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ABSTRACT

In Spring 2001, Erikson Institute conducted two surveys to
provide practical information on the current state of expert opinion and
public practice with regard to the assessment of prekindergarten children.
The first survey questioned a select group of 25 national leaders in the
early childhood field regarding the most important components of a child
assessment system for 4-year-olds enrolled in Head Start or similar programs.
The second study surveyed state-funded prekindergarten programs across the
country regarding specific assessment practices mandated, recommended, or
commonly used in their classroom. The national leader survey found strong
agreement that the most important aspect of an assessment system is the link
between curriculum and the assessment of child skills and knowledge. Weekly
teacher meetings where assessment can be discussed and annual or semiannual
program self-evaluations ranked next highest in importance. Parent
involvement in the assessment process, annual developmental screening,. and
child portfolios were also considered to be particularly useful. Teacher
checklists were seen as moderately important. Expert opinion was divided
regarding the utility of anecdotal records, as well as the use of
standardized achievement tests for program accountability. There was no
support for using these tests to assess individual children. The state
prekindergarten survey found that almost 70 percent of the 36 existing state-
funded prekindergarten programs mandate, recommend, or commonly use
developmentally appropriate informal assessment techniques. This represents a
significant change from the mid-1990s, when only one state was developing
guidelines or instruments based on these methods. Eight states mandate
relatively elaborate assessment systems, which require the use of at least
two informal assessment tools or require training in these techniques. Twelve
states leave assessment decisions entirely to the local level. Seventy-five
percent of the 24 states that do not leave assessment decisions to the local
level report that they regularly use portfolios, checklists, and anecdotal
records. Only 56 percent, however, report that curriculum and assessment are
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systematically linked. Even fewer (25 percent) report that parent
involvement, teacher meetings, and program self-evaluation form a part of
their assessment system. These findings suggest that while knowledge of
developmentally appropriate assessment practices has significantly increased,
there is still widespread lack of understanding that assessment must be
understood as a comprehensive system, which is linked to the curriculum and
supported by appropriate strategies and resources. {(Author)
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« leaders in the early childhood field regarding the most important compo-
nents of a child assessment system for four-year-olds enrolled in Head Start
or similar programs. The second study surveyed state-funded prekinder-
garten programs across the country regarding specific assessment practices
mandated, recommended, or commonly used in their classrooms.

The national leader survey found strong agreement that the most
important aspect of an assessment system is the link between curriculum
and the assessment of child skills and knowledge. Weekly teacher meetings
where assessment can be discussed and annual or semiannual program self-
evaluations ranked next highest in importance. Parent involvement in the
assessment process, annual developmental screening, and child portfolios
were also considered to be particularly useful. Teacher checklists were seen
as moderately important. Expert opinion was divided regarding the utility
of anecdotal records, as well as the use of standardized achievement tests
for program accountal;ility. There was no support for using these tests to
assess individual children.

The state prekindergarten survey found that almost 70 percent of the
36 existing state-funded prekindergarten programs mandate, recommend, or
commonly use developmentally appropriate informal assessment techniques.
This represents a significant change from the mid-1990s, when only one
state was developing guidelines or instruments based on these methods. Eight
states mandate relatively elaborate assessment systems, which require the use
of at least two informal assessment tools or require training in these tech-
niques. Twelve states leave assessment decisions entirely to the local level.

Seventy-five percent of the 24 states that do not leave assessment deci-
sions to the local level report that they regularly use portfolios, checklists,
and anecdotal records. Only 56 percent, however, report that curriculum
and assessment are systematically linked. Even fewer (25 percent) report
that parent involvement, teacher meetings, and program self-evaluation
form a part of their assessment system. These findings suggest that while
knowledge of developmentally appropriate assessment practices has signifi-
cantly increased, there is still a widespread lack of understanding that
assessment must be understood as a comprehensive system, which is linked

to the curriculum and supported by appropriate strategies and resources.
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IN SPRING 2001, ERIKSON INSTITUTE CONDUCTED twO surveys
to provide practical information on the current state of expert opinion and pub-
lic practice with regard to the assessment of prekindergarten children.! The first
survey, addressed to a select group of national leaders in the early childhood
field, asked, What, in your opinion, are the most important components of a
child assessment system? The second, addressed to state-funded prekindergarten
programs across the country, inquired, What, if any, are the specific assessment
practices either required or commonly used in your program 22

The results of these surveys provide information on a wide range of
assessment practices, including the use of developmental screening tests, stan-
dardized achievement tests, portfolios, checklists, observational records, work-
sheets, and parent evaluations. In addition, they examine the link between
curriculum and assessment, and the role of a wide range of complementary
activities, including the use of teacher meetings, consultants and case studies,
and program self-study for assessment related purposes.

