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1. Objectives  

WP2 in the SCIREARLY project is aimed at studying high-quality early childhood education and care (ECEC) 
in Europe with the ultimate goal of maximising the positive influence of this determinant in later educational 
stages. To achieve this, it systematised the indicators of high quality ECEC based on the meta-analysis of 
programmes that have demonstrated their effectiveness in boosting children’s basic skills (milestone 9, 
Indicators of successful development of academic skills from ECEC). Those indicators have set the basis to 
elaborate the Self-Assessment ECEC Quality Instrument (SAQE hereinafter), a self-applied online tool 
designed to provide each participant with individual personalized feedback based on her/his answers. SAQE 
includes punctuation for each scale and subscale, as well as strengths and areas for improvement that can 
be helpful to inform early years practitioners’ practice. This report gathers all the information regarding the 
elaboration, functionalities, piloting, and final version of the SAQE instrument, which is available online 
(https://eu-submit.jotform.com/232950904692058) 
 
As for the timeline, University of Helsinki has worked on the elaboration of the instrument, and circulated the 
guidelines to conduct the pilots in August. Pilot stage took place in September 2023 in Finland, Spain, 
Portugal, Ireland, Greece, Italy, Malta, Belgium, and the UK gathering 49 feedbacks from ECEC 
practitioners across 18 different early years settings. The pilots and their feedback are further explained in 
section 3.  

2. Elaboration of SAQE Instrument and Piloting 

The first part of the SAQE instrument focuses on background information of the ECEC centres, staff, location, 
and composition of children, which will provide an updated picture of the situation of ECEC realities in Europe. 
The SAQE instrument is systemically structured, and it loosely follows Bronfenbrenner’s (1994) established 
ecological model of human development. The selection of core contents of the SAQE instrument is based on 
the earlier research on quality ECEC, review conducted in the Work Package 1 of SCIREARLY (focused on 
delving into social determinants of underachievement and its drivers) and meta-analysis conducted in the 
Work Package 2. The SAQE instrument has five content parts and one part for the relevant background 
information. The scales included to the instrument have been validated in the previous studies, and 
modifications required for the purposes of this study were made to ensure that it fits the objective of this 
deliverable. The first version of SAQE instrument (which was piloted during September 2023) included the 
following dimensions: I) Background information, II) Leadership of ECEC centre, III) Professional support of 
staff in ECEC centre, IV) Interaction and collaboration between staff and guardians in ECEC centre, V) Care, 

https://eu-submit.jotform.com/232950904692058
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interaction and collaboration between staff and children in ECEC centre, and VI) Children peer interaction in 
ECEC centre.  
 
The items included in each dimension were fed with validated scales previously published in scientific 
journals. For instance, to set up the Leadership of ECEC centre scale (part II of SAQE), the participative and 
decision-making subscale of school leadership scale (8 items) was adapted following Geijsel and colleagues’ 
work (2001). As for the third part of SAQE, focusing on Professional support of staff in ECEC centre, scales 
on emotional support (7 items), instrumental support scale (4 items) and informational support scale (4 items) 
were adapted to the context of early years following Pyhältö’s work. The Interaction and collaboration between 
staff and guardians in the ECEC centre part (IV of SAQE) was built by adapting the home-school relationships 
scale (7 items) from Nzinga-Johnson and colleagues (2009). As for the last two parts of the instrument (Care, 
interaction and collaboration between staff and children in ECEC centre and Children peer interaction in 
ECEC centre) were rooted on Pianta’s work (2001a, 2001b), Whitaker et al. (2015), Yang et al. (2021), and 
Fantuzzo et al (1998), including scales on closeness (7 items), conflict (8 items), dependency (5 items), 
disruption (10 items) disconnection (9 items) and interaction (10 items).  
 

2.1 Piloting 

The SCIREARLY team at the University of Helsinki elaborated a detailed development protocol and sent it to 
all relevant SCIREARLY partners in order to deliver a high-quality piloting of the SAQE-instrument. The 
development protocol included the objectives and agreed timeline and the complete SAQE instrument (in 
English), along with indications to translate the SAQE instrument into national languages. The protocol also 
included suggestions to contact ECEC centres and practitioners, key ideas to organize the piloting meetings, 
as well as essential information to collect and summarize the feedback from the participants.  
 
Thus, the SCIREARLY consortium conducted the pilots in their own contexts, in two ECEC centres during 
September 2023. The main aim of this stage was to discuss the details with the ECEC practitioners and 
receive qualitative feedback about the functionality and relevance of the instrument for their daily work. We 
did not collect research data in the qualitative piloting and did not report the details of the ECEC centres in 
which the pilots were conducted. 
 
The feedback received from the 49 early years practitioners was positive, and most of the suggestions for 
improvements considered the background information of the SAQE instrument and contextual details, as 
some prompts were not applicable or required adjustments from one context to another. In addition, feedback 
about the formulation and wording of some items in the questionnaire was also received, and the University 
of Helsinki team adjusted the final version of SAQE accordingly.  The table below summarizes key information 
on the participants that took part in the pilot stage.  
 
Table 1. Key information on ECEC practitioners who participated in the pilot  
 

Country Number of 
participants 

Belgium 3 
Greece 8 
Finland 18 
Ireland 3 
Italy 3 
Malta 3 
Portugal 4 
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Spain 4 
United Kingdom 3 
Total 49 

 
One of the key elements of SAQE is its capacity to provide evidence-based feedback, and to make it as 
accurate and useful as possible, the pilots also included questions in this regard to explore what kind of 
feedback they would find more helpful. Participants of the pilots emphasized that it would be particularly 
important to receive feedback of the strengths of their ECEC centre and overall approach. They also 
mentioned that it would be good to know how to strengthen weaker aspects of their daily practice, specifically 
on those elements on which human agency can make a difference. However, it is imperative to look at SAQE 
as a tool to facilitate self and collective reflection on ECEC practices, rather than as a diagnostic tool. 
 

3. Final version of the SAQE Instrument 

Due to the positive feedback gathered during the pilots, the final version of the SAQE instrument follows the 
same structure, with slight adjustments in wording and background information. The final version was 
translated into the online platform JotForm, which offers a user-friendly experience while ensuring General 
Data Protection Regulation. The SAQE is now available online, free and accessible across the globe via the 
following link: https://eu-submit.jotform.com/232950904692058 
 
The first page of SAQE includes basic information to contextualize the instrument, acknowledging that it is 
part of the SCIREARLY project funded by the European Commission (Grant Agreement No. 101061288), 
and giving a brief insight into its objective and usability:  

 
SAQE's aim is to accompany and support early years practitioners' reflection on their practice and 
will incorporate evidence-based elements that align with high-quality early childhood education and 
care. 
 
It will not take you more than 20 minutes to complete it. No personal information is required, and all 
data will be confidentially stored.  
 

To ensure the maximum quality of the instrument, the feedback mode will be consolidated as the project 
advances, so the current version of SAQE includes a brief note that explains that the feedback function is 
under further development. While the current version offers feedback, additional data is needed to tailor the 
values of each scale with the proposed feedback sentences.  
 
The screenshots attached offer an overview of how SAQE will appear to the users and how the sections are 
organized. All items require responses and need to be completed before advancing into the next. SAQE also 
highlights any missing parts in red.  
 

https://eu-submit.jotform.com/232950904692058
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The second page of SAQE focuses on background information.  

 



 
D2.1 
SAQE Instrument 
31.10.2023 

SCIREARLY 
 

www.scirearly.eu 
info@scirearly.eu 

 

Page 10 / 43 

 

 
 
 



 
D2.1 
SAQE Instrument 
31.10.2023 

SCIREARLY 
 

www.scirearly.eu 
info@scirearly.eu 

 

Page 11 / 43 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
D2.1 
SAQE Instrument 
31.10.2023 

SCIREARLY 
 

www.scirearly.eu 
info@scirearly.eu 

 

Page 12 / 43 

 

 
The third page of the instrument asks about some basic features of the classroom and ECEC contexts. 
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The fourth page offers a Likert scale on basic questions regarding the leadership of the ECEC centre. 
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After completing this stage, the instrument offers the following feedback, which depends on the score 
achieved: 
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The SAQE then proceeds to ask some questions to reflect on the professional support offered within the 
ECEC centre, through a Likert scale. 
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After completing this stage, the instrument offers the following feedback: 
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The next page of SAQE delves into the collaboration between the ECEC staff and children’s careers, tutors, 
or guardians. 
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After completing this stage, the instrument offers the following feedback: 
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Then, the instrument moves into some aspects about care, interaction, and collaboration between ECEC 
staff and children.  
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After completing this stage, the instrument offers the following feedback: 
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Lastly, SAQE offers elements to reflect on the nature of peer interactions within the classroom or group.  
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The final screen thanks the participants time and includes the link to visit the website of the SCIREARLY 
project.  
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Annex 1. Instructions for piloting the SAQE 

Translation of the SAQE instrument into national languages 
The UH team has prepared the SAQE instrument in English. You can use the English version of the instrument 
in the piloting. Alternatively, you can make a translation into your own national language in your research 
group, if you think that it is more reasonable for the ECEC professionals in your context. For the piloting 
purposes, it is enough that you as a research group prepare the translation of the instrument. Do the 
translation at the end of August – early September 2023. 
 
Contacting ECEC centres 
We encourage you to contact two ECEC centres in your area, with which you have possibly collaborated 
earlier or have connections. You can invite the staff members of the ECEC centres to discuss the self- 
assessment quality instrument for ECEC context, which we have created in the SCIREARLY -project. The 
instrument is based on extensive research evidence of the key factors that have been found to contribute to 
the quality of ECEC. You can ask the ECEC centre staff members about the possibility to meet you for 1-2 
hours, during which the discussion on the SAQE-instrument can be organised. The meeting can be organised 
at the ECEC centre where you go to meet the staff members together, or you can organise it at the university 
if it is easier. 
 
Organising the piloting meeting 
We encourage you to organise the piloting meeting during September 2023 as follows: 

Orientation (max 10 minutes) 
o Introduce yourself and tell that you have organised the meeting to discuss the SAQE ECEC 

quality instrument. 

o Tell that the SAQE instrument is a part of the SCIREARLY project funded by the EC, that aims 
to reduce early school leaving and educational inequalities in Europe. ECEC has a crucial role 
in the individuals’ lives, so that is the reason for us to be interested in the quality ECEC. You can 
show the SCIREARLY website if they are interested in the project more broadly. 

o We are especially interested in their perspectives and opinions of our SAQE instrument 
because they as ECEC staff are experts in the field and their viewpoints are highly relevant to 
us in the development process. All comments, critiques and suggestions are welcome. 

o We do not use their opinions as research data in the project or publications. We do not mention 
ECEC centres’ names, locations or personal information of the staff, so that people involved in 
the discussion cannot be identified. We only tell that we have discussed about the drafts of the 
SAQE instrument with ECEC professionals. 

Reading and filling in the SAQE instrument (max 15 minutes) 
o After the orientation, share the printed SAQE instruments for all participating ECEC staff 

members. 

o Ask ECEC staff members to read the SAQE instrument carefully and fill it in. Ask them alsk 
to mark or make brief notes on the paper, if there is something confusing or unclear. 

Joint discussion of the SAQE instrument (about 30 minutes) 
o After the ECEC staff members have filled in the SAQE instrument, start discussing about 

the details of the instrument. 

o You can discuss the following questions: 

o  What is the overall impression of the ECEC staff of our SAQE instrument? 
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o  What is good? What is relevant? Why? 

o  What is unclear or weird? What is irrelevant? Are there instructions or questions 
that they do not understand? What is missing from the instrument? Why? 

o What would they add to the instrument? Why? 

o What kind of feedback would they expect to receive based on their responses? 

o Collectively as ECEC institution? What would be beneficial for their collective work? 
Why? 

o  What else do they want to say? 

 
Ending (max 5 minutes) 
o Say thanks for the ECEC professionals. Let them know that we will collect data with the SAQE 

instrument on the European level, and can invite them to listen to the results, if they are interested. 

 
Summarising the feedback of the piloting 
After the piloting meeting, summarise the main discussion points and send them for the SCIREARLY UH 
Team (auli.toom@helsinki.fi, kirsi.pyhalto@helsinki.fi, jaakko.hilppo@helsinki.fi, sanna.ulmanen@tuni.fi). We 
kindly expect to receive your feedback by October 8, 2023. 
 

o Characterise briefly the ECEC centres and professionals who participated in the piloting. Do not 
include any personal information. 

o  Describe especially the following aspects that assumably came up during the discussion: 

o What is the overall impression of the ECEC staff of our SAQE instrument? 

o What is good? What is relevant? Why? 

o What is unclear or weird? What is irrelevant? Are there instructions or questions that 
they do not understand? What is missing from the instrument? Why? 

o What would they add to the instrument? Why?  

o What kind of feedback would they expect to receive based on their responses? 
Collectively as ECEC? What would be beneficial for their collective work? Why? 

o  What else do they want to say? 

o Your final comments as researcher and research group; keep in mind that the instrument 
should work in your context and internationally on European level 

o  Is there something that you wish to comment regarding the instrument? 

o How do you perceive the various parts of the instrument? 

o How do the background variables function in your context? Do they cover all relevant 
information? Do they reach heterogeneity and minorities in the ECEC in your country? 

 

mailto:sanna.ulmanen@tuni.fi

