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Academic achievement is a cornerstone of independence, productivity and active
citizenship. Children who enter kindergarten ready to meet its academic, social and
emotional demands are more likely to achieve later academic and life success. Likewise,
children who enter school behind their peers in these areas tend to remain academically
behind and at risk for harmful behavior in adulthood (e.g., dropping out of school, criminal
behavior, unemployment). Evidence suggests that more than half the achievement gap found
in later school years already is present at kindergarten entry.

A child’s readiness to learn in a formal school is generally attributed to five domains: *

e Dhysical well-being (e.g., health, motor development);

e Social and emotional development (e.g. social skills, emotion regulation);
e Approaches to learning (e.g., ability and inclination to use skills);

e Language development (e.g., verbal language, emerging literacy skills); and

e Cognition and general knowledge.
If readiness in these domains is critical to academic success and productive adulthood, the
public has a stake in understanding whether children are ready to fully engage in formal

learning. Assessment of children at kindergarten is one approach to understanding school

readiness.

"S. L. Kagan, "Readiness past, present, and future: Shaping the agenda," Young Children 48 (1992): 48-53.
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States may choose assess kindergarten readiness for a number of purposes including to:

e track gains in the state's kindergarten population;

e compare readiness across school districts or school;

e connect readiness data forward to later school performance or backwards to

understand the impact of early childhood investments;

Others also have a stake in information gained from the assessment of children in
kindergarten. Parents may want to better understand a child's capabilities in order to provide
additional support at home. Teachers may use readiness information to alter curriculum or
individualize instruction. And schools may use the information to track the impact of
curricular or training decisions and allocate resources.

This paper focuses on how states currently assess school readiness, as indicated by the
use of assessment at kindergarten.” Also detailed is information on how readiness
information is used and reported within the states. Included in this scan are states that have
universal or near-universal kindergarten assessment on an ongoing basis, as indicated through
state statute, administrative code, or the state department of education's website. Data about
the purpose of assessments and the reporting of results, when not available in statute or code,
was obtained from correspondence or interviews with select state department of education
officials. This summary does not include states that may assess readiness during
prekindergarten for children attending particular programs (e.g., New Jersey). ’ It also does
not include states that assess only a select group of students at kindergarten (e.g., those

attending state-funded prekindergarten programs), or district-level policies on kindergarten

assessment, unless those are dictated by state statute or state education code.

* The content of state’s early learning standards also provides insight into how states evaluate school readiness.
For more information, see A Review of School Readiness Practices in the States: Early Learning Guidelines and
Assessments, Washington, D.C.: Child Trends.

? Information about school readiness evaluations conducted in conjunction with state prekindergarten
programs can be found in The State of Preschool 2009, Appendix A. New Jersey: National Institute for Early
Education Research (NIEER), 2009.
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Although not all states evaluate child readiness across the five domains above, half
evaluate at least some elements of school readiness for various purposes. Appendix A contains

a full summary of approaches used in the 25 states that perform assessments, including: *

e DPopulation of assessed students (universal, select students),

e Readiness domains assessed (e.g., literacy, approaches to learning),
e Assessment instruments used, and

e Data reporting and use (e.g., inform instruction, track readiness).

States with Kindergarten Assessments

States with Kindergarten Assessments

/

Kindergarten
Assessment (25)

g Under Development or in
Roll-Out Phase (4)

- No Statewide Kindergarten Assessment (21)

Source: National Conference of State Legislatures, 2010.

Twenty-one states require universal assessment of kindergarten students, and three states

are close to universal in practice.” Universal assessment not only allows both state and

# These states are Alabama, Alaska, Arizona, Arkansas, Colorado, Connecticut, Florida, Georgia, Hawaii, Idaho,
lowa, Kansas, Louisiana, Maryland, Minnesota, New Mexico, North Carolina, North Dakota, Ohio,
Oklahoma, Tennessee, Texas, Vermont, Virginia and Wyoming. Appendix A contains details.
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community responsibility for and ownership of results, but also allows more attention to
individualized instruction if results are valid at the child level.

Only Minnesota selects a sample of students for assessment, although participation is
voluntary. Sampling a portion of children is much less expensive and also can allow more in-
depth assessment by skilled assessors. Nevertheless, sampling decisions are difficult, and states
may not be able to randomly sample children based on characteristics such as income,

although such variables could inform differences in outcomes.

Domains of Readiness Assessed

Those in the early childhood field concur that school readiness involves many areas
of a child’s development, yet states are almost equally divided on whether assessments given
in kindergarten are comprehensive or limited only to reading. Of the 20 states that require a
particular instrument (or require selection of an instrument from a short list), 11 evaluate
between five and nine domains of school readiness; the remainder evaluate only reading
readiness. (Of those, six states use the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills
[DIBELS] or include it in a short list of appropriate instruments.) Among the five states that
require kindergarten assessment but do not specify a particular instrument, Arizona requires
only reading assessment, Kansas and North Carolina require reading and math assessments,
and North Dakota and Tennessee do not specify which domains must be assessed.

Of the states that assess multiple domains, seven use a state-created assessment
instrument and four use a commercial instrument. At least two states—Maryland and

Minnesota—use the Work Sampling System or a modified version of it (although other

° Hawaii and Virginia have a voluntary assessment, with 2009 participation rates of 100 percent and 99
percent, respectively. Vermont has a voluntary assessment with a 52 percent participation rate in 2009, a
significant decline from high participation in previous years.
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states that indicate use of a state-created instrument may also have modified the Work
Sampling System). State-created instruments can better reflect state-specific learning
standards and are less costly than proprietary assessment materials. However, state-created
instruments should meet standards for reliability and validity, a time and labor intensive
process. States that minimize the importance of this process risk relying on results that might
not predict school readiness and later academic success and might not truly reflect a child’s

development in various areas.

e Domains of Readiness Assessed

E 5-9 Domains (11)
- Reading Only (10)
Reading and Math Only (2)

Domain Not Specified (2) Source: National Conference of State Legislatures, 2010.

Ideally, evaluation of the complicated set of skills and behaviors that comprise
“school readiness” would use multiple assessment methods, as has been done in national

studies such as the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class (ECLS-K)
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study.® Most state readiness assessments appear to use a single teacher checklist that is
completed based on child observation. Research indicates that checklist results can be
inaccurate due to rater bias for race, ethnicity and gender; problems with reliability between
raters; and consistent over- or under-rating of children’s capabilities, depending on a general
impression of the child (e.g., mature or immature, well- or poorly behaved). These issues can
be magnified when additional time is not allotted for teachers to complete checklists, when
teachers receive minimal training on the instrument, or when the purpose of the instrument
is not relevant to classroom goals (the instrument is not valid at the child level) and therefore

is not useful to the teacher.

Use of Assessment Data

Families, teachers, schools, districts or states have multiple purposes for assessment
data. The most commonly indicated purpose of the assessments, in 18 states, is to guide
planning, curriculum and/or instruction. Of those states, eight use a reading-only

assessment. Only four states—Arkansas, Louisiana, North Carolina and Texas—mention

feedback to parents as a major goal, while 12 _




