.13) .19−.85
Small-Group/s & Centersb .04 (.06) .00–.23
Transition .13 (.06) .03−.27
Meal-time .13 (.04) .02−.23
Otherc .01 (.02) .00−.11

Note. N = 78 classrooms. Variables represent the proportion (range 0–1) of observa-
tional sweeps a given practice was observed.

a Centers (free play) refer to relatively high child choice in activities and include
free play activities both inside the unit and outdoors.

b Small Group/s & Centers refer to simultaneous occurrence of Small Group/s and
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Centers.
c Other included gym, nap, and specials.

3.4. Swedish results and discussion

All variables presented adequate reliability estimates, except for
Level of Involvement in COP and for Instruction and Tone in TOP.
For COP, the average exact agreement was 80.3%, with values rang-
ing between 60.8% (Level of Involvement) and 92.6% (Schedule),
and Cohen’s � ranging between .55 (Level of Involvement), and
.90 (Schedule). For TOP, the average exact agreement was 84.9 %,
ranging between 72.6% (Task) and 93.6% (Schedule), and Cohen’s
� ranged between .11 (Tone) and .92 (Schedule). Considering the
continuous nature of the rating scale items, ICCs were also com-
puted to estimate inter-rater reliability. Reliability was  lower in the

Swedish sample for the rating scale items of Level of Involvement
(ICC = .003), Tone (.39) and Level of Instruction (.39).

Summaries of the observed preschool schedule are presented in
Table 2, where centers or free play was the most frequent activ-
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vironment varies, but usually consists of a hall, a play hall/larger room, a kitchen
ller activity rooms, and napping areas. Much time is spent outdoors year around.

ty in the Swedish preschool units. Whole group and small group
ctivities, and simultaneous use of small group/s and centers were
elatively rare. Perhaps related to the extended periods in centers,
nd the circulation of individual children in and out of activities,
roup-level transitions occurred for only 13% of the observational
ay. The relatively high use of centers, indicating high child choice

n activities, aligns with the Swedish curriculum, which emphasizes
he importance of children’s play and exploration and their influ-
nce over their education (Swedish National Agency for Education,
019b). A similar pattern of free play has been observed in Norway
Storli & Hansen Sandseter, 2019), a country with comparable cur-
iculum values and ideas (Einarsdottir et al., 2015).

Observed classroom practices are presented in Table 3.
reschool teachers were observed instructing for less than a fifth of
he observational day, with an average level of instruction below
asic skills (M = 1.55). The average level of instruction varied across
reschool units, however, potentially a result of teachers’ free-
om in focusing on specific content, or the composition of the
hild-group (e.g., Vallberg Roth, 2020). In other words, teachers
ight have different views on the value of teacher-led activities

nd plan activities accordingly. Relatedly, the philosophy of the
wedish preschool curriculum states that children’s learning and
evelopment should be based on their interest and exploration of
he environment (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2019b),
ndicating a more passive role by the teachers to not interfere with
hildren’s exploration of materials or activities with other children.
he tendency by Swedish teachers to step back from children’s play
nd interaction and merely set the scene for play, thereby adopting

 managing role, may  lead to lower levels of instruction in general.
The role of the teacher in teaching or instruction is highly
ebated in Swedish preschool research and practice (e.g., Sheridan
 Williams, 2018). Instruction could be considered “education,”
hich Swedish teachers may  find a challenging task, not to be
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Table  3
Descriptive statistics of classroom practices in a sample of preschool classrooms from Southern Sweden.

Variable n M (SD) Range

Instruction provided by the teachers
Instruction 78 .17 (.09) .00−.40
Level  of instruction (while instructing)a 78 1.55 (0.37) 0.75 – 2.17

Emotional climate in the classroom
Behavior approving 78 .06 (.07) .00−.33
Behavior disapproving 78 .04 (.04) .00−.19
Teacher toneb 78 3.25 (0.15) 2.89 – 3.80

Teachers and children talking and listening
Children talking (overall) 78 .29 (.07) .12−.44
Children talking to teacher 78 .05 (.02) .01−.12
Teacher talking (overall) 78 .51 (.11) .24−.78
Teacher listening to a specific child 78 .04 (.03) .00−.19
Teacher listening to children (overall) 78 .05 (.04) .00−.22

Type  of activity
Non-sequential activities 78 .34 (.10) .14−.54
Sequential activities 78 .11 (.06) .00−.28

Social  learning (associative and cooperative interactions)
Associative interactions 78 .19 (.11) .00−.45
Cooperative interactions 78 .03 (.03) .00−.11

Levels  of child involvementc

Overall involvement 78 2.39 (0.29) 1.86 – 3.12
Involvement in whole-group 70 2.90 (0.49) 1.80 – 4.00
Involvement in small-group 49 2.91 (0.68) 1.00–4.50
Involvement in centers 78 2.79 (0.35) 2.09 – 3.58
Involvement in small-group/s & centers 45 2.72 (0.69) 1.00–4.00
Involvement in learning opportunities 78 2.80 (0.34) 2.15 – 3.60

Academic focus
Math focus 78 .03 (.03) .00−.12
Literacy focus 78 .07 (.04) .00−.20

Note. Sample size = 78 classrooms. Reported ns reflect the number of classrooms a given practice was observed. Unless otherwise indicated, variables represent the proportion
(range  0–1) of observational sweeps a given practice was  observed.
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a Range: 0 (no instruction) to 4 (high inferential instruction).
b Range: 1 (extremely negative) to 5 (vibrant/enthusiastic).
c Range: 1 (low involvement) to 5 (high involvement).

emphasized in preschool. Rather, teachers may  endeavour to
engage children in learning activities without formally educating
them (Jonsson, Williams, & Pramling Samuelsson, 2017). On the
other hand, the definition of “instruction” in COP/TOP is a wide
concept, including any activity where the teacher interacts with a
child or children on a learning topic, and not necessarily related to
formal education. The topic can be typically academic (e.g., math or
literacy) or the focus can be art, music, puzzles, or blocks. Swedish
preschools include a relatively high frequency of free play activi-
ties; Goble et al. (2016) reported that free play correlates with less
instruction, in comparison to teacher-led activities such as whole
group contexts.

As for the emotional climate, teachers provided more behavior
approving than disapproving, and the emotional tone was on aver-
age neutral towards slightly positive (M = 3.25). Although teachers
provide more behavior approving, their tone tended toward neu-
tral. A possible explanation for the neutral tone might be that
teachers are fairly passive towards the children, adopting a man-
aging role setting the scene for child activities, similarly indicated
by teachers’ relatively low amounts of instruction and listening
behaviors, as described below.

Teachers spoke in half of the observations but were seen listen-
ing to children in only five percent of the observations. Children
talked less frequently than teachers and quite seldom to a teacher.
The results indicate that relatively little of the communication in
preschool occurs between teachers and children. A recent study
(Vallberg Roth, 2020) stressed that teachers seem to trust children’s
own choices of activities and competence, and merely pay atten-
tion to what children are learning on their own. However, the low

amount of teachers’ listening to children was unexpected consider-
ing that the curriculum states the importance of letting children’s
voices be heard (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2019b).
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Concerning math and literacy, children were observed inter-
cting with a literacy focus twice as much as they were with

 math focus. To address curriculum goals, Swedish pedagogical
cholars stress the importance of combining informal learning,
hen children play together without the involvement of teach-

rs, with specific teacher-led literacy and communication activities
Pramling Samuelsson, 2010). But the low incidence of observed

ath learning is surprising since the curriculum explicitly empha-
izes the importance of children’s “understanding of space, time
nd form, and the basic properties of sets, patterns, quantities,
rder, numbers, measurement and change, and to reason math-
matically” (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2019b, p.19).

Regarding social learning, associative interactions occurred in
bout a fifth of the observations, while cooperative interactions
ere infrequently observed. Across the observational day, the

verage level of child involvement was  between medium and
edium-low. The highest level of involvement was noted in small-

nd whole-group activities, whereas the lowest was  during free
lay (small-group/s & centers). This is surprising as a recent Nor-
egian study (Storli & Hansen Sandseter, 2019) found a strong

ositive relation between the extent of play and children’s involve-
ent. A potential reason could be that teacher-led activities are rare

n Swedish preschools and therefore more easily elicit children’s
nterest. In other preschool environments where free play seldom
ccurs, the free play might elicit more interest because it is rare
nd, therefore, more attractive.

The results from the Swedish study indicate that behavioral
ount observation instruments developed in the U.S. can be imple-
ented, if adapted, with an acceptable degree of reliability. The use
f behavioral counts provided a unique examination of practices
n Swedish preschool units, which have a focus on child-directed
ollaboration and exploration to support holistic development.
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Information such as the variation in the use of teacher-led activ-
ities, the low amount of listening behaviors evidenced by the
teachers, and the relatively low level of child involvement in
free play activities can provide Swedish authorities an empirically
based understanding of actual interactions in preschool and inform
teacher preparation and Sweden’s national curriculum.

4. Portugal

4.1. Preschool context in Portugal

The Portuguese ECEC system is organized in two main services,
namely childcare (for children aged 0–3) and preschool education
(for children aged 3–6), with a common framework and directions
for teachers’ practices (e.g., Silva, Marques, Mata, & Rosa, 2016).
Although preschool attendance is optional, there is a high rate of
enrollment (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2019), with
approximately 95% of 5-year-olds attending preschool education
programs (European Commission, 2015).

As described in Table 4, the main goal for preschool education
is to provide opportunities for children’s development, autonomy,
and socialization, while contributing to success at formal schooling.
National guidelines aim to ensure national congruence across all
preschool institutions (Silva et al., 2016). All Portuguese preschools
are inclusive, meaning that all classrooms are open to receive and
support all children, including those with disabilities. Moreover,
children at risk are given priority in entering preschool education,
and specific recent legislation emphasizes providing early inter-
vention strategies to meet the needs of all children (DL 281/2009;
DL54/2018). The legislation defines children “at-risk” as those who
have any biological and/or environmental risk factors. The eligibil-
ity criteria for additional support for at-risk children is defined in
terms of the number of biological or social risk factors to which
the child is exposed (DL 281/2009). Regarding staff training and
qualifications, it is mandatory to have one lead teacher with a
degree in preschool education for each classroom (four-year, higher
education degree), responsible for planning classroom activities,
organizing the classroom-learning environment and materials, and
interacting in a positive and responsive manner.

In Portugal, previous studies using measures such as the ECERS-
R (Harms et al., 2004) and the Quality of Inclusive Preschool Expe-
rience Measures (QIEM; Wolery, Paucca, Brashers, & Grant, 2000),
reported that both inclusive and non-inclusive preschool settings
presented mediocre levels of general quality (e.g., Abreu-Lima et al.,
2014; Abreu-Lima, Leal, Cadima, & Gamelas, 2013; Aguiar, Moiteiro,
& Pimentel, 2010). Many studies of preschool quality in Portugal
assess the classroom level, not analyzing individual children’s
behaviors or identifying contingencies between specific behaviors
of children and teachers. Thus, assessing specific aspects of class-
room processes that occur contingently using a behavior count
measure to document teacher and child behaviors, represented a
chance to obtain in-depth knowledge about actual preschool expe-
riences.

High variability in pedagogical models used by teachers in
Portuguese preschools exists, as national curriculum guidelines
provide no mandatory model, but rather state an overall direc-
tion and broad principals and goals for ECEC. Therefore, this study
can contribute to understanding how daily practices in preschools
are aligned with the national recommendations on (a) organizing
children’s schedules; (b) promoting children’s agency in learning

and developmental processes; (c) considering child involvement
as pivotal for learning and development; (d) focusing on differ-
ent pre-academic domains; and (e) ensuring the teacher’s role as a
facilitator of children’s learning (Silva et al., 2016).
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.2. Portuguese sample

Participants include 42 inclusive preschool settings from the
orth of Portugal, including both rural (33%) and urban settings.
ortuguese classrooms were selected from the list of preschools
egistered at the Ministry of Education website from a district in
he north of Portugal. Following a random list of numbers, 80 ECEC
chool directors were contacted; 26 directors did not agree to par-
icipate; 12 institutions were excluded given that they did not meet
he inclusion criteria (the center needed to have at least one child
ligible for early childhood intervention or special education sup-
ort services in the classroom).

The remaining 42 ECEC classrooms, serving children 3–6 years
ld, met  the criteria and agreed to be part of the study. Of the 42, 38
ere public institutions, while only four were private non-profit.
o private for-profit institutions participated. Most classrooms
ere mixed-age (n = 37), a common approach in Portuguese public

reschool (81.4% mixed-age classrooms according to the national
urvey; Abreu-Lima et al., 2014). Participant classrooms had on
verage 20.42 children (SD = 2.49), and 1–4 children with disabili-
ies (M = 1.58, SD = 0.68). Overall, 247 children were observed across
ettings, with ages ranging from 31 to 66 months (M = 49.92, SD

 6.71). Teacher-child ratios varied between 1:5 and 1:26, with
n average of 1:13. Teachers were all female with ages ranging
etween 27 and 59 years old (M = 50.04, SD = 6.58). All teachers
ad at least a 4-year degree in preschool education.

.3. Portuguese procedures

Observations were conducted between January and March 2016
y trained researchers with a degree in Psychology (N = 4). An
verage of 29% of children per classroom had parental consent to
e included in the study. Observations started at approximately 9
.m., accommodating the Portuguese preschool schedules and rou-
ines, and lasted for an average of 3 h, with an average of 20.87
SD = 2.17) sweeps per child being collected. Each classroom was
bserved once.

.4. Portuguese results and discussion

Considering the lack of information about current practice in
ortuguese preschools and how teachers’ behaviors are aligned
ith national guidelines, this study aimed to portray teachers’ and

hildren’s ECEC experiences. To our knowledge, this was the first
tudy using COP/TOP in Portugal and although more research is
eeded, we  believe this constitutes a first piece of evidence on the
elevance of using these measures, orienting research to micro-
evel processes and events across the preschool day.

Appropriate inter-observer agreement values were found using
OP/TOP in Portugal. The average exact agreement for COP was
4.7%; values across categories ranged between 78.6% (Level of

nvolvement) and 98.0% (Schedule). The average Cohen’s � was .91;
alues across categories ranged between .65 (Level of Involvement)
nd .99 (Interaction State). The average exact agreement for TOP
as 97.2%; values across categories ranged between 90.9% (Tone)

nd 99.2% (Level of Instruction, Focus, and Materials). The average
ohen’s � for TOP was .94; values across categories ranged between

77 (Tone) and .99 (for Tasks). ICC for Level of Involvement were also
cceptable at .92, .91 for Tone, and .99 for Level of Instruction.

Portuguese observed preschool schedules (see Table 5) showed
hat the highest proportion of the day was  spent in whole group
ctivities (nearly 50%), while lower proportions of time were

bserved in centers (12%) or small-group (3%). Transition time
ccurred an average of 10% of the observational sweeps, and other
ctivities (i.e., gym, special activities, outdoors) were coded for
1% of the observation sweeps. This distribution of activities in
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Table  4
Characteristics of early childhood education and care in Portugal.

Characteristic Description

Responsible Ministry of Education (Law 5/1997). Preschool is the first part of the school system and is open for all children
from the age of 3. Before age 3, parents have childcare services, with the Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare
being  the main responsible entity.

Main goal To favor all children’s development and potentialities, providing opportunities for the development of
children’s autonomy and socialization, while contributing to success at formal schooling. To provide
important support to families in their children’s educational processes (Silva et al., 2016).

Curriculum Curriculum guidelines (Silva et al., 2016) focus on several content areas (e.g., math, literacy, social studies,
motor skills, arts, socio-emotional development . . .).
Diverse learning formats are recommended, including whole-group, small-group, individual and free-play
activities.

Main  pedagogical principles Main pedagogical principles state that: (a) learning and developmental processes are inseparable; (b) the child
is  an active agent in learning processes; (c) all children must receive adequate support (based on the
assumption that all children have the right to see their needs, interests and capacities adequately supported and
valued, and the right to participate in the group activities); and (d) construction of learning must be articulated.

Inclusion All preschools are inclusive. Early Childhood Intervention in Infancy - Decree-Law 281/2009, 2009); Inclusive
Education - Decree-Law 54/2018, 2018.a

Child age 3 to 5
Type Public; Private non-profit; and Private for profit.
Enrollment rate & opening
hours

2016 data: 3-year-olds = 83%; 4-year-olds = 90%; and 5-year-olds >95%. Preschools are usually open between
8  a.m. and 7 p.m., with an educative component - teacher working hours - of 5 h per day. Remaining hours are
mainly a service for families who  need more time of care for their children.

Training Lead teacher with at least a superior degree in preschool teaching; Assistants with no mandatory training.
Teachers and assistant have different roles in the classroom (hierarchical role definition).

Ratios  1 mandatory, full-time, lead teacher plus a part-time assistant for up to 25 children.
Physical design Preschool design varies between schools. Sometimes preschools are a part of elementary school settings

institutions.
Preschool is usually organized in small classrooms, with a recommended space per child of 2 square meters,
and  with shared spaces such a

a Replacing the previous decree-law (3/2008) that regulated supports for children with

Table 5
Descriptive statistics of classroom schedule for a sample of preschool classrooms in
North of Portugal.

Schedule M (SD) Range

Whole-Group .47 (.19) .06−.83
Small-Group .03 (.09) .00−.38
Centersa .12 (.16) .01−.69
Small-Group/s &Centersb .10 (.14) .01−.46
Transition .10 (.07) .01−.29
Meal-time .07 (.03) .01−.17
Otherc .11 (.10) .00−.37

Note. N = 42 classrooms. Variables represent the proportion (range 0–1) of observa-
tional sweeps a given practice was  observed.

a Centers or free play refer to relatively high child choice in activities. Centers
occurred only inside the classroom and were coded only inside the classrooms.

b Small Group/s & Centers refer to the simultaneous occurrence of Small Group/s
and Centers.
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Overall, Portuguese curriculum guidelines underline the need
to follow children’s interests and promote their involvement (Silva
c Other included gym, specials, and the playground.

preschools aligns with previous national studies (e.g., Abreu-Lima
et al., 2014; Coelho & Pinto, 2018). Although diverse learning for-
mats are recommended in the Portuguese national guidelines,
including whole group, small group, free play, and outdoors,
results suggested that classrooms could improve the balance in
the children’s schedule. For instance, outdoor play offers children a
wide range of opportunities positively linked to wellbeing, health,
development, and learning (e.g., Kalpogianni, 2019). In Portugal,
however, going outdoors is often considered “recess time”. Teach-
ers (not always present during such moments) or assistants usually
only monitor and manage children’s behavior rather than provid-
ing intentional learning opportunities, despite recommendations
from the national guidelines.

Instruction time occurred frequently (37% of the day) but
focused on basic skills or general interactions with materials,

despite a high amount of time spent instructing children in whole
group (Table 6). This finding may  indicate that teachers are not
fostering interactions that promote child agency and active roles
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s dining room, play hall, and outdoor space.

 special education needs till September 2018.

n learning through a mix  of open-ended questions that would
upport increased participation.

Emotional climate was  documented through counts of behavior
pproval and disapproval and scores (using a rating scale) of teach-
rs’ tone and affect. While sums for approving and disapproving are
mportant, so is the ratio between them. Counts of disapproval were
wice that of approval (though both approval and disapproval were
ow). Regardless, teachers’ tone was, on average, between neutral
o positive.

Regarding verbal behaviors, teachers were coded talking more
han half of the observation (55%) and listening for 11%. This high
mount of teachers talking might be explained by the high propor-
ion of time in whole group activities. Similarly, a high frequency of
eachers talking may  indicate that child agency and their active role
n learning processes were not being considered, although this is a

ain pedagogical principle in the national guidelines (Silva et al.,
016).

Children, on the other hand, talked on average for 36% of the
bservation period, with most of their verbal behaviors directed to
eachers (26% of observation time). These observations may  indi-
ate that children were in a rote responding mode (as a group) in
hole-group activities that required singing songs or answering a

eacher’s questions collectively.
Children were observed in a higher proportion of sequential

e.g., activities following a sequence of steps) than non-sequential
ctivities. Associative interactions (interactions in activities/tasks
hat do not have predetermined rules) were observed 11% of
he time, while cooperative interactions (i.e., interactions activi-
ies/tasks with common goals, rules, and organization) were almost
ever observed (3%). Despite such low occurrence, the Portuguese
CEC goal related to children’s autonomy and socialization skills
ontributing to future school success (Silva et al., 2016) stresses
ooperative interactions as crucial.
t al., 2016). Results showed that children’s overall involvement
evel was below the mid-level on a five-point scale. A very similar
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Table  6
Descriptive statistics of classroom practices for a sample of preschools in North of Portugal.

Variable n M (SD) Range

Instruction provided by the teachers
Instruction 42 .37 (.12) .00−.90
Level  of instruction (while instructing)a 42 1.37 (0.29) 1.00–3.00

Emotional climate in the classroom
Behavior approving 42 .02 (.02) .00−.17
Behavior disapproving 42 .05 (.05) .00−.33
Teacher  toneb 42 3.43 (0.37) 0 – 4.32

Teachers and children talking and listening
Children talking (overall) 42 .36 (.12) .15−.47
Children talking to teacher 42 .26 (.11) .07−.63
Teacher  talking (overall) 42 .55 (.12) .00–1.00
Teacher listening to a specific child 42 .04 (.05) .00−.29
Teacher  listening to children (overall) 42 .11 (.08) .00−.29

Type  of activity
Non-sequential activities 42 .19 (.08) .06−.42
Sequential activities 42 .31 (.12) .12−.58

Social  learning (associative and cooperative interactions)
Associative interactions 42 .11 (.07) .00−.26
Cooperative interactions 42 .03 (.04) .00−.17

Levels  of child involvementc

Overall involvement 42 2.90 (0.28) 2.38–3.67
Involvement in whole-group 42 2.69 (0.30) 2.10–3.47
Involvement in small-group 14 3.05 (0.47) 2.40–4.00
Involvement in centers 22 3.29 (0.40) 2.50–4.18
Involvement in small-group/s & centers 23 3.34 (0.47) 2.75–5
Involvement in learning opportunities 42 2.90 (0.33) 2.30–3.79

Academic focus
Math focus 42 .04 (.08) .00−.40
Literacy focus 42 .09 (0.1) .00−.37

Note. Sample size = 42 classrooms. Reported ns reflect the number of classrooms a given practice was observed. Unless otherwise indicated, variables represent the proportion
(range  0–1) of observational sweeps a given practice was observed.
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a Range: 0 (no instruction) to 4 (high inferential instruction).
b Range: 1 (extremely negative) to 5 (vibrant/enthusiastic).
c Range: 1 (low involvement) to 5 (high involvement).

average was observed when analyzing involvement in schedules
with learning opportunities (i.e., not observed in transition, meal-
time, and other). The lowest involvement levels were coded during
whole group, while higher involvement levels were coded during
the simultaneous occurrence of small group/s and centers. While
Portuguese curriculum guidelines identify child involvement and
interests as pillars of child learning, yet as shown above, teach-
ers devote more of the day to structured/whole group schedules.
Teachers may  be assuming that structured/whole group schedules
are more effective in promoting children’s learning, being unaware
of the fact that such activities actually elicit lower involvement
levels among children.

Portuguese curriculum guidelines (Silva et al., 2016) suggest
that teachers should approach several content areas through-
out the day, including math, literacy, social studies, gross and
fine motor skills, arts, socio-emotional development, all recog-
nized as important for children’s development across preschool
years (Bratsch-Hines, Burchinal, Peisner-Fineberg, & Franco, 2019;
Duncan et al., 2007; Farran et al., 2017; Santos & Alves Martins,
2011; Silva et al., 2016; Ulferts, Anders, Leseman, & Melhuish,
2016). Results showed that opportunities for children to engage
in math activities occurred for an average 4% of the observation
time, with some classrooms spending no time in math activities.
Literacy activities were observed twice as often as math, at 9%. How-
ever time in a focus on literacy was very uneven across classrooms
with some classrooms spending no time in literacy-related activi-
ties (similar to results reported for math), while others spent about
37% of the observation (Table 6). The high amount of whole group
activities and the stated curriculum areas of content (Table 4) might

have anticipated a higher focus on academic content. Regardless,
these low values are consistent with previous research in Portugal
(e.g., Abreu-Lima et al., 2013, 2014).
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These results highlight important considerations for the design
f ECEC in Portugal. As teachers spent about half of their day in
tructured/whole group, activities that were associated with low
hild involvement levels, it is important to consider strategies to
elp teachers be aware of the frequency of their own behaviors and
f children’s behaviors. The efficacy of initial and in-service train-

ng to help teachers link the Portuguese guidelines with specific
lassroom practices must be considered in light of the possible dis-
onnect between guidelines and observed practices revealed here.
he identification of strategies to help facilitate alignment between
ational guidelines and children’s ECEC experiences may  facilitate
ore positive outcomes for children in Portugal.

. United States

.1. Preschool context in the United States

In 2017, about 69% of the four-year-old children in the United
tates were enrolled in some form of early childhood education and
are (ECEC) center-based programs (Institute of Education Sciences,
CES, 2019). Center-based care in the U.S. includes publicly-funded
rograms such as Head Start (comprehensive early childhood edu-
ation for low-income families), Title I (federal supplemental funds
or high poverty school districts) and/or state-funded prekinder-
arten/preschools, as well as private non-profit and for-profit
hildcare centers (see Table 7 for a summary of U.S. characteris-
ics of ECEC). While the number of children in these programs has

emained stable, many states have recently shifted to educating

 larger portion of four-year-olds in state-funded prekindergarten
rograms (Friedman-Krauss et al., 2018), from 14% in 2002 to 33%

n 2018.
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Table  7
Characteristics of early childhood education and care in the United States.

Characteristic Description

Responsible Multiple federal and state agencies most often including Departments of Education and Departments of
Health and Human Services or Welfare

Main goal There is no national goal set for ECEC or pre-kindergarten programs. Head Start’s purpose is to “promote the
school readiness of low-income children by enhancing their cognitive, social and emotional development”
(https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/policy/head-start-act/sec-636-statement-purpose). Individual states may have
early  learning standards regarding content in state-funded pre-k programs.

Curriculum Similarly, there is no national curriculum. Programs are free to choose from published curricula. 75% of Head
Start  programs use Creative Curriculum, a global, general developmental curriculum (Moiduddin et al., 2017).

Main  pedagogical principles No agreed-upon pedagogical principles. The federal Preschool Development Grant competition supports States
to  (1) build or enhance a preschool program infrastructure that would enable the delivery of high-quality
preschool services to children, and (2) expand high-quality preschool programs in targeted communities that
would serve as models for expanding preschool to all 4-year-olds from low- and moderate-income families.

Inclusion All federally supported programs (e.g., Head Start, Preschool Development Grant-Expansion) must be
inclusive.

Child  age Head Start: 3−5. PDG-E: 4−5
Type Public; Private non-profit; and Private for-profit
Enrollment rate & opening
hours

2016 data: 3-year-olds: 41.6%, 4-year-olds: 65.9%
Federally funded programs are typically 5−6 hours a day. Private childcare can be the entire workday for
families.

Training  Mixed requirements depending on the program.
For Head Start, about 50% of teachers have bachelor’s degrees. For PDG-E funded programs, all teachers must
be  certified, licensed teachers. For state-funded prekindergarten programs, requirements vary by state. For
private childcare programs, a high school diploma required.

Ratios Varies by program: For programs following National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC)
guidelines, group size of 20 and adult-child ratio of 1−10 is expected.

Physical design Design varies by program type. Generally, licensing requirements state that an early childhood program must
sable 
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Historically in the U.S. the purpose of caring for young chil-
dren was to allow parents to work (Farran & Nesbitt, 2019; Scarr
& Weinberg, 1986). The shift to publicly-funded preschool has
emerged from a belief in the importance of intervening early to pre-
vent the pernicious effects of high-poverty environments (Parker,
Workman, & Atchison, 2016). In the U.S., ECEC varies widely by the
source of its funding, and the state and local contexts.

Head Start, Title I, and most state-funded programs, including
the prekindergarten programs included for this study, provide five
to six hours of care a day, nine months of the year (i.e., a school year
calendar), while non-profit and for-profit childcare centers tend to
provide year-round programs with extended hours to match the
U.S. 8-h workday. State-funded programs, in contrast to traditional
childcare centers, tend to have admission requirements; most are
means-tested with family income having to be at or below a cer-
tain income level for eligibility. Kindergarten readiness frequently
appears as a primary objective of U.S. public prekindergarten.

In contrast to most European countries, U.S. regulations for
preschools and childcare programs are the responsibility of
separate state agencies. Even within similar funding streams,
prekindergarten programs vary within and across states and terri-
tories in the U.S. Additionally, each state’s department of education
can set different requirements for teacher training, curricula, and
definitions of good practices (Farran & Lipsey, 2016). Even within
a given state, school districts may  set different requirements in
terms of formative and summative assessments, use of assess-
ments, professional development provided for teachers, and which
state-approved curricula to adopt. Differences between program
requirements and expectations also depend on the presence of fed-
eral funding. The exception to this state control is the Head Start
program, the closest to a federally controlled program for young
children in the U.S.

In the U.S., there is increasing concern about moving beyond

access and focusing on the quality of the prekindergarten programs
(Hamre, 2014). The current evaluation systems used to assess the
quality of U.S. prekindergarten classrooms tend to be global general
ratings, to lack reliability and not to relate to children’s develop-
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indoor activity space per child, and 75 square feet of accessible outdoor space or
 for active gross motor play. Classrooms in public schools, however, do not have

ent in either the short or long term (see Farran & Nesbitt, 2019,
or a review). A behavioral count system provides a close examina-
ion of classroom behavioral interactions the results of which could
ecome the basis for constructing a shared vision of quality in U.S.
rekindergarten programs.

.2. United States sample

The U.S. sample included 168 classrooms serving children
hose families were considered low-income (at or below 200% of

he poverty level in the U.S.). Classrooms were located in two  urban
reas in the southeastern region of the U.S. and were a part of the
014 Preschool Development Grant-Enhancement (PDG-E) pro-
ram funded by the U.S. Department of Education. The focus of the
DG-E initiative was  to close the “opportunity gap” in achievement
etween children from low- and middle-/high-income families in
he U.S. All classrooms were publicly-funded and housed in public
chools. As mandated by the PDG-E, each classroom had at a mini-
um  two  teachers and up to 20 children (i.e., an adult to child ratio

:10). In some classrooms, more than two teachers (e.g., special
ducation teachers) were present for part of the day.

The average number of children in a classroom was 18.15 (SD
 1.79) and on average there were 1.24 (SD = 1.24) children per
lassroom identified with a developmental disability (data missing
or 14 classrooms). Of the 168 study classrooms, 162 were homoge-
eous regarding age, serving children aged four years old by August
5. On average, the study’s 2420 children were 55.36 months-old
SD = 3.65) and 49% male. Children were approximately 60% African
merican or Black, 21% Hispanic or Latinx, 12% White, 3% Asian, 3%
ultiracial, and 1% other. The 168 lead teachers were on average

2.46 years-old (SD = 11.38, data missing for 22 teachers), had been
eaching for 9.74 years (SD = 8.48, data missing for 45 teachers), and
ll but one was female. School districts did not provide comprehen-

ive information about teacher ethnicity or educational attainment,
ut per the PDG-E funding, all lead teachers were required to have at

 minimum a bachelor’s degree and a teaching license. Information
n educational assistants was also not provided by school districts
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Table  8
Descriptive statistics of classroom schedule in Southeastern region of the United
States.

Schedule M (SD) Range

Whole-Group .25 (.09) .07−.49
Small-Group .02 (.06) .00–.23
Centers .14 (.09) .00–.49
Small-Group/s & Centersa .02 (.05) .00−.24
Transition .34 (10) .10−.68
Meal-time .16 (.04) .07−.28
Otherb .03 (.04) .00–.23

Note. N = 168 classrooms. Variables represent the proportion (range 0–1) of obser-
vational sweeps a given practice was observed. Coding was  restricted to inside the
school building, thus statistics do not capture the schedule occurring outdoors.
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a Small Group/s & Centers refer to the simultaneous occurrence of Small Group/s
and Centers.

b Other included gym, nap, and specials.

but all assistants were required to have a high school diploma or
equivalent.

5.3. United States procedures

Each study classroom was observed one time between February
and March 2017. All observers (N = 18) had at least a bachelor’s
degree. Observations started at approximately 8 a.m. and lasted
for an average of 6 h, with an average of 20.09 (SD = 3.35) sweeps
per child being collected. Observations did not occur during nap,
meals or outside; thus most of the observational window was in
the morning. All teachers and children present on the day of the
observation were included in the study.

5.4. United States results and discussion

For the COP, the exact agreement across categories ranged
between 77.7% (Level of Involvement) to 92.8% (Schedule) with an
overall average of 85.9%, while Cohen’s � ranged between .66 (Level
of Involvement) and .91 (Schedule) with an overall average of .80.
For the TOP, the exact agreement across categories ranged between
77.3% (Task) to 92.3% (Schedule) with an overall average of 86.7%,
while Cohen’s � ranged between .46 (Tone) and .99 (Schedule) with
an overall average of .75. ICCs presented a value of .86 for Level of
Involvement, .54 for Tone, and .87 for Level of Instruction. Estimates
of interobserver reliability suggested that for the U.S. sample of
low-income, urban, federally-funded classrooms, raters were able
to adhere to operationalized definitions, and a behavioral count
observation system can be implemented with an acceptable degree
of reliability.

Examination of the descriptive statistics provides an informa-
tive picture of how urban prekindergarten classrooms housed in
elementary schools organized their 6 -h day (see Table 8). On aver-
age, children were observed in transitions for approximately a third
of the day (or 2 h), though with great variability among classrooms
(ranging from 10% to 68%). Time in transitions does not include the
time spent on naps and meals, which then cumulatively occupied
more than 50% of the classroom day. The amount of time spent in
transitions in these classrooms is comparable to that found by Early
and colleagues in an evaluation of Georgia’s Quality Rated Valida-
tion Project (Early et al., 2019). Transitions were created both by
variables under the control of the teacher (e.g., transitions due to
frequent and drawn-out periods of downtime in the classroom) as
well as those dictated by the elementary school setting (e.g., meals
and bathrooms outside of the home classroom).
Perhaps reflective of the goal of school readiness for these pub-
licly funded classrooms, the predominant method of instruction
was whole group (average = 25% of sweeps, range from 7% to
49%). Center time or free play, a defining characteristic of many
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reschool classrooms just a few years ago (Early et al., 2005), hap-
ened relatively seldom and did not last very long (average, 14%,
ange from 0% to 49%). Small group instruction was also a little
tilized approach in these classrooms.

On average, teachers were observed providing instruction for
pproximately 24% of sweeps (Table 9), with the average level of
nstruction across the entire day equivalent to a focus on basic skills
M = 1.80). In addition to instruction, teachers engaged in behaviors
hat contributed to the emotional climate of the classroom. Teach-
rs were observed twice as often engaging in direct disapproval of
hildren’s behavior compared to approval of children’s behavior,
ut again there was  variability in teachers’ use of these behaviors
e.g., the SD for the variables was  a large as the mean). Regarding
eacher tone, on average it was neutral to positive in tone (M = 3.26).
hese data reflect what has become perhaps an implicit emphasis

n publicly funded prekindergarten classrooms with the emphasis
n school readiness; defined as children developing basic skills and

earning how to behave appropriately in a school environment.
Children had little opportunity to talk and spent little time inter-

cting with each other. Averaged between the lead teacher and
he assistant, teachers were observed talking for more than half of
he sweeps (58%). In contrast, children were only observed talk-
ng in 23% of sweeps, and when they were talking, it was  often not
irected to the teacher. Consistent with this pattern, teachers were
ot observed listening to a specific child (6%) or a group of children
10%) very often. The percentage of sweeps that included an obser-
ation of a social learning interaction was quite low, with 5% of
weeps including associative interactions and 1% including coop-
rative interactions (i.e., interactions that are marked by a child
ngaging with another person in pursuit of a common goal). Lit-
le time was  also spent in interacting with children in a way that
romotes their active role in learning processes (i.e., posing a mix
f open-ended and closed-ended questions and encouraging active
articipation); none in more extended inferential interactions (i.e.,
eachers consistently use open-ended questions that allow several
ounds of turn taking and active participation), considered high-
uality ways of instructing children in ECEC (e.g., Tompkins, Zucker,

ustice, & Binici, 2013). Sequential activities (e.g., activities follow-
ng a sequence of steps), which are more often associated with
nstruction, were observed twice as often as non-sequential activ-
ties. Sequential activities are the kinds of interactions that may

ell produce school readiness skills of the constrained variety, as
hillips et al. (2017) summarized, but they may not be linked to
he long-term school achievement outcomes many anticipate in
unding these programs.

In general, across all schedules, children’s level of involvement
as in the low to medium range on a 5-point scale (M = 1.94), being

bout 1 point higher during schedules with clear learning oppor-
unities (i.e., not observed in transition, mealtime, and other; M

 2.80). Levels of involvement varied across schedules, with the
ighest level observed during centers (either co-occurring with
mall-groups or alone, M = 2.94 and 2.93, respectively) and lowest
uring whole group instruction (M = 2.75).

In terms of activities focused on math and literacy, children were
ore than twice as likely to be observed in literacy (15%) compared

o math activities (6%). Substantial variability among classrooms
as observed. Some classrooms were never observed providing

hildren math activities while others were observed in math for
4% of sweeps. The similar distribution for literacy ranged from 4%
o 32%.

To understand the generalizability of the observations in this
tudy, future work must consider the variety of contexts in which

oung children are cared for or educated in the U.S. As the U.S.
as no explicitly stated national goals, curriculum, or guiding prin-
iples for ECEC, classrooms providing care and education vary
idely. The 168 classrooms we observed are representative of
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Table  9
Descriptive statistics of classroom practices in Southeastern region of the United States.

Variable n M (SD) Range

Instruction provided by the teachers
Instruction 168 .24 (.10) .00−.50
Level  of instruction (while instructing)a 167 1.80 (0.19) 1.00–2.07

Emotional climate in the classroom
Behavior approving 168 .03 (.03) .00–.23
Behavior disapproving 168 .06 (.06) .00−.42
Teacher toneb 168 3.26 (0.20) 2.81 – 3.83

Teachers and children talking and listening
Children talking (overall) 168 .23 (.07) .08−.50
Children talking to teacher 168 .03 (.02) .00−.08
Teacher talking (overall) 168 .58 (.12) .26−.93
Teacher listening to a specific child 168 .06 (.06) .00−.26
Teacher listening to children (overall) 168 .10 (.08) .00−.33

Type  of activity
Non-sequential activities 168 .09 (.05) .01−.27
Sequential activities 168 .20 (.07) .05−.39

Social  learning (associative and cooperative interactions)
Associative interactions 168 .05 (.04) .00−.19
Cooperative interactions 168 .01 (.02) .00−.12

Levels  of child involvementc

Overall involvement 168 1.94 (0.22) 1.36 – 2.49
Involvement in whole-group 168 2.75 (0.29) 1.65 – 3.96
Involvement in small-group 49 2.84 (0.63) 1.00–5.00
Involvement in centers 160 2.93 (0.38) 1.50 – 3.95
Involvement in small-group/s & centers 41 2.94 (0.35) 2.22 – 3.59
Involvement in learning opportunities 168 2.80 (0.22) 2.10 – 3.69

Academic focus
Math focus 168 .06 (.03) .00−.14
Literacy focus 168 .15 (.05) .04−.32

Note. Sample size = 168 classrooms. Reported ns reflect the number of classrooms a given practice was observed. Unless otherwise indicated, variables represent the proportion
(range 0–1) of observational sweeps a given practice was  observed.
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a Range: 0 (no instruction) to 4 (high inferential instruction).
b Range: 1 (extremely negative) to 5 (vibrant/enthusiastic).
c Range: 1 (low involvement) to 5 (high involvement).

U.S. public-school-based prekindergarten classrooms serving low-
income urban minority children through state or federally funds.
As in many states, but not all, teachers were required to be certi-
fied in early childhood education, meaning they had a bachelor’s or
master’s degree, and they were paid on the same schedule as K-12
teachers. We  believe the results of these observations could assist
discussions as the U.S. ECEC field attempts to facilitate positive
developmental outcomes for vulnerable children.

6. Overall discussion

This descriptive study used two primarily behavioral count mea-
sures for observing ECEC practices, focusing on both teacher and
child behaviors, in three countries, Sweden, Portugal, and the U.S.
The measure was developed in the U.S. Some adaptations to the
tool were instituted in Sweden and Portugal, but variables summa-
rized in this paper are the same within each country. This study had
two main aims, namely to evaluate the cross-country relevance and
inter-rater reliability of a measure of preschool practices primarily
based on a behavior count approach, and to provide researchers
within each country concrete descriptions of behaviors and inter-
actions that could be evaluated against the ECEC approach and
philosophy within the country.

In Sweden, the behavioral count descriptions indicated a rather
high level of child agency and choice of activities (e.g., high amount
of time in free-play), corresponding to national curriculum inten-
tions. Still, the data suggest that the involvement in free play might
not be achieving all that it could. Children were not observed to be

highly involved in their free play activities. It is possible in large out-
door spaces for children to wander and for some to have difficulty
finding an activity in which to be engaged. The curriculum stresses
the need for children’s voices to be heard, but preschool teachers
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eldom listened to children. The great freedom teachers have to
mplement the curriculum seemed most visible in the use of whole
roup activities, with large variation observed across preschool
nits. This variation could perhaps reflect the current controversy

n Sweden concerning teacher instruction and how much instruc-
ion should occur. Still, the findings from some classrooms indicate
hat opportunities for academic learning can be integrated into
hild-managed contexts, in line with curriculum goals. Overall, the
esults illustrate the dilemmas and possibilities within a curricu-
um emphasizing child agency and play, while also attempting to

ove toward more teacher-led instruction.
In Portugal, using a behavior count measure to capture class-

oom practices brought to light several inconsistencies between the
ational guidelines and current practices in preschools. Preschool
ational guidelines value child rights and define infancy as a period
here learning and development are interdependent, emphasiz-

ng children’s involvement and agency. Regardless, preschools
bserved here seemed to be focused more on future formal school-

ng, with teacher-led activities, a large amount of time spent in
hole group, and instruction focused on obtaining correct answers.
bserving specific teacher and child behaviors clarified under-

tandings of the preschool experience. This study adds to previous
nalyses of preschools, affirming that teachers’ interpretation of
ortuguese preschool guidelines needs to be examined and sup-
orted to fulfill the core principles of ECEC, with an increased focus
n such aspects as considering the child as an active agent, fostering
hild involvement, and following child interests.

Data from the U.S. classrooms provide a picture of life within the
lassroom, updating the one from more than ten years ago (Phillips,

ormley, & Lowenstein, 2009). Phillips et al. (2009) provided an in-
epth description of the classroom climate and instructional focus
f prekindergarten classrooms in Tulsa, what they termed getting
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inside the “black box” of prekindergarten instruction. We  consider
our more intensive descriptions as providing a current picture. The
observations reveal a learning environment for young children in
which teacher-led instruction is primary, with little time provided
for child agency. There were numerous transitions as children in
these classrooms moved frequently between activities, both aca-
demic and personal care routines. These frequent changes were
associated with more “down” time, time spent in transitions, and
perhaps with the need for more behavior control from the teacher,
which was more often negative than positive. The low amount of
time spent in small group activities likely affected the relatively low
rating for instruction; having an inferential discussion with 20 chil-
dren in a whole group setting would be quite difficult. The value of
such data for the U.S. context is the opportunity for a more focused
discussion about the purpose of prekindergarten, including how
to define quality and the corresponding outcomes anticipated for
children. While identifying quality of ECEC environments is of par-
ticular focus in the U.S., the concept is becoming more prevalent
internationally. If related changes are recommended, these data
provide actionable paths for teacher professional development.

Future studies examining teacher perspectives on instruction
and how to focus on academic content (e.g., math and literacy)
while maintaining a commitment to children’s interests, could
contribute to better understanding of our results, particularly in
Portugal and Sweden. Using additional categories and combina-
tions of categories from COP/TOP to capture a detailed picture of
learning opportunities and peer interaction across the preschool
day can also be informative for the three countries. The fact
that COP/TOP allows category combinations gives researchers a
wide range of possibilities to examine everyday interactions in
preschools. For example, combining behavior counts can yield the
extent of child unoccupied behaviors during centers or whole group
(requiring a combination of the categories interaction state and
schedule), or the extent of focus during centers (requiring focus
codes and schedule). Another distinctive aspect of COP/TOP is the
possibility to collect and analyze data at both the child and class-
room levels. Future multilevel analyses can provide insights on
ECEC practices.

6.1. Utility of COP/TOP cross-culturally

To examine the utility of the COP and TOP cross-culturally, we
assess the data from the three countries, not in an effort to com-
pare the results across the countries, rather to present issues that
arose with the use of the measures. Although the COP/TOP are based
on a behavioral count approach, three of the preschool practices
analyzed involved a rating scale score: child level of involvement,
teacher tone/affect, and teacher level of instruction (the latter is
not, however, a Likert scale and was more reliably coded). Overall,
the behavior count variables achieved high exact inter-observer
agreement in the three countries in this study, suggesting the
COP/TOP may  be promising resources for observing ECEC practices,
and addressing some concerns about reliability of rating scales as
previously highlighted (Mashburn, 2017).

When the COP measure was created in the U.S., the acknowl-
edged focus for children’s level of involvement was within “learning
activities,” reflecting the U.S. perspective on the goals for early
childhood education. It is perhaps easier to accurately observe chil-
dren’s level of involvement in organized and didactic activities.
Since centers are more common in Swedish preschool settings than
in the Portuguese and U.S. classrooms, a scale measuring “involve-
ment in learning” may  be particularly problematic to use there.

Such differences reflect a possible construct bias in conducting
cross-cultural research as cautioned by Boer et al. (2018). Simi-
larly, ensuring that all children have access to quality ECEC and
are included (United Nations, 2015) requires adaptations in coding

i
l
d
i

92
Early Childhood Research Quarterly 55 (2021) 79–96

lassroom practices in ECEC. The adaptations to code behaviors of
hildren in need of special support in the Portuguese and Swedish
lassrooms may  also be useful in the U.S., extending the application
f the measures to inclusive settings.

A similar potential bias emerges with the teacher tone rating.
ultures have dissimilar patterns of expressing emotion (e.g., Li &
arakowsky, 2001), and we found relatively low reliability across

he countries in the rating scale of teacher tone. However, in addi-
ion to possible cultural variations in emotional tone, one serious
roblem with achieving reliability for a rating of tone is the lack of
ariability among teachers and sweeps. For most of the observa-
ions in both Sweden and the U.S. observers coded the teacher as
flat” or neutral. Rarer more positive or negative expressions con-
ribute to the low reliability among observers to catch these fleeting
nstances and agree.

The lower reliabilities for ratings of child level of involvement
nd teacher tone (both scored trough ratings scales) in the Swedish
ontext were discussed extensively among the authors. One par-
icular difficulty of coding these variables reliably in Sweden was
he high amount of time spent outdoors. When children were out-
oors in Swedish preschools, they typically performed gross motor
ctivities (e.g., bicycling, running, or sledding). They also engaged
n dramatic play, often in relation to a shed, playhouse, or shel-
ered area. Additionally, the outdoor environment could be natural,
ncluding trees and bushes, and in the time of Swedish data collec-
ion (fall/winter), children wore overalls and caps. These outdoor
onditions likely complicate observations in general, but specifi-
ally ratings of child level of involvement and teacher tone, because
f the difficulty of seeing faces accurately which may lead to low

nter-rater observations.
Overall, behavior count measures provide observers with spe-

ific and concrete definitions of what to observe and code, allowing
bservers to achieve high exact inter-rater agreement on most vari-
bles. With the exception of the two  Likert rating scale variables,
he measures used in the present study appeared to be suitable
or use in different contexts, across preschool settings organized
ifferently by schedule and environment.

.2. Limitations

Some limitations of this study must be acknowledged. First, a
andom selection of preschools in each country was not possible.
his means that we  cannot claim that the samples from each coun-
ry are representative of classroom practices in the participating
ountries, as there are many possible sources of variation in prac-
ices within countries, such as funding, group structure and number
f children, teacher’s education, and differences in consent rates
or participating. Thus, interpretation of the data must be carefully
ontextualized.

Another related limitation is that, although COP  and TOP were
esigned to observe all elements in each setting, only in the U.S.
ere all children in each classroom observed. In Portugal and

wedish classrooms, observations were limited to children whose
arents gave consent. As a result, a smaller number of children in
ach setting were observed and may  have reduced the effective-
ess of the measure in capturing the experiences of all children.
owever, there are many published studies that use fewer chil-
ren per classroom, some as few as four to six (e.g., Bratsch-Hines
t al., 2019; Early et al., 2005).

The effect of raters is another potential limitation. Portuguese
nd Swedish data collectors received initial training together (in
ortugal), with the opportunity to observe practices jointly. Dur-
ng data collection, however, observations were conducted only by
ocal observers (in each country), and reliability across coders from
ifferent countries was  not possible to check due to a lack of fund-

ng. Furthermore, the U.S. observers did not observe in Swedish
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or Portuguese classrooms. Unless observers are multi-lingual, this
may  always be a potential issue; higher inter-rater reliability may
be obtained within a country than might be achieved across coun-
tries (Heine, Lehman, Peng, & Greenholtz, 2002).

7. Conclusion

This study, involving multiple classrooms in three countries and
used similar observation measures, from which the same variables
were extracted for analyses for the following aims: to examine the
within-country relevance of two classroom observation measures
primarily based on a behavioral count approach, and to exam-
ine preschool practices in Sweden, Portugal, and the U.S., as they
reflected each country’s ECEC goals, organization, and educational
philosophies.

We demonstrated that the measures targeted culturally relevant
behaviors and provided inter-rater reliability for the behavior count

variables in the three countries. We  also note that some culturally
specific variables needed to be added. The behavioral descriptions
reflected each of the country’s values, as well as current debates
regarding education and care for young children within each.

A

Category Coding options

COP/TOP
Schedule

Whole Group Whole groups
being discusse

Small Group Children are w
teacher, a teac
include center

Centers Center time (s
having relativ
place limitatio

Small-Group Centers Small group(s
Transitions Transitions be

children (e.g., 

bathroom or m
Meal-Time Mealtime is co

COP
Type  of
Task

Passive Instruction The child is m
Non-sequential The child is in

of  steps. For in
classroom libr

Sequential The child is in
instance, the c
conducting a s

Fantasy/Drama The child is en
familiar storie

Disruptive The child exhi
(physical or ve
children.

None  The child is no
talk.

Other The child is en
is  waiting for t
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In terms of further international work, we argue that measures
uch as these can provide comprehensive descriptions of classroom
ettings and apply minimal external or comparative value judg-
ents on the behaviors observed. While these data are expensive

o collect, the current analysis and possible future exploration of
he data collected here could provide the basis for actionable steps
s desired by ECEC experts.
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PPENDIX A. : COP/TOP category definitions

Definitions

 occur when the entire group is meeting together, and some form of content is
d.
orking in small groups that are facilitated by a teacher and/or are assigned by a
her assigns specific children to participate, the activity is not optional. Does not

 time.
ometimes called “Activity Time” or “Free Play”) is characterized by children
ely more freedom about what they do and where they go, although teachers may
ns on children’s choices.

) and center time are simultaneously occurring in the classroom.
gin when an activity has clearly ended for the large majority (>75%) of the
storytime) and the next activity has not yet begun. Includes lining up for
eals, walking in the hallway.

ded when children are scheduled to eat breakfast, lunch, or snacks.
erely receiving instruction, rather than being an active participant.
volved with an activity or with materials but not following a predetermined set
stance, the child is doodling on paper, browsing through the books in the
ary, pushing toy trucks around on the rug.
volved in activities or with materials that involve a sequence of steps. For
hild is reading (either actually reading or looking carefully at the pictures),
cience experiment, working on a puzzle.
gaged in a sequenced and predictable make believe and pretend play enacting
s, plays or role activities.
bits any behavior that draws other people off task, including aggressive behavior
rbal), inappropriate use of materials, and inappropriate actions toward other

t directly engaged in an activity or with materials and is not engaged in social

gaged in expected classroom tasks with no learning focus. For instance, the child
he teacher to check materials, washing hands.
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Coding options Definitions

COP
Interaction
State1

Time Out The child is isolated from the group in variations of time out defined by the teacher as a punishment.
Unoccupied The child is not attending to any particular learning-related activity that is occurring.
Alone  The child is working alone in an activity that is unique from the activities of the others in the classroom (i.e., not in

parallel interaction).
Non-academic The child is in a non-learning-related activity about which has little choice. For instance, the child is transitioning

from one activity to another, the child is participating in appropriate required classroom routine, the child is
forced to wait and has nothing to do.

Onlooker The child is observing other children or a teacher doing a learning activity that is not part of the target child
activity.

Parallel The child is working independently, not interacting with other children, but is using materials that are similar to
those other children are using. For instance, the child is working independently on an activity that others in the
classroom also are working on.

Social The child is interacting with one or more children and/or a teacher, but it does not appear to be a learning or
pretend play topic in the interaction.

Associative The child is interacting in the context of an activity or task that does not have predetermined rules. For instance,
the  child is building something with blocks together with other children or with teachers, the child is sharing a
book  with other children or with teachers.

Cooperative The child is interacting with other children or with teacher, sharing common goals, rules, and organization. For
instance, the child is participating in formal games, competitions aimed at winning something.

COP
Involvement

Level of
(overall)
Involvement2

Level of overall involvement captures how focused and engaged the child is in whatever activity he or she is
doing. This is coded in a 5- point rating scale, where 1 means low involvement (e.g., totally out of task, not paying
attention to the activity, sitting quietly; fiddling with another child’s hair or clothing, eyes not focused on ongoing
activity), 2 means medium-low involvement (e.g., looking at teacher and/or material inconsistently, flat affect,
looking bored, visible attention going in and out, visible lack of persistence), 3 means medium involvement (e.g.,
on  task, maintaining eye contact with teacher, participating but may  briefly look around, although immediately
comes back to task), 4 means medium-high involvement (e.g., eager expression, relevant self-talk during tasks,
volunteering response with positive affect, looking at material throughout the entire time; leaning forward,
showing persistence), and 5 means high involvement (e.g., intense focus, serious persistence and pursuit of
activity, very difficult to be distracted from the activity, seeming oblivious to noise and the behaviors of the other
children that are not related to the task).

COP/TOP
Focus3

Literacy Literacy is coded when the learning focus is literacy related (e.g. invented writing or tracing, dictating or writing
text with meaning, name writing or recognizing the names of other children in the class, conversations and
communication for the purpose of language development).

Math Math is coded when the focus is related to math concepts (e.g., number, comparing number, operations, shape,
comparing shapes, composing shapes, spatial reasoning, measurement, patterning, classification).

TOP
Type  of
Task

Instruction Instruction involves any learning activity during which the teacher is interacting with a child or children. It
includes activities that are typically considered academic in content (e.g., math or literacy), as well as activities in
which the focus is art, music, puzzles, or blocks. Instruction can occur with or without materials.

Assessment The teacher is administering an assessment or test, taking anecdotal notes about children, but is not directly
interacting with children.

Administrative The teacher is engaged in an activity that is required by the school, for instance paperwork, speaking to a parent,
talking on the phone for a school-related reason.

Managerial The teacher is actively engaged in an activity that is required to run a classroom. For instance, the teacher is lining
children up, organizing children to move from one activity to another, passing out materials.

Monitoring The teacher is passively observing children, scanning the room to determine what children are doing.
Behavior
Approving

The teacher uses approving verbal comments, facial expressions, or a physical contact with children.

Behavior
Disapproving

The teacher uses disapproving facial expressions, verbal comments, tone of voice, and/or physical contact with
children.

Personal/Care The teacher performs personal care tasks for children. For instance, the teacher/assistant is supervising children or
helping to tie shoes, brush teeth, fix clothes, wash hands.

Social Social is coded when personal conversations or physical contact that has no learning content is occurring.
TOP
Level  of
Instruction

Level of
Instruction

Level of instruction describes the instruction that is occurring at the moment. The levels are coded from 0 (no
instruction) to 4 (high inferential instruction). Low level of instruction (1) occurs when the observer cannot
recognize the intent to teach a specific academic skill (e.g., fine- or gross motor skills, songs without learning
content). Basic skills instruction (2) is coded when the focus is on learning a specific skill (e.g. counting,
recognizing letters), the correct answer is predetermined, and the goal is to that children learn the correct
response/answer. Level 3 - some inferential learning – is coded when teacher interacts with children using a mix
of  closed-ended and open-ended questions thus allowing children to be an active agent and participate actively in
the learning process. Level 4 is coded when the teacher is involved in inferential interactions, i.e., the teacher is
interacting with children using open-ended questions, consistently, in which the answer is not predetermined,
allowing children to participate, takes several turns, and sharing information.

TOP
Tone

Tone  Teacher’s tone captures the tone/affect of the teacher, aiming to reflect the positive or negative feel of the
classroom and the interaction of the teacher. This is coded in a rating scale ranging from 1 (extremely negative
affect) to 5 (vibrant and enthusiastic positive affect).

Note. Adapted from Farran and Son-Yarbrough (2001). Title I funded preschools as a developmental context for children’s play and verbal
behaviors. Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 16,  245–262. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0885-2006(01)00100-4; See manual for extended
definitions and examples, available from D.C. Farran, Vanderbilt University. 1 Associative and cooperative interactions refer to social
learning opportunities. 2 Besides overall involvement, the combination of the involvement category from COP with the schedule category)
allows documentation of involvement by type of schedule, namely: involvement in whole group, involvement in small group, involvement
in centers, involvement in small group/s & centers; and involvement in learning opportunities; Learning opportunities occur when a
target child has the opportunity to be involved in a learning activity, which excludes Sweeps coded as Transition, Meal Time, and Nap
from the schedule category. 3Other codes for the category can be found in the COP manual.
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