The resultant data provide newly detailed information on how national
leaders in the early childhood field view assessment and assessment-related prac-
tices, and what state-funded prekindergarten programs across the country are
doing to assess children. This information should be particularly useful to early
childhood care and education programs that are seeking to establish or revise
their child assessment system. It should also be of interest to a wide range of
early childhood professionals. As the concern with preprimary assessment is
likely to continue to grow, it is important to understand the current state of the
field, and how assessment practices may best facilitate the learning and develop-

ment of young children.

Growing Important of Preprimary Assessment

Several factors explain the growing emphasis placed on child assessment at the
preprimary level. First, the number of children enrolled in early childhood care
and education programs has more than tripled over the course of the last several
decades. In 1965, for example, less than 20 percent of three- to four-year-old
children were enrolled in such programs. By 1999, in contrast, 60 percent of
children aged three to five who had not yet entered kindergarten attended day
care centers, Head Start programs, preschools, nursery schools, prekindergarten,
or another early childhood program.3 This unprecedented expansion of early
childhood programs has increased their societal significance, causing more peo-

ple to be concerned about their real and perceived benefits and costs.
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Second, the newfound understanding of the importance of early learning
has underscored the importance of the educational component of these pro-
grams. As the National Research Council concluded in its recent study, Eager to
Learn: Educating Our Preschoolers, the last 30 years of child development
research demonstrate that “2- to S-year-old year old children are more capable
learners than had been imagined, and that their acquisition of linguistic, mathe-
matical, and other skills relevant to school readiness is influenced (and can be
improved) by their educational and developmental experiences during those
years.”® As this knowledge has diffused to the general public, policymakers and
other influential professionals have become more concerned with the educa-
tional potential of early childhood programs, particularly with regard to low-
income, disadvantaged, and/or physically or mentally disabled children.

Recent child development research indicates that quality preprimary edu-
cation represents a particularly important resource for children who may lack a
high quality educational environment or need special resources beyond what
their parents can provide. It has been demonstrated that good preschool pro-
grams can help prevent or mitigate the development of learning difficulties and
improve disadvantaged children’s readiness for school.’ Given that over 16 per-
cent of American children live in poverty (11.6 million in 2000) and that over 8
percent are disabled, affordable quality programs have the potential to serve as
an important avenue for positive social change.6

Finally, greater public spending on preprimary education has increased the
demand for program accountability and measurable results. Although public
investment in early childhood programs continues to fall far short of the need
(Head Start, for example, still serves only about three out of five eligible chil-
dren),’ it has increased significantly in recent years. Federal spending on Head
Start rose from $1.2 to $5.2 billion between 1989 and 2000, while the number
of children enrolled increased from 450,970 to 857,664.% Similarly, state spend-
ing on prekindergarten initiatives expanded from $700 million to almost $1.7
billion during the 1990s, while the number of children participating in these
programs grew from approximately 290,000 to 725,000.°

This combination of expanding enrollments, better scientific knowledge,
and greater public spending has generated increased concern with child assess-
ment and program evaluation at the preprimary level. The establishment of the
Head Start Child Outcomes Framework represents the most important example

of this trend. This measure requires that all Head Start programs collect child

4Barbara Bowman, M.
Suzanne Dovovan, and
M. Susan Burns, eds.,
Eager to Learn:
Educating Our
Preschoolers (Washington,
DC: National Academy
Press, 2001), 25-8.

SIbid., 28.

SChildren’s Defense Fund
2001, “Frequently Asked
Questions about Child
Poverty,” wwrv.childrens-
defense.org/fairstart-
fags.btin; “The State of
America’s Children
Yearbook 2001,”
www.childrensdefense.org
fkeyfacts.btm.

7Children’s Defense Fund
2001, “Child Care
Basics,” www.childrensde-
fense.org/cc_facts.btm.

842001 Head Start Fact
Sheet,” Administration
for Children and Families,
U.S. Department of
Health and Human
Services, www.acf.dbbs.
gov/programsthsblaboutlf
act2001.htin, p. 5.

9Karen Schulman, Helen
Blank, and Danielle
Ewen, Seeds of Success:
State Prekindergarten
Initiatives, 1998-1999
(Washington, DC:
Children's Defense Fund,
1999), viii, xx. (Available
online at wie.childrens-
defense.orgiseeds of suc-
cess.pdf.) This figure
includes prekindergarten
initiatives beyond the
specific classroom-based
programs focused on in
this paper.
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and physical health and
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Human Services,
Administration for
Children and Families,
Information Memorandum
ACF-IM-HS-00-18, issued
8/10/2000, www.head-
startinfo.org/publications/i
m00/im00_18.btmn.

gee, for example,
“Integrated Components
of Appropriate and
Inappropriate Practice
for 4- and 5-Year-Old
Children,” Young
Children 41, no. 6

(Sept. 1986), 23;
“National Association
for the Education of
Young Children (NAEYC)
Position Statement on
Developmentally
Appropriate Practice in
Early Childhood Prograins
Serving Children from
Birth Through Age 8,

in Sue Bredekamp, ed.,
Developmentally
Appropriate Practice in
Early Childhood
Programs Serving
Children from Birth
Through Age—Expanded
Edition {Washington, DC:
NAEYC, 1987), 13.

124Guidelines for
Appropriate Curriculum
Content and Assessment
in Programs Serving
Children Ages 3 Through
8,” in Sue Bredekamp
and Teresa Rosegrant,
eds., Reaching Potentials:
Appropriate Curriculum
and Assessment for
Young Children, Volume |
{Washington, DC:
NAEYC, 1990), 23-24.
{Available online at
heep/lericps.cre.uiuc.edu/
naecs/position/currcont.
hem!.)

13Sue Bredekamp and
Carol Copple, eds.,
Developmentally
Appropriate Practice in
Early Childbood
Programs, Revised Edition
{Washington, DC:
NAEYC, 1997), 21.
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assessment data in eight specified domains of children’s learning and develop-
ment at least three times annually, beginning in the 2001-02 program year.10
While grantee agencies retain considerable latitude regarding how to fulfill these
requirements, they nonetheless represent a significant shift towards more com-
prehensive assessment practices. Given that Head Start has often been a trend-
setter in the world of early childhood education, this development should

strongly reinforce the trend towards more rigorous child assessment systems in

other eariy childhood care and education programs.

The State of Expert Opinion

The perspective of leading voices in the early childhood field with regard to
child assessment has shifted considerably in recent decades. Back in the
early1980s, many early childhood experts opposed the establishment of general
norms or standards against which individual learning and development could be
measured, holding that they would not be appropriately sensitive to gender, cul-
tural, and socioeconomic differences.!! Around the same time, however, many
kindergartens and elementary schools were sharply increasing their use of stan-
dardized tests in response to concern generated by the publication of A Nation
at Risk, which emphasized the deficits of the public education system. The many
negative unintended consequences of this move (e.g., distorted curricula and
children who were inappropriately labeled, tracked, or retained) mobilized the
early childhood community, spurring the development of newly detailed guide-
lines for developmentally appropriate assessment practices.

Consequently, in 1990 the National Association for the Education of
Young Children (NAEYC) and the National Association of Early Childhood
Specialists in State Departments of Education (NAECS/SDE) issued a joint posi-
tion statement which held that assessment should be integrated with the curricu-
lum; beneficial to children, teachers, and parents; engaged with all learning and
developmental domains; based on ongoing teacher observation; and primarily
reliant on children’s everyday activities. In addition, an assessment system
should include a variety of tools and methods; recognize individual differences;
emphasize children’s competencies; and include parent-teacher communications.'?
In 1997, these principles were incorporated into NAEYC'’s revised guidelines for
developmentally appropriate practice in early childhood programs.'3

This approach, commonly referred to as informal assessment, relies on

nonintrusive methods of evaluating children’s development and competencies in
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the context of their everyday activities. (Formal assessment, in contrast, features

the use of standardized instruments.) As a general rule, experts agree that

informal methods should be used to assess young children.!* There are, how- 14See, for example, Lorrie
Shepard, Sharon Lynn
ever, two potential exceptions to this position. First, most child development Kagan, and Emily Wurtz,
eds., Principles and
experts believe that formal instruments should be used to screen children for Recommendations for
Early Childhood
disabilities and developmental delays and to conduct diagnostic evaluations. Assessments {Washington,
DC: National Education
Second, and more controversially, some hold that standardized achievement Goals Panel, 1998).

tests may serve as an important program tools, provided that they are not used

to assess individual children.

National Leader Survey

‘While early childhood experts share a general consensus regarding the impor-
tance of informal assessment, disagreements remain concerning the precise
components of an optimal assessment system. To provide a detailed understand-
ing of how representative experts view specific assessment and assessment-
related practices, Erikson Institute conducted an opinion survey of 25 national
leaders selected for their expertise and prominence in the early childhood field.
These surveys asked respondents to identify the most important components of
an assessment system that would be suitable for four-year-old children enrolled
in a Head Start or similar program. They were also asked to rate the importance
of each using a five-point scale and to indicate the frequency with which each
component should be used.

Potential components were defined broadly, to include both familiar types
of formal and informal assessment as well as other practices that might form an
important part of an overall assessment system. These included developmental
screening tests, standardized achievement tests, portfolios, checklists, anecdotal
records, work sheets, computerized work sheets, parent evaluations, matched
curriculum and assessment, teacher meetings, consultants and case studies, and
program self-study. In addition, respondents were asked to list any other items
that they believed should be included in the proposed assessment system and
rate them according to the same criteria.

Eighteen of the 25 surveys were completed. Of these, seventeen were
completed by means of a 2040 minute telephone interview. (One respondent
preferred to respond in writing.) This interview format allowed respondents to
clarify their understanding of survey questions, elaborate on them, and freely

comment on the issues raised.
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5Two respondents felt
that their views would be
better expressed through
direct commentary, and
consequently did not
provide ratings. Other
respondents did not rate
every item.

16Bredekamp and
Rosegrant, Reaching
Potentials, 23.

The final list of respondents included 13 professors and research profes-
sionals, four directors of early childhood research centers, three directors of
early childhood professional organizations, and three directors of key divisions
of those organizations. (This total exceeds the number of respondents due to
individual holdings of dual positions.) A full list of survey respondents is

included in Appendix L

Survey Findings

Table 1 summarizes the views of the early childhood experts who rated the vari-
ous assessment components listed in the survey on a scale from 1 (low impor-
tance) to 5 (high importance).!® Components are listed according to the average
score that they received, moving from most to least important.

As can be seen in Table 1, these national leaders considered having a
curriculum model that is directly linked to the assessment of child skills and
knowledge to be the most important element of an assessment system, with an
average ranking of 4.8 out of 5. This prioritization of matching the assessment
system to the curriculum is in line with long-standing NAEYC-NAECS/SDE
guidelines, which similarly list the integration of curriculum and assessment as
the number one principle for a developmentally appropriate system.1®

Notably, the next two most highly ranked components of an assessment
system were not assessment instruments per se, but rather activities designed to
support their use and interpretation. Specifically, both teacher meetings and
monitoring self-study received an average ranking of 4.4.

Although teacher meetings would not necessarily be formally described as
part of an assessment system, most experts agreed that they are important to it,
as well as to the overall quality of a program. Several respondents stated that
they consider teacher meetings to be significant to the assessment process
because they provide teachers with a means of sharing information regarding
particular children on an as needed basis. Others alternatively stressed the
importance of teacher meetings for program development.

Of the 14 experts who indicated how often they thought meetings should
occur, a solid majority (9) stated weekly. As one pointed out, however, teachers
commonly lack the time to meet as frequently as they should and may need
assistance in using such time to its best advantage.

Program self-study was viewed as an important element of program

evaluation, which was in turn seen as a vital complement to a child assessment

Occasional Paper



‘Table 1. Expert Survey of Most Important Characteristics
of an Assessment System

Components Importance Frequency
(mean score)

N ANDO W M Q S A Key

Importance: rated on

Matched curric./assessment 4.8 0 0 12 0 0 1 0 0 . scale from 1 (least)
Teacher meetings 44 0 0 0 9 3 2 0 0 to 5 (most)
Monitoring self-study 44 0 0 3 0 1 1 4 4 Frequency: N (never).
. AN (as needed), D/O
Portfolios 4.3 0 0 6 7 1 0 0 0 (daily or ongoing), W
Dev. Screening 41 2 0 0 0 0 1 1 12 [(reekh).M(monty),
‘ Q (quarterly),
Parent evaluations 4.1 1 0 0 0 0 7 7 1 S (semi-annually), or
Teacher anecdotal records 3.7 2 2 7 2 1 2 0 0 A (annualy)
Teacher checklists 3.5 1 0 0 3 3 6 2. 1 Note:The combined
total of frequencies
Consultants and case studies 3.2 0 9 0 0 1 1 1 © 1 varies because some
Standardized tests 17 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 4 respondents chose not
. to respond to certain
Work sheets 1.1 13 0 0 0 1 0 0.0 items.
Computerized work sheets 1.1 9 0 0 1 2 0 0 0

system. Several experts emphasized the importance of achieving accreditation in
conjunction with the self-study process. Eight of the thirteen who commented
on the issue of frequency bélieved that self-study should be done semiannually
or annually, with opinion evenly split between the two.

With regard to assessment instruments, portfolios were rated the most
highly, with an average ranking of 4.3. (A commonly used assessment tool,
portfolios collect selected samples of children’s work and activities to document
ongoing learning and development.)

There were some cautions and dissents, however, from this generally
positive view. The strongest criticism of portfolios came from one expert who
claimed that they cannot be scored and are limited in terms of what they could
include. (Others, it should be noted, disagree on both counts.) Although it is
possible for teachers to expand the range of portfolio materials beyond writings,
drawings, and other easily collectable materials by taking pictures of relevant
activities, this is, he argued, “expensive and tedious for the teacher.” In addition,

teachers need to be trained to be able to recognize what materials represent a

) Er1kSON INSTITUTE | Herr Research Center @
LS

ERIC i0

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

Y This view is consistent
with Head Start
Performance Standards,
which require that all
children entering a Head
Start program be screened
for developmental, sen-
sory, and behavioral con-
cerns in order to identify
those in need of format
diagnostic assessment.

developmental leap forward and merit inclusion. Even with strict guidelines to
regulate their proper use, portfolios are, he concluded, only “marginally useful”
for this age group.

Several other experts expressed milder reservations about portfolios. Two
were concerned that “teachers must have a lot of training to know how to use
them properly,” with one adding that she consequently “wouldn’t mandate
them” for use system-wide. Another stated that their “utility depends on the
particular subject,” while someone else felt that they needed to be linked to
anecdotal records in order to be meaningful.

Despite these reservations and dissents, however, portfolios were generally
rated exceptionally highly, with 13 out of 14 experts indicating that they should
be used on an ongoing daily or weekly basis.

After portfolios, developmental screening and parent evaluations were the
most highly rated assessment instruments. A substantial majority of experts sur-
veyed believed that individualized screening for disabilities and developmental
delays should be done annually, with several adding that it should also be pro-
vided on an as needed basis if potential problems are indicated.!”

Three experts disagreed with this blanket approach, however, holding that
screening should only be done in cases where teachers have observed potential
problems. One explained this position by stating that the accuracy of screening
tests is very low, with many yielding no better than randomized results. (Again,
others would disagree with this contention.) Another stated that it would be
preferable to use an observational instrument geared to point about 20 percent
of children on to formal screening.

This faith in the ability of teachers to identify children in need of screening
through observational assessment was not uniformly shared, however. One
expert, for example, stated that “reliance on teacher observation is not suffi-
cient,” and recommended a “multi-stage screening process” to be conducted in
conjunction with universal school readiness assessments.

Four experts emphasized that screening tests are appropriate for screening
only and should never be used for other purposes. While this view is consistent
with that of the larger profession, it is widely recognized that screening instru-
ments are frequently inappropriately used as a general child assessment tool (as
opposed to a limited screening device).

Parent evaluations were ranked at the same level of importance as devel-

opmental screens. Among the 13 respondents who ranked parent evaluations at
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the 4-5 level of importance, however, precisely what was meant by that term
varied considerably. For example, while one expert held that “ideally, both for-
mal and informal methods should be used,” another believed that parent evalu-
ations of their children should be informal, qualitative, and focused on specific
behaviors. Another recommended focusing on the parents themselves, with
information being gathered on a voluntary basis at the beginning of the pro-
gram year to assess their “level of functioning, educational background, child
rearing strategies, and so on.”

On a similar note, another respondent suggested that it is “useful, but diffi-
cult to have people who work with parents on family issues engaged with those
who work with their children.” Such a connection is useful in that it allows
teachers to learn about crises that are occurring in children’s homes and better
understand why the behavior of these children may be suddenly changing. These
collaborations are difficult, however, in that they involve professionals who are
not used to working together and may have different attitudes towards parents.

Not everyone, however, shared this generally positive view. One respon-
dent, for example, viewed parent evaluations as “biased” and “not so important.”
Another saw them as so uninformative that they are not worth doing at all.
Overall, however, the vast majority (14 out of 16) agreed that they should
be conducted more than once a year, with half suggesting quarterly and half
semiannually.

Expert opinion regarding the utility of anecdotal records was divided.
Although the average ranking of the importance of this instrument was 3.7,
opinion was relatively polarized, with five experts ranking them to be of no to
moderate importance, and ten seeing them who as important or very important.

Two recommended never using them, with one commenting that they are
“incredibly unreliable.” Another stated that “most are not useful for assess-
ment” and that a “more systematic approach is better.” Two others commented
that while anecdotal records may be “helpful for teachers with minimal training
and education,” they should not be seen as a true assessment instrