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HighScope’s Preschool Program Quality Assessment – Revised (PQA-R) 

Manual 

Introduction 

The Preschool PQA-R is an observation instrument that measures the quality of preschool 

classrooms. It comprehensively measures the effectiveness of the learning environment; 

teaching and learning routines and adult-child interactions; and curriculum, planning, 

assessment and parent engagement in promoting the development of the whole child within a 

supportive learning environment. The instrument can be used in all center-based settings. The 

PQA-R intentionally reflects research-based and field-tested “best practices” in preschool 

settings. The measure identifies the structural characteristics and dynamic relationships that 

effectively promote the development of preschool-aged children. 

HighScope developed the PQA-R to evaluate the quality of early childhood classrooms for three- 

to five-year olds as well as identify the training needs of the classroom staff. The assessment is 

intended for classroom evaluation in which a trained independent evaluator rates the 

classroom characteristics. Alternatively, the tool can be used as a self-assessment tool by 

administrators or instructional staff for classroom planning and monitoring. The PQA-R can be 

used for research, evaluation, and to provide information to policymakers, program 

administrators, parents, and researchers. 

Each section is composed of items that describe a broad array of classroom characteristics and 

rows that describe the quality of the classroom characteristics. Assessors assign a level, from 1 
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(no or poor quality) to 4 (highest quality) for each row. The rows are summed to produce an 

aggregate score for each section. Each section is then assigned a performance level of low, 

medium, or high. The PQA-R defines quality along a continuum. Teachers and program 

administrators are able to see where each classroom lies along the continuum of quality and 

use the results to systematically plan school improvement goals and objectives. Based on 

classroom observations and structured interviews with teaching staff, PQA-R assessors rate 

classrooms on the quality of the learning environment, teaching and learning routines, adult-

child interactions, curriculum, planning and assessment, and family engagement.  

Administration, Scoring, and Interpretation  

The PQA-R is an observational assessment and thus the reliability of the results and the 

effectiveness of its use relies on the ability of the observer to both observe accurately and score 

reliably. The administration of the PQA-R, for accountability purposes, requires a trained and 

reliable observer to spend at least three hours and up to an entire day in the preschool 

classroom to complete the form, as evidence for each row must be entered before scores are 

assigned. The trained observer completes the Materials Checklist and keeps a running log of all 

the activities and adult-child interactions observed during the observation period. Sections I 

and II contain rows that can be scored through observation only and Section III contains rows 

that can only be scored by gathering additional information from classroom staff, using the 

guiding questions provided. Each row is scored on a 4-point scale. Indicators for all scores 1–4 

are described to assist assessor scoring, and the scoring guide provides examples of evidence 

for each level to be used in determining the quality level for that row on a scale from 1 to 4.  



© 2019 HighScope Educational Research Foundation 6 

The row scores are then totaled to get a Section Score. The Section Score is then interpreted 

into a Performance Level (i.e., low, medium, and high). The overall results are reported as three 

Section Scores and three Performance Levels.  

Structure of the Assessment 

The assessment is made up of one form across three Sections:  I. Learning Environment; II. 

Teaching and Learning Routines and Adult-Child Interactions; and III. Curriculum, Planning, 

Assessment, and Parent Engagement. The form is comprised of 20 items and 61 rows across the 

three Sections. The PQA-R Sections and Items are as follows: 

I. LEARNING ENVIRONMENT

I‐A: The indoor space has interest areas that have names and are intentionally organized. 

I‐B: Classroom materials are plentiful. 

I‐C: There is a safe outdoor play area with ample space, structures, and materials to support 

many types of movement and play. 

I‐D: Children’s work and environmental print are on display. 

II. TEACHING AND LEARNING ROUTINES and ADULT‐CHILD INTERACTIONS

II‐A: The classroom follows a consistent sequence of events (daily routine) during the day. 

II‐B: There is time each day for child‐initiated activities in the classroom and during outdoor 

play.  
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II‐C: Adults support children’s ideas, actions, and developmental levels during child‐initiated 

activities.  

II‐D: There is time each day for adult‐initiated large‐group activities that support each child’s 

developmental level.  

II-E: There is time each day for adult-initiated small-group activities that support each child’s 

developmental level. 

II‐F: Adults create a sensitive and responsive learning environment for all children. 

II‐G: Adults support children to make plans for and reflect upon their work. 

II‐H: Adults support children’s language and literacy development throughout the day.  

II‐I: Adults support children’s mathematics development throughout the day. 

II‐J: Adults support children’s reasoning and problem‐solving throughout the day. 

II‐K: Adults encourage thoughtful social interaction among all children throughout the day. 

II‐L: Adults diffuse conflicts and support all children in resolving conflicts. 

III. CURRICULUM, PLANNING, ASSESSMENT, and PARENT ENGAGEMENT 

III‐A: Adults use a comprehensive, evidence‐based educational model(s)/approach(es) to guide 

teaching practices. 

III‐B: Adults document the developmental progress of each child using measures validated for 

preschool‐aged children.  

III‐C: Adults record and use anecdotal notes to plan. 
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III‐D: Adults share responsibilities for planning activities connected to the comprehensive 

educational model(s)/approach(es) that are focused on play. 

III‐E: Adults provide many parent engagement options, encourage two‐way sharing of child 

information, and support families with resources about child development and program 

transitioning. 
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Preschool Program Quality Assessment — Revised (PQA-R) 

Classroom Materials Checklist (CMC) 

The Classroom Materials Checklist is a convenient way for assessors to collect information 

about the classroom materials accessible to children. The Classroom Materials Checklist 

provides a systematic method to collect information about the types of materials and 

equipment in a given classroom. Assessors can record the presence or absence of materials as 

they move around a classroom, by simply checking Yes or No for each item, thus easing the 

burden of creating individual lists of materials. The Classroom Materials Checklist is divided into 

6 content areas: Literacy; Mathematics; Perceptual, Motor, and Physical Development; Social 

Studies/Social and Emotional Development; and Science and Diversity of Human Experiences. 

The materials assessed reflect different types of play and learning materials that children and 

teachers may use in a preschool classroom for a variety of learning experiences.      

Instructions for completing the Classroom Materials Checklist: 

1. Before observing, become familiar with each item descriptor and the examples of
materials.

2. You may take photos of classroom materials to help complete this checklist. Do not
include children or adults in any photos.

3. Walk around the classroom and look at the materials in each area that are easily
accessible to children. (Do not include those in storage, too high to reach, and not
visible.) If you see materials that fit within an item, check Yes; if not, check No. The
examples provided are not exhaustive lists; include other materials, as appropriate, for a
given item.

4. Some classroom materials may count for two items (e.g., a basket of 40 small rocks
could count toward Item13. Counting, sorting and classifying, and Item 38. Items from
nature).

5. Each item must be scored on the Classroom Materials Checklist.
6. After completing the Classroom Materials Checklist, follow the directions on the final

scoring page to record the number of items checked Yes for each content area in the
Total Observed column. NOTE: The Social Studies/Social and Emotional, and Science
content areas require you to include items from other content areas. The Diversity of
Human Experiences content area is comprised of items from other content areas.

7. Transfer the Total Observed numbers (page 8) to the corresponding content area rows
in Item I-B on the PQA-R. The Classroom Materials Checklist is the evidence for rows 1–6
of Item I-B. NOTE: You do not have to list materials on the PQA-R. Just record the total
observed number of yes responses for each content area in the evidence column.
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Literacy 

1. The classroom has at least 3 books per child representing a variety of genres

(e.g., informational books, poetry books, songbooks, storybooks).

Note: Count the number of books found anywhere in the classroom. Books can 

be in different formats (e.g., big books, student- and class-created books, soft 

cover, hardcover, and board books). 

    Yes 

    No 

2. Of the books in the classroom, there are 5 or more nonfiction books related

to science (e.g., nature, plants, insects, animals, electricity, space, and

weather).

 Yes 

    No 

*Score also for

Science 

3. Of the books in the classroom, there are 4 or more nonfiction books

related to communities/social sciences (e.g., geography, community

events, holidays, differing family structures, and professions/occupations).

    Yes 

    No 

*Score also for

Social   

Studies/Social 

and Emotional 

4. Of the books in the classroom, there are 4 or more nonfiction books related

to diversity of human experiences (e.g., gender with nonstereotyped role

models, different times and places, cooking recipes from different

countries, art from different countries, world cultures, pictures of people

from around the world, and special needs such as depicting people with

disabilities).

    Yes 

    No 

*Score also for

Diversity of

Human

Experiences

5. Of the books in the classroom, there are 5 or more books with rhyming

and/or rhythmic features, such as song books, nursery rhymes, and poetry

books.

    Yes 

    No 
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6. Of the books in the classroom, there are at least 2 alphabet books.     Yes   

     

     No       

 

7. Of the books in the classroom, there are 5 or more books with math 

content (e.g., numbers, counting, shapes, patterns, comparing attributes, 

and measurement). 

 

 

    Yes   

     

    No       

 

8. Of the books in the classroom, there are 5 or more books with social-

emotional content (e.g., conflict resolution, sharing, friendship, accepting 

differences, family relationships, becoming a big sister/brother, and 

prosocial behavior). 

 

    Yes   

     

    No       

  

 

*Score also for 

Social     

Studies/Social 

and Emotional 

 

9. The classroom has at least 2 complete sets of uppercase and 2 complete 

sets of lowercase 3-D letters of the alphabet. 

    Yes   

     

    No       

 

10. Somewhere within the classroom, all children’s names are visible at the 

child level (e.g., name cards, sign-in sheets for children, names on 

clothespins or Popsicle sticks, and labels on cubbies). 

    Yes   

     

    No       

 

11. The classroom has enough crayons, pencils, pens, and markers in sufficient 

quantity for small groups of children to use at the same time.  

    Yes   

     

    No       
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Preschool Program Quality Assessment — Revised (PQA-R) 

Research Foundation 

Introduction 

The HighScope Educational Research Foundation developed the Preschool Program 

Quality Assessment-Revised (PQA-R) in response to research that shows high-quality early 

learning is directly related to academic and life success (Schweinhart et al., 2005; Snow, Burns, 

& Griffin, 1998). There is growing evidence that educators who use data-driven instruction have 

a greater impact on student learning outcomes (Datnow, Park, & Wohlstetter, 2007; Petrides & 

Nodine, 2005). Researchers have consistently found that two interrelated sets of indicators — 

process and structure — influence the quality of the educational experiences for children, 

especially our most vulnerable children (National Institute for Early Education Research, 

2002). HighScope based the PQA-R on process and structure indicators identified in the 

research as most relevant to providing a high-quality preschool experience, including learning 

environment, teaching-learning routines, adult-child interactions, language, literacy, 

mathematics, critical thinking, curriculum, planning, assessment, and parent engagement 

(Ehrlich et al., 2018). We conducted an extensive review of the extant literature to provide the 

research base for the items chosen to assess three essential domains: the Learning 

Environment; Teaching and Learning Routines and Adult-Child Interactions; and Curriculum, 

Planning, Assessment, and Parent Engagement. 
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Domain 1: Learning Environment 

Young children are affected by their surroundings but, more importantly, the preschool 

environment influences the teaching and learning process (e.g., Anders et al., 

2012).  Intentionally organizing and preparing the learning environment to help support 

children’s development is critical.  Specifically, it is important that the learning environment is 

inclusive, provides a variety of classroom materials, and includes different interest 

areas.  Additionally, there should be a safe outdoor area with permanent structures and 

portable materials that allow for diverse kinds of movement and play. 

Item I-A: The indoor space has a variety of interest areas that have names and are 

intentionally organized. 

The utility of interest areas in promoting specific desirable child behaviors has been 

identified in the research literature.  Although there is no set rule for the number of interest 

areas, it is recommended by Vogel (2012) to have basic interest areas such as creative, 

construction, dramatic play, inquiry-based, and literacy areas. Having a number of different 

areas enables teachers to provide diverse activities and tailor activities to individual children’s 

interests (Inan, 2009).   

A study conducted in 1980 found that the presence of partitioned special play areas was 

associated with increased rates of fantasy play and peer interaction (Field, 1980).  Additional 

studies have found that organization into learning zones is associated with attention and active 

engagement with peers (Dunst, McWilliam, & Holbert, 1986).  Researchers have also identified 

the presence of clearly identified and specific areas throughout the classroom containing 
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conceptually or schematically clustered materials as potentially supportive of language learning 

and use (Roskos & Neuman, 2001).   

Item I-B: Classroom materials are plentiful. 

          The six learning areas addressed in this item (i.e., literacy; mathematics; science; 

socioemotional skills; perceptual, motor, and physical development; and human diversity) are 

all important parts of the preschool curriculum.  Early development of skills in these areas, 

particularly literacy and math, supports later school achievement (Yoshikawa et al., 2013).  

Language and literacy are present in all areas of children’s education; math, science, and social 

studies all draw on language and literacy competencies, particularly as children enter the higher 

grades.  Print materials and a literacy-rich environment that make literacy artifacts, such as 

functional signs, literacy tools, and literacy-enriched play tools (e.g., menus, coupons, pens and 

stationary, shopping list pads, recipe cards), available so children can enhance their literacy 

activity in play (Neuman & Roskos, 1992). 

Early math outcomes are also important for children’s future achievement and life 

outcomes; research finds that early number competence predicts math achievement and the 

rate of growth in math achievement through the third grade and math achievement in the 10th 

grade (Jordan, Kaplan, Ramineni, & Locuniak, 2009; Stevenson & Newman, 1986).  Additionally, 

persistent math deficiencies can limit student career options (Eccles, 1997).  A review of 

research on the use of manipulatives in math instruction for students from the kindergarten to 

college level found that, overall, manipulative use was associated with better learning 

outcomes than instruction without manipulatives (Carbonneau, Marley, & Selig, 2013).  These 

positive effects, however, were moderated by the instructional techniques employed in each 
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study, indicating that manipulatives alone, without intentional use and instruction by teachers, 

are insufficient to support math learning. 

Although less commonly integrated in preschool classrooms, science presents an 

opportunity to explore critical thinking skills as children observe, manipulate, and talk about 

their scientific experiences, and science supports language, literacy, and vocabulary 

development (Brenneman, Stevenson-Boyd, & Frede, 2009).  Science in the classroom should 

be treated as more than learning lists of facts (Brenneman et al., 2009).  Rather, children need 

hands-on experiences that allow them to handle, observe, and talk about concepts in order to 

understand what is new and different to them (Rivera, 1998). 

Developing socioemotional skills is another central area of learning in preschool, and is 

beneficial to children’s school performance as they grow older (Wentzel & Asher, 

1995).  Sociodramatic play is supported by research for developing and promoting children’s 

socioemotional skills, including improving their role-taking ability, which is necessary for 

developing communication and empathy skills (Hughes, 2009).  Many objects in a preschool 

classroom can be incorporated into sociodramatic play, particularly materials in areas that 

support dramatic play, such as the house area. 

Motor skills are also important to children’s success in school.  Better overall motor 

skills in preschool have been found to be associated with third-grade reading achievement 

(McPhillips & Jordan‐Black, 2007).  Additionally, fine motor skills at kindergarten entry predict 

later achievement (Grissmer, Grimm, Aiyer, Murrah, & Steele, 2010), which is unsurprising as 

fine-motor tasks are prevalent in school environments.  To illustrate, one study found that 

kindergarten children are engaged in tasks that require fine-motor skills 46% of the time (Marr, 
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Cermak, Cohn, & Henderson, 2003).  Motor skills have even been found to be more strongly 

associated with decoding, reading comprehension, and overall reading gains during 

kindergarten than executive function skills (Cameron et al., 2012).  Beyond school achievement, 

fundamental motor-skills mastery contributes to other life outcomes, as it is associated with 

higher cardiovascular fitness and lower weight as children grow older (Lubans, Morgan, Cliff, 

Barnett, & Okely, 2010).  Finally, perceptual skills including better musical skills and better 

musical sensitivity, which can be developed through the use of instruments and materials such 

as rhythm sticks, are significantly associated with better reading development and phonological 

awareness (Anvari, Trainor, Woodside, & Levy, 2002; Huss, Verney, Fosker, Mead, & Goswami, 

2011). 

Introducing children to human diversity and a diverse array of cultures is another 

important part of the preschool experience because children develop an awareness of 

differences in language, skin color, abilities, and customs by the age of three.  In addition, they 

begin to develop attitudes towards others based on these differences (Grant & Haynes, 1995).  

The preschool classroom may be the first setting where children are interacting with children 

from a different cultural background than their own.  Introducing classroom materials that 

allow children to interact with and learn about different cultures can create opportunities for 

meaningful interactions and instruction around diversity.  The dramatic play area is a part of the 

classroom where such materials can be introduced (Kendall, 1983).  Culturally relevant dramatic 

play centers that include items that represent the cultures of children in the classroom also give 

children an opportunity to draw from their home experiences to enhance play (Kirova, 2010; 

Salinas-Gonzalez, Arreguín-Anderson, & Alanís, 2018).  Teachers should take care to ensure that 
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the materials they introduce for dramatic play, along with all other classroom materials, do not 

reflect cultural biases and are accessible to children of all abilities (Rettig, 2002).  In addition to 

providing learning opportunities for the class, integrating materials that relate to the individual 

uniqueness of the children in the classroom provides environmental clues that children and 

their culture are seen as valuable within their classroom community (Cooper-Marcus & 

Sarkissian, 1986; Weinstein, 1987). 

However, the introduction of materials representing human and cultural diversity into 

the classroom, which creates an opportunity for learning about diversity, is not in itself 

sufficient for learning without adult support (Salinas-Gonzalez et al., 2018; Souto-Manning, 

2013).  Children can interact with such materials in ways that act out their existing stereotypes 

and biases, therefore intentionality in instruction and in taking advantage of learning moments 

that arise during play on the part of the teacher is imperative (Salinas-Gonzalez et al., 

2018).  Materials must be integrated into the classroom and their introduction and culturally 

appropriate use guided by teachers in intentional ways to promote learning (Kirova, 2010; 

Salinas-Gonzalez et al., 2018).  This intentional and appropriate use of materials is also true for 

other content areas.  While abundant materials in the classroom addressing all the above-

mentioned important areas of learning can support preschool children’s development, it is 

important to note that the presence of materials is not enough.  Children need the opportunity 

to use such materials in the context of meaningful interactions with teachers or peers or during 

an intentional instructional exercise to fully benefit from their availability (Williford, Vick 

Whittaker, Vitiello, & Downer, 2013).   
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Item I-C: There is a safe outdoor play area with ample space, structures, and materials 

to support many types of movement. 

        Being overweight early in childhood has been found to significantly predict adult obesity 

and health issues such as coronary heart disease (Baker, Olsen, & Sørensen, 

2007).  Furthermore, the development of gross-motor skills in childhood is associated with the 

level of physical activity a child engages in, with improved motor skills being associated with 

increased physical activity (Laukkanen, Pesola, Havu, Sääkslahti, & Finni, 2014).  Improved 

motor skills in children have also been found to correlate with maintaining higher levels of 

physical activity as children age, as well as with higher health-related fitness levels (Barnett, 

Van Beurden, Morgan, Brooks, & Beard, 2008, 2009; Lopes, Rodrigues, Maia, & Malina, 

2011).  In contrast, delays in motor-skill development are associated with lower perceived 

physical competence (Robinson, 2011) and weaker academic achievement in later grades 

(Kantomaa et al., 2013).  As such, providing opportunities for physical activity and motor 

development is important for a number of preschool children’s long-term outcomes. 

         Research has shown that children prefer to play on playground structures rather than in 

open field spaces when such structures are provided (Farley, Meriwether, Baker, Rice, & 

Webber, 2008).  As the number of structures available to children increases, so do observed 

rates of physical activity (Nielsen, Bugge, Hermansen, Svensson, & Andersen, 2012; Sugiyama, 

Okely, Masters, & Moore, 2010).  Research has demonstrated that both fixed and portable 

playground equipment encourage increased rates of activity (Bower et al., 2008).  Indeed, the 

provision of balls and other portable equipment along with ample open space in which to use 

such equipment was found to be more strongly associated with increased rates of moderate to 
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vigorous physical activity than fixed equipment (Brown et al., 2009).  Thus, to support the 

development of motor skills and encourage physical activity in young children, outdoor play 

spaces should be large enough for all children to engage with equipment and should contain 

both fixed structures and portable materials.  

Item I-D: Children’s work and environmental print are on display. 

 Hanging children’s work of all kinds, along with materials that relate to their individual 

uniqueness, provides environmental clues that children are seen as important and matter 

within their classroom community (Cooper-Marcus & Sarkissian, 1986; Weinstein, 1987).  Such 

displays have also been found to improve children’s performance on measures of self-esteem 

(Maxwell & Chmielewski, 2008). Additionally, hanging children’s work can be used to make 

print visible in the classroom environment.  

Classrooms that provide a print-rich environment provide children with opportunities to 

see print and engage in print-related activities (Phillips, Clancy-Menchetti, & Lonigan, 

2008).  Recognizing and being exposed to environmental print is a key element of the 

development of print awareness, the knowledge that print can be used to represent an object 

(Neuman & Roskos, 1990, 1993; Pullen & Justice, 2003).  In turn, this is prerequisite knowledge 

to reading (Pullen & Justice, 2003).  Exposure to environmental print can also improve 

children’s ability to read those words in context (Vukelich, 1994).  One way to expose children 

to print is by using labeling, for example, labeling of interest areas and objects, as it has been 

shown that labeling is an important language-stimulation strategy for supporting child language 

development (Bunce, 1995; Girolametto & Weitzman, 2002).  Exposing children to 

environmental print can be used in teaching as well; children whose teachers showed them 
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examples of letters in familiar environmental print (e.g., S on a stop sign, M on McDonald’s 

branding) improved the letter writing and letter recognition more than peers who were only 

shown examples in standard manuscript form (Neumann, Hood, & Ford, 2013).  

It is important, however, for teachers to note that environmental print does not lead to 

word reading on its own (Masonheimer, Drum, & Ehri, 1984; Vukelich, 1994).  Likewise, while 

high-quality writing and literacy areas did improve alphabet knowledge, they did not improve 

name writing without teacher support (Guo, Justice, Kaderavek, & McGinty, 2012).  

Nevertheless, print materials and a literacy-rich environment that makes literacy artifacts, such 

as functional signs, literacy tools, and literacy-enriched play tools available to children, can 

provide opportunities for adult interaction that encourages children to think, speak, and 

interact in literate ways (Neuman & Roskos, 1993) besides enhancing their literacy activity in 

play (Neuman & Roskos, 1992).  Thus, while print materials and a literacy-rich environment are 

not a sufficient condition for improvement in children’s literacy skills, they are integral to 

facilitating teacher interactions, which can help children build their skills and interact with 

environmental print in new ways. 

Domain 2: Teaching and Learning Routines and Adult-Child Interactions 

Teaching and learning routines that match children’s stage of development are crucial as they 

help to build classroom community, ensure efficient use of the available time, help to organize 

transitions, create predictability, and allow time for all the necessary elements of the preschool 

curriculum in the school day as well as time for spontaneous learning (Williams & Williams, 

2001).  Within the preschool classroom, high-quality adult-child interactions are important for 
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learning as they are the crux of children’s social and academic development (e.g., Williford et 

al., 2013). 

Item II-A: The classroom follows a consistent sequence of events during the school 

day. 

As young children transition from home to school, they must learn an entirely new set 

of routines and expectations.  These changes may feel confusing and overwhelming for some 

young children (Berk, 1994).  When a child feels overwhelmed by a task (such as remembering 

what part of the day comes next), he or she may disengage (Bailey & Brooks, 2003) or engage in 

challenging behaviors (Stone, 1978).  Teachers can support young students by sequencing their 

daily routine, displaying the routine in a visual way, and guiding children through transitions 

(Bailey & Brooks, 2003).  When children know what to expect and can anticipate what part of 

the day comes next, they are developing the ability to navigate their classroom environment, 

and by doing so, gain independence and self-control (Osborn & Osborn, 1981). 

Item II-B: There is time each day for child-initiated activities in the classroom and 

during outdoor time. 

Young children typically come to school naturally curious and motivated to learn. Yet, 

research has shown that, for many, motivation decreases as they enter formal K–12 schooling 

(Cordova & Lepper, 1996).  One strategy for enhancing motivation, is to allow children to make 

choices within the school day (Cordova & Lepper, 1996), for example, what and who to play 

with and in the way they use materials.  When children are given choices, they are more 

motivated to persist in the face of challenges and are more likely to remain engaged in a task 

(Cordova & Lepper, 1996).  A natural result of student choice is student interest.  In turn, 
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children are better able to learn and retain content that is taught within a context interesting to 

them (Hidi, 1990; Lepper & Cordova, 1992).  Moreover, when children are given the 

responsibility of making choices, they perceive themselves as more competent and aspire to 

greater challenges (Cordova & Lepper, 1996).  Providing time for children to play is one type of 

activity in which children are provided with choice.  Therefore, spontaneous play should form 

an important part of the preschool curriculum, which may lead to the development of a higher 

level of children’s cognitive functions (Almy, 1967; Umek & Musek, 2001).  To sustain 

sociodramatic and constructive play, children need sufficient, uninterrupted time for at least 30 

minutes (Ward, 1996).  Children need this time to generate ideas, assign roles, find materials, 

communicate, negotiate, and enact dramatizations.  

Another part of the day that is especially ripe with opportunities for children to pursue 

their interests is unstructured outdoor playtime.  Playing outside provides children with deep 

and authentic opportunities for learning (Bilton, 2002).  Given the right physical environment 

and collective expectations, a variety of play types emerges during outdoor play (Maxwell, 

Mitchell, & Evans, 2008).  Fantasy play, functional play, constructive play, and rule-based games 

benefit children’s cognitive, social, and emotional development (Maxwell et al., 2008).  Experts 

at the Society of Health and Physical Educators recommend that children spend 60 minutes 

engaging in unstructured play outside in order to receive its benefits (Committee on Physical 

Activity and Physical Education in the School Environment, Food and Nutrition Board, Institute 

of Medicine, Kohl & Cook, 2013).  In order to maximize the benefits of unstructured play, 

teachers and school staff should structure the physical environment in such a way as to 

encourage physical activity behaviors (Bower et al., 2008; Brown et al., 2009) by maximizing 
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opportunities for children to be active and utilizing a variety of appropriate equipment, 

interactional strategies, and high-quality training for staff (EPAO, as cited in Bower et al., 2008). 

Item II-C: Adults support children’s ideas, actions, and developmental levels during 

child-initiated activities. 

Allowing children time to engage in child-initiated activities bolsters child outcomes 

(Graue, Clements, Reynolds, & Niles, 2004).  During child-initiated activities, children have 

discretion in how they complete activities and choose peers to work with, and they can opt out 

of activities (Stipek, Daniels, Galluzzo, & Milburn, 1992).  Play is an example of a child-initiated 

activity and Vygotsky viewed play, when scaffolded, as being important for learning.  

Scaffolding occurs when an adult or more knowledgeable other (e.g., a peer) assists the child in 

performing at a higher level than would be possible without support and, in this way, extends 

his or her knowledge and learning during play (Han, Moore, Vukelich, & Buell, 2010).  Adult 

scaffolding during play is important as it encourages children to learn self-regulation, 

cooperation, memory, language use, and literacy (Bodrova & Leong, as cited in Han et al., 

2010).   

Item II-D: There is time each day for adult-initiated, large-group activities that support 

each child’s developmental level and Item II-E: There is time each day for adult-initiated, 

small-group activities that support each child’s developmental level. 

In a recent study, conducted by researchers at the Institute for Social Research, findings 

suggest that one of the biggest predictors of elementary students’ success in math and reading 

is his or her teacher (RAND Education, 2012).  Similarly, high-quality early education can 

significantly erase or minimize the achievement gaps that exist for many of our children 
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(Barnett, 2011; Camilli, Vargas, Ryan, & Barnett, 2010; Pianta, Barnett, Burchinal, & Thornburg, 

2009) and one way to maximize the benefits of these early education experiences is by 

purposefully planning for instruction that meets the needs of each learner.  In fact, teacher-

directed activities, used in conjunction with child-initiated activities, have been shown to 

further support children’s development and contribute to child outcomes (Graue et al., 2004).   

Teacher-directed activities include large-group and also small-group activities or settings 

in which learning can take place.  The competence of teachers to organize children in various 

settings has a large impact on children’s learning (Sheridan, Williams, & Samuelsson, 2014) and 

may be more important than the nature of the setting itself.  In these teacher-directed or adult-

initiated activities, as in child-initiated activities, adults can scaffold children’s 

learning.  Scaffolding and modeling by adults help children to learn new knowledge when the 

task, skills, or concept that is introduced is moderately challenging rather than being too easy 

or too difficult (Acar, Hong, & Wu, 2017). 

The use of a variety of formats in preschool is advocated in the position statement of 

the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) on developmentally 

appropriate practice, which recommends the use of large-group instruction as well (NAEYC, 

2009). DiCarlo, Pierce, Baumgartner, Harris, and Ota (2012) emphasize that various teacher 

behaviors, such as acknowledging children’s responses and providing relevant materials during 

large-group instruction, predict preschool children’s attentiveness and results in more effective 

large-group instruction.  

Lou, Abrami, and Spence (2000) make the case that planning for small-group instruction 

is a highly effective way to support each student.  Children in groups of between four and five 
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were shown to learn more than children in larger groups.  In addition to the academic benefits 

small groups provide, small groups also provide opportunities for students to receive more 

individualized attention from their teacher.  When teachers listen to and know their students as 

individuals, they are better able to adapt their responses to fit that particular child’s needs 

(Bredekamp & Copple, 1997).  By tracking the children’s needs, teachers can follow their 

development and intentionally plan for ways to provide moderate challenges (Tomlinson, 

2001).  Brain research has shown that engaging in tasks just outside of one’s zone of proximal 

development, as defined by Vygotsky (1978), stimulates enduring understanding.  

Item II-F: Adults create a sensitive and responsive learning environment for all 

children. 

High-quality interactions are those in which the teacher responds to the child’s needs in 

a timely and appropriate manner (Howes & Hamilton, 1992).  The teacher remains gentle and 

warm and finds ways to personalize the interaction to fit the individual needs of the child 

(Hamre & Pianta, 2005; Pianta, Hamre, & Stuhlman, 2003).  Such relationships are formed 

through consistently positive interactions between children and adults.  A high-quality 

relationship with a teacher in early childhood supports the development of social, emotional, 

and cognitive skills (Goosens & Van IJzendoorn, 1990).  Moreover, a warm, positive relationship 

between teachers and children can predict whether a child is sufficiently well adjusted later in 

school (Pianta, Steinberg, & Rollins, 1995) and results in children having greater academic 

success throughout elementary school (Hamre & Pianta, 2001).  In addition, social-emotional 

advantages can be gained from high-quality relationships with teachers, including engaging in 
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less destructive behavior (Howes, Matheson, & Hamilton, 1994) and being better liked by peers 

(Hamre & Pianta, 2001).  

Providing positive comments is one way through which teachers can establish positive, 

high-quality relationships.  However, praise is commonly given when a task is well done or 

completed, for example, “What a beautiful painting!” This kind of praise lowers children’s 

confidence, their expectations of success when working on difficult tasks, and leads to 

dependency of children on an authority figure to tell them what is right or wrong (Hitz & 

Driscoll, 1988).  Instead, teachers can use encouragement, which refers to positive 

acknowledgement that focuses on specific student efforts or specific attributes of the work 

completed, for example, “You worked for a long time on that painting!”  As visible in those 

examples, encouragement does not place judgement on student work or give information 

regarding its value.  Rather, encouragement avoids labeling or interpreting the work and 

focuses on the process rather than the evaluation of a finished product (Hitz & Driscoll, 1988).  

This helps children develop an appreciation of their own behaviors and achievements.  

Item II-G: Adults encourage and support children to make plans and reflect upon their 

work. 

Planning is a key component of executive functioning and is an important metacognitive 

process since it increases students’ success in learning (Crook & Evans, 2014; Fisher, 

1998).  Hudson and Fivush (1991) state that age is a factor affecting children’s planning abilities.  

As children grow to be five years of age, they are better able to think flexibly about their plans 

and adapt them when needed (Hudson, Shapiro, & Sosa, 1995).  When teachers support 

children in making plans and scaffold their individual attempts to plan, they are providing the 
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child with opportunities to practice and become better planners (Hudson et al., 1995).  This is 

particularly important for children from low-income households who may experience greater 

family turmoil, live in households that are noisy or crowded, and have fewer structured 

routines and rituals. The household chaos that may result from these circumstances, coupled 

with overburdened or stressed parents, can interfere with the development of young children’s 

planning skills (Crook & Evans, 2014).   

Recall or reflection time is the practice of mediating children’s thinking in order to 

reflect on a past event.  In the sequence of the daily routine, recall time follows work or 

playtime, which is preceded by planning time.  In this way, children plan and reflect around the 

events of their playtime.  By virtue of play time’s highly interesting and personalized nature, 

children are increasingly motivated to think more deeply (Cordova & Lepper, 1996).  However, 

while children in preschool learn and retain a great deal of information, they are less capable at 

retrieving relevant information independently, even within a familiar context (Perlmutter, 

Sophian, Mitchell, & Cavanaugh, 1981). Teachers and other supportive adults must then 

facilitate thoughtful opportunities for children to reflect on past experiences. Using cues such 

as colors, areas of play, or other descriptions, teachers can help children generate more 

comprehensive reflections than an independent or “free” recall might (Perlmutter et al., 1981). 

Teachers might also support children by modeling the reflective thinking process using a “think 

aloud” for children to view the internal process of reflection in context (Lindfors, 1999). 
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Item II-H: Adults support children’s language and literacy development throughout the 

day. 

The preschool years are crucial to the development of children’s emergent literacy skills 

that will ensure a smooth transition into formal reading (Pullen & Justice, 2003).  Moreover, the 

development of emergent literacy skills is imperative, as various aspects of emergent literacy 

have been found to predict later academic achievement (e.g., Bleses, Makransky, Dale, Højen, 

& Ari, 2016).  Therefore, preschool teachers have the critical task to foster children’s emergent 

literacy.  Important interrelated aspects of emergent literacy are letter knowledge, 

phonological awareness, vocabulary development, comprehension skills, and writing skills. 

Children’s letter knowledge, the most basic skill of knowing the names of letters 

(Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998), as well as their letter-sound knowledge, are emergent literacy 

skills that are important for later literacy (e.g., Lonigan, Burgess, & Anthony, 2000).  Teachers 

can support the development of alphabetic knowledge and letter-sound associations by adult-

mediation during play aimed at focusing on letters and their sounds (Pullen & Justice, 2003). 

Related to letter and letter-sound knowledge is phonological awareness. Phonological 

awareness, or the knowledge that spoken words are comprised of various phonological units, is 

important for decoding, which children need for learning to read (Pullen & Justice, 2003).  At 

preschool age, children’s phonological awareness may be supported by using rhyme and 

alliteration during instruction or while playing as this helps children focus on the phonological 

structure of spoken language (Pullen & Justice, 2003). Blending (e.g., blending syllables into 

words) and segmenting activities (e.g., counting syllables in words) are other ways to support 

children’s phonological awareness (Pullen & Justice, 2003). 
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Children’s vocabulary development is also related to later reading and can be supported 

in many ways, for example, teachers can provide an ongoing description of their own activities 

or thoughts during storybook reading, or repeat or expand upon children’s utterances (Pullen & 

Justice, 2003). To illustrate, Dickinson and Smith (1994) revealed the effects of preschool 

teachers’ book reading on low-income children’s vocabulary as well as on their comprehension. 

Children’s comprehension skills, as result of storybook reading, can be improved if teachers ask 

open-ended, high-level questions during reading and encourage children’s active participation 

(McGee & Schickedanz, 2007).  Additionally, letting children retell stories supports their 

comprehension skills (Morrow, 1985). 

Early or emergent writing is another foundational literacy skill that is important for 

children’s later reading success (National Early Literacy Panel [NELP], 2008) and contributes to 

the development of letter knowledge and phonological awareness (Cabell, Tortorelli, & Gerde, 

2013).  Children’s writing provides teachers with a window into what they know in regard to 

phonological awareness (Cabell et al., 2013).  Teachers can use that knowledge to inform their 

instruction around writing and support each child’s writing efforts. Teachers can incorporate 

writing into play activities, prompt children to draw and write about themselves, and point out 

the letters in children’s names.  Moreover, teachers can model writing skills by explicitly stating 

each step they make in constructing a text, for example, pointing out how a letter should begin 

with a greeting like “Hi” or “Hello”, which is useful for children’s acquisition of writing skills 

(Mayer, 2007).  In sum, providing preschool children with rich writing experiences can 

contribute to laying a foundation for literacy learning (Cabell et al., 2013).  

Item II-I: Adults support children’s mathematics development throughout the day. 
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Young children instinctively compare quantities, observe, make patterns, and problem-

solve in their play interactions with objects and peers (Linder, Powers-Costello, & Stegelin, 

2011). A preschool teacher can act as a facilitator to make the child’s informal connections to 

mathematics more explicit. Scaffolding and supporting early numeracy skills and general 

mathematics development in young children is important given the strong association between 

those early skills and later mathematical achievement (Raghubar & Barnes, 2017).  

One aspect of early numeracy is subitizing, which means that a young child can 

determine the number of small sets without counting or, in other words, instantly (Linder et al., 

2011). Preschool teachers may support children’s subitizing skills through modeling. While the 

number of small sets can be determined by subitizing, counting is the only way to determine 

the exact number of small sets (Le Corre, Van de Walle, Brannon, & Carey, 2006). For this, 

children need to manage one-to-one correspondence, the basic skill of mapping each number 

word onto each item in a set (Raghubar & Barnes, 2017) which can be supported through 

counting together with children (Linder et al., 2011). One-to-one correspondence is central to 

the concept of cardinality (Sophian, 1988). Cardinality represents children’s understanding that 

the last number word used when counting a set indicates the number of objects in that 

particular set (Raghubar & Barnes, 2017). Children who demonstrate cardinality therefore have 

a more sophisticated understanding of numbers than children who only count a set using one-

to-one correspondence (Linder et al., 2011). Acquiring the cardinality principle is important as it 

is related to mathematical achievement at the end of preschool (Chu, Van Marle, & Geary, 

2015) and is necessary for knowing the meaning of symbols and number words (Raghubar & 
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Barnes, 2017). In turn, symbolic number knowledge in the preschool years has been reliably 

associated with later mathematics achievement (Göbel, Watson, Lervåg, & Hulme, 2014).  

Using measurement attributes to compare objects, such as quantity and length, is 

another fundamental component of children’s mathematics development (Gerde, Schachter, & 

Wasik, 2013). Preschool teachers can teach children about measurement by providing them 

opportunities to learn about the physical properties of objects. One way to do this is by letting 

children make comparisons and by asking them guiding questions such as which of a set of 

objects is the tallest (Notari-Syverson & Sadler, 2008). The use of tools such as blocks and 

containers can be useful in this process. Another aspect of children’s mathematics development 

in which teachers can take a supporting role is the knowledge of a variety of shapes. For 

example, teachers can talk with children about whether or not shapes roll and, in this process, 

elicit more information from children by asking questions (Gerde et al., 2013).  

Item II-J: Adults support children’s reasoning and problem-solving throughout the day. 

Problem solving, a way to reach a goal that is not immediately attainable, is natural to 

young children because the world is new to them and, accordingly, they exhibit curiosity, 

intelligence, and flexibility as they encounter new situations (Tarim, 2009). It is important to 

build upon children’s innate problem-solving tendencies by supporting and scaffolding 

children’s reasoning in the problem-solving process.  

One way in which teachers can support children’s reasoning is by asking open-ended 

questions that allow children to participate fully in the co-construction of an activity (French, 

2004). This may help children to think about scientific concepts. While posing open-ended 

questions, preschool teachers can introduce scientific language and model forms for asking, 
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planning, describing, and explaining (French, 2004). Additionally, it is important that teachers 

engage children in and teach them how to observe, question, predict, and summarize to draw 

conclusions (Gerde et al., 2013), which may help improve their problem-solving skills. Also, 

letting children talk about this scientific process can increase their ability to talk about a range 

of scientific concepts (French, 2004).  

Item II-K: Adults encourage thoughtful social interaction among all children 

throughout the day. 

Children’s social development, the ability to form positive relationships with adults and 

peers, is important to children’s readiness for school and is correlated with positive academic 

outcomes (Hair, Halle, Terry-Humen, Lavelle, & Calkins, 2006; La Paro & Pianta, 2000). Peer 

interactions are of particular importance in preschool and teachers can support them by 

providing children with positive feedback about their social interactions and fostering 

cooperative play (Brown & Odom, 1995). When children spend too much time interacting with 

teachers or other adults, they have fewer opportunities to benefit from interaction with peers 

(Johnson, Ironsmith, Snow, & Poteat, 2000).  

Item II-L: Adults diffuse conflicts and support all children in resolving conflicts. 

Disagreements between peers represent a critical developmental challenge. The 

teacher’s role in resolving children’s conflicts is crucial since learning to deal with conflict 

promotes socially competent behaviors (Vestal & Jones, 2004). Teachers can diffuse conflict 

situations to prevent them from escalating but teachers can also act as facilitators by helping 

children to resolve their own conflicts (Chen, 2003). The latter involves assisting children in 

identifying the problem, articulating feelings, and generating and accordingly implementing 
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mutually agreeable solutions (Bayer et al., in Chen, 2003). In fact, it has been shown that 

children in preschool classrooms of teachers who used conflict resolution strategies had a 

higher number of relevant conflict solutions — which suggests they were able to think of more 

ways to solve interpersonal conflicts — than children whose teachers were not trained to enact 

conflict resolution strategies (Vestal & Aaron Jones, 2004). This study showed that children can 

be taught to think of more relevant conflict solutions when confronted with an interpersonal 

conflict.  

Domain 3: Curriculum, Planning, Assessment and Parent Engagement 

Preschool teachers’ tasks and responsibilities are not limited to providing daily routines 

and engaging children in high-quality learning experiences but extend to professional 

responsibilities beyond the classroom. These professional responsibilities entail collaboratively 

planning teaching based on evidence-based teaching approaches, recording child progress and 

using it to inform instructional planning, and planning for and engaging parents in their 

children’s educational efforts. Taken together, these responsibilities positively impact child 

development and future outcomes.  

Item III-A: Adults use a comprehensive, evidence-based educational 

model(s)/approach(es) to guide teaching practices. 

A promising strategy for increasing the impact of early childhood education involves 

implementing in preschool classrooms evidence-based teaching strategies and curricula that 

build skills progressively in various specific learning domains (Bierman, Heinrichs, Welsh, Nix, & 

Gest, 2017). To illustrate, an evidence-based preschool curriculum has been found to foster 

language and literacy as well as social-emotional skills (Nix, Bierman, Domitrovich, & Gill, 2013). 
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In addition, to achieve successful inclusion of all children, teachers should adapt the preschool 

curriculum for children with special needs to their developmental level (Ahmetoğlu, 2015; 

Sucuoğlu, Bakkaloğlu, İşcen Karasu, Demir, & Akalin, 2013). 

Item III-B: Adults document the developmental progress of each child using measures 

validated for preschool-aged children. 

The need for high-quality assessment in every preschool should not be questioned. To 

this aim, it is important that preschool children’s assessments are developmentally appropriate 

and sensitive to the developmental characteristics of young children that relate to testing, such 

as the ability to understand instructions (Teale, 1988). Observations are one way to assess 

children’s development and growth and various measures can be used to guide child 

observations. In fact, observations may be an even more appropriate assessment method for 

preschool-aged children than standardized testing, as they are intrusive and often performed 

under artificial testing conditions (Teale, 1988). In turn, assessment information is necessary to 

inform instructional decisions and may allow for early intervention for the children who are in 

need of this (Bayoglu, Bakar, Kutlu, Karabulut, & Anlar, 2007; Teale, 1988).  

Item III-C: Adults record and use anecdotal notes to create lesson plans that are 

connected to learning goals and focused on learning through developmentally appropriate 

practices (play). 

Anecdotal notes are written descriptions that provide a short, factual, objective, 

nonjudgmental account of an event or incident and do not include a teachers’ interpretation of 

the event (Wortham, Barbour, & Desjean-Perrotta, 1998). These anecdotal notes can be used 

to document the skills and development they observe in the preschool classroom (Ratcliff, 
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2001; Wortham et al., 1998). An advantage of these notes over checklists is the richness and 

depth that could be documented in them. This type of information can be used to provide 

insights that may help the teacher more fully understand a child’s behavior, development, or 

use of skills (Ratcliff, 2001). Specifically, this form of embedded, authentic assessment provides 

information about children’s strengths and challenges and provides insight into how children 

learn and what they are learning (Wortham et al., 1998). Such information may be used to 

support summative assessment decisions. In addition, the information contained in these notes 

may be used to guide the selection of certain activities or teaching approaches (Rhodes & 

Nathenson-Meija, 1992; Wortham et al., 1998). 

Preschool teachers may document the planning of classroom activities in lesson plans. In 

lesson plans, goals and objectives are chosen from yearly plans that state the objectives for 

children to attain during a whole year (Erden, 2010). Accordingly, these lesson plans should 

involve objectives appropriate for the age of preschool children as well as various activities, 

which can be either teacher- or child-directed, aimed to achieve these objectives (Erden, 2010; 

Justice, 2004). 

The development of lesson plans, which can be done in advance, for example per week, 

is a responsibility of the entire team in preschool (Justice, 2004). The entire team must be 

knowledgeable about the structure and content of the plan. Furthermore, it is important that 

lesson plans and the objectives included in them are developmentally appropriate for 

preschool-aged children. Lesson plans can be used to enhance school readiness, but it should 

be realized that young children learn differently from older children or adults and their ways of 

making sense of the world rely heavily on play (Nicolopoulou, 2010). It is developmentally 
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inappropriate to enact an exclusively a top-down, directive approach for preschool-aged 

children rather than incorporating play in lesson plans. Instead, incorporating play is 

appropriate as play is not simply trivial, but is an intensely absorbing activity that serves as a 

source for learning and development (Nicolopoulou, 2010). 

Item III-D: Adults provide many family engagement options, encourage two-way 

sharing of child information, and support families with program transitioning.  

Parent engagement in preschool is essential for children’s development and 

achievement through its influence on parent-child interactions as well as for parent-teacher 

relationships (e.g., Ma, Shen, Krenn, Hu, & Yuan, 2016; Mendez, 2010; Nix, Bierman, Motamedi, 

Heinrichs, & Gill, 2018). In fact, the meta-analysis of Ma et al. (2016) showed that the role of 

parental involvement in influencing learning outcomes was more important than the role of 

communities and schools. This home-school connection is particularly important for children 

and families from disadvantaged backgrounds who often lack exposure to high-quality 

resources (Mendez, 2010). Parental engagement involves participation of parents in classroom 

activities and the exchange of information between parents and teachers about a child’s 

learning, behavior, and accomplishments (Fantuzzo et al., 2013; Ma et al., 2016). Also, parents 

may learn from teachers how to help their child at home, for example, by using resources and 

materials that are shared with parents (Fantuzzo et al., 2013; Mendez, 2010; Nix et al., 

2018). Sharing information about children’s development is of importance during transitions to 

enhance continuity between preschool, school, and home. In turn, this is important for the 

prevention of difficulties in transitions. For example, Alatalo, Meier, and Frank (2017) illustrate 
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that sharing information about children’s literacy learning during the transition from preschool 

to elementary school is perceived by teachers as being important in this transition.  
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Preschool Program Quality Assessment – Revised (PQA-R)  

Technical Report 

 

Preschool PQA-R Overview 

HighScope developed the PQA-R to evaluate the quality of early childhood classrooms for four- 

to five-year-olds as well as identify the training needs of the classroom staff. The assessment is 

intended for classroom evaluation in that a trained independent evaluator rates the classroom 

characteristics. Alternatively, the tool can be used as a self-assessment tool by administrators 

or instructional staff for classroom planning and monitoring. The PQA-R can be used for 

research and evaluation as well as to provide information to policymakers, program 

administrators, families, and researchers. Each section comprises items that describe a broad 

array of classroom characteristics and rows that describe the quality of the classroom 

characteristics.  

Assessors assign a level from 1 (no or poor quality) to 4 (highest quality) for each row. The rows 

are summed to produce an aggregate score for each section. Each section is then assigned a 

performance level of Low, Medium Low, Medium High, or High. The PQA-R defines quality 

along a continuum. Teachers and program administrators are able to see where each classroom 

lies along the continuum of quality and use the results to systematically plan school 

improvement goals and objectives. Based on classroom observations and structured interviews 

with teaching staff, PQA-R assessors rate classrooms on the quality of the learning 

environment, teaching and learning routines, adult-child interactions, curriculum, planning and 

assessment, and family engagement.  

The assessment is made up of one form across three Sections: 1. Learning Environment; 2. 

Teaching and Learning Routines and Adult-Child Interactions; 3. Curriculum, Planning, 

Assessment, and Family Engagement. The form comprises 20 items and 61 rows across the 

three sections.  

Administration, Scoring, and Interpretation  

The PQA-R is an observational assessment and thus the reliability of the results and the 

effectiveness of its use relies on the ability of the observer to both observe accurately and score 

reliably. The administration of the PQA-R, for accountability purposes, requires a trained and 

reliable observer to spend at least 3 hours and up to an entire day in the preschool classroom 

to complete the form, as evidence for each row must be entered before the observer assigns 

scores. The trained observer completes the Materials Checklist and keeps a running log of all 

the activities and adult-child interactions observed during the observation period. Sections 1 

and 2 contain rows that can be scored through observation only, and Section 3 contains rows 

that can only be scored by gathering additional information from classroom staff using the 

guiding questions provided. Each row is scored on a 4-point scale. Indicators for all scores 1–4 
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are described to assist assessor scoring. The scoring guide provides examples of evidence for 

each level to help the assessor determine the quality level for that row on a scale from 1 to 4. 

The row scores are then totaled to get a Section Score. The Section Score is then interpreted 

into a Performance Level (i.e., Low, Medium Low, Medium High, or High). The overall results 

are reported as three Section Scores and three Performance Levels. 

Development of the PQA-R 

HighScope developed the PQA-R by revising and refining the original Preschool Program Quality 

(PQA) based on the extant research about how and what to measure to determine preschool 

classroom quality. Content experts reviewed the revised version to determine that the breadth 

and depth of quality indicators were included in the revised assessment. We subsequently 

revised the draft version based on the content experts’ recommendations for improvement for 

use for the validation study to determine the validity, reliability, and fairness of the PQA-R 

results.  

Validation Study 

HighScope conducted three iterative rounds for the validation study. We conducted the first 

two studies to gather information through psychometric analyses and assessor feedback to 

revise and refine the instrument. We conducted the third study to determine the psychometric 

properties of the instrument (including cut scores) and further revise and refine the PQA-R for 

use during the 2018–2019 school year. 

During the third study, 110 experienced assessors (with at least 2 years of experience using the 

prior version of the PQA-R) completed 196 PQA-R assessments of preschool classrooms. The 

assessors were from varied backgrounds and programs and had varied levels of education and 

experience in assessing classrooms using observation-based instruments. The preschool 

classrooms were a mix of state-funded preschools, federally funded preschools, and private 

preschools, including Montessori preschools. The classrooms were located in urban, suburban, 

and rural locations in nine states, and the teachers and students were of varied races, 

ethnicities, and income levels. 

Results of the Validation Study 

Scale Reliabilities (Cronbach's Alpha) (n = 196) 

The scale reliabilities show good to excellent internal consistency. The Section 1 scale (Learning 

Environment) consists of 15 items (α = .84), the Section 2 scale (Teaching and Learning Routines 

and Adult-Child Interactions) consists of 40 items (α = .94), and the Section 3 scale (Curriculum, 

Planning, Assessment, and Family Engagement) consists of 14 items (α = .82). Removal of any 

item within a section does not increase or decrease the internal consistency.  

Results of the test retest reliability for section 1 and section 2 showed high test-retest 

reliability. The correlation between test and retest was around .94 in both cases. 
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Interrater Reliability 
 
The effects of training on interrater agreement were determined through a study conducted by 
presenting trained assessors with 15 scenarios that described a classroom or adult-child 
interactions (e.g., The Daily Routine is posted in words on the upper part of door for adults. 
Children review the question of the day and review the weather. T1 says they will go outside). 
The assessors used the PQA-R to rate each scenario. A proprietary survey tool, KeySurvey, was 
used to administer the interrater reliability assessment and to gather the data. The assessor 
rater scores were compared to scores which a team of HighScope raters, who were familiar 
with the instrument, agreed on after rating the scenarios individually and accordingly agreed on 
the most appropriate score. Using the data collected from 110 assessors (raters) and 15 
scenarios, three measurements of interrater agreement were used: exact and adjacent 
agreement percentages, Kappa for polytomous responses, and intra-class correlation using a 
two-way ANOVA random model. (Both the scenarios and assessors are random samples of their 
respective populations.)  
  
The average exact percentage among the 15 scenarios was about 87%, while the adjacent 
percentage was about 99%. The average Kappa for multiple response options is 0.87; levels 
above .80 imply an excellent amount of agreement. The ICC (reliability of the mean) is 0.994 
(95% CI: 0.989 - 0.997), implying an excellent degree of agreement among raters and suggesting 
that the scenarios, on average, were coded similarly among the 110 assessor raters.  
 
Implementation Study 

The implementation study was conducting during the 2018–2019 school year to determine the 

psychometric properties of the instrument (including cut scores) and further revise and refine 

the PQA-R to develop a fully operationalized assessment for the 2019–2020 school year. 

During the implementation study, 117 trained assessors completed 889 PQA-R assessments of 

preschool classrooms. The assessors were from varied backgrounds and programs and had 

varied levels of education and experience in assessing classrooms using observation-based 

instruments. The preschool classrooms were a mix of state-funded preschools, federally funded 

preschools, and private preschools, including Montessori preschools. The classrooms were 

located in urban, suburban, and rural locations, and the teachers and students were of varied 

races, ethnicities, and income levels.  

Results of the Implementation Study 

Model Fit, Wright Maps, and Item Curve Characteristics (RASCH) 
 
The weighted and unweighted Mean-Square fit statistics for 57 of the 59 items were all below 
1.5, meaning that we did not observe misfit for any of those 57 items beyond that expected 
within the Partial Credit Rasch model. Two items were misfitting (above 2.0), indicating more 
noise than information. We determined that the two items were too important to delete so we 
reworded the items for clarity. 
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The Wright Map shows that our a priori predictions about the relative difficulty of items were 

correct. Items that are more difficult are at or near the top and items that are less difficult are 

at or near the bottom. Our Wright Map of MLE Estimates and Thresholds shows the general 

orderliness with which the polytomous item steps group with developmental level 1 at the 

bottom, followed by levels 2 and levels 3, with level 4 at the top. The polytomous Item Curve 

Characteristics across the items provide evidence of an orderly successive progression of 

developmental levels. 

Scale Reliabilities (Cronbach's Alpha) (n=889)  

The scale reliabilities show good to excellent internal consistency. The Section 1 scale (Learning 
Environment) consists of 16 items (α = .83), the Section 2 scale (Teaching and Learning Routines 
and Adult-Child Interactions) consists of 44 items (α = .95), and the Section 3 scale (Curriculum, 
Planning, Assessment, and Family Engagement) consists of 15 items (α = .86). Removal of any 
item within a section does not increase or decrease the internal consistency.  
 
Correlations (Rasch): We show the intercorrelations among the sections of the PQA-R in Table 
1. 
   
Table 1 PQA-R: Section Correlations  
 
PQA-R Sections                                 LE                            Curriculum/Assessment 
 
Learning Environment          
 
T/L Routines, A/C Interactions       .72  .73 
 
Curriculum/Assessment          .70 
 
Interrater Reliability of the Implementation Study  

The effects of training on interrater agreement were determined as well in the implementation 
study by presenting trained assessors with 20 scenarios that described a classroom or adult-
child interactions (e.g., Teachers are scheduled to plan on Fridays, but many times meetings are 
scheduled, absorbing the time set for teacher planning. Both teachers report that about once a 
month they are able to use the COR Advantage data to plan for children). The assessors used 
the PQA-R to assess each scenario. A proprietary survey tool, KeySurvey, was used to 
administer the interrater reliability assessment and gather the data. The assessor rater scores 
were compared to scores that a team of HighScope raters, who were familiar with the 
instrument, assigned after rating the scenarios individually and together. Using the data 
collected from 117 assessors (raters) and 20 scenarios, three measurements of interrater 
agreement were used: exact and adjacent agreement percentages, Kappa for polytomous 
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responses, and intra-class correlation using a two-way ANOVA random model. (Both the 
scenarios and assessors are random samples of their respective populations.)  

The average exact percentage among the 20 scenarios was 73.1%, while the adjacent 

percentage was 99.2%. The average Kappa for multiple response options is 0.833 (95% CI 0.773, 

0.888); levels above .80 imply an excellent amount of agreement. The ICC (reliability of the 

mean) is 0.999 (95% CI 0.998, 0.999), implying an excellent degree of agreement among raters.   

Developing Cut Scores for the PQA-R 

Although the PQA-R reports the score for each row, it also aggregates the scores for all rows in 

a section. These aggregated scores are hard to interpret unless cut scores are identified that 

divide the scale into performance levels. Dividing the scale into meaningful segments allows for 

reporting performance levels for each section of the PQA-R as Low, Medium Low, Medium 

High, and High as well as reporting of the percentage of classrooms at each performance level. 

We analyzed the results using the Rasch Rating Scale Model and then used an application of 

Item Response Theory to identify the cut scores using Winsteps. This approach yields criterion-

based cut scores without the need for subjective expert judgement.  

This approach was used to identify cut scores to divide the scale, for each section, into four 

performance levels that can be described as follows: 

Performance Level 1 High — Across the Section, assessors are more likely to endorse Level 4 

than other response options, indicating a high level of quality overall. 

Performance Level Medium High — Across the Section, assessors are more likely to endorse 

Levels 3–4 than other response options, indicating a medium-high level of quality overall. 

Performance Level Medium Low — Across the Section, assessors are more likely to endorse 

Levels 2–3 than other response options, indicating a medium-low level of quality overall. 

Performance Level Low — Across the Section, assessors are more likely to endorse Levels 1–2 

than other response options, indicating a low level of quality overall. 

Summary 

The implementation study results show that the PQA-R assessment provides reliable and valid 

psychometric measurement of the quality of preschool classrooms in three key dimensions. 

Expected levels of intercorrelations between sections are evident in the data.  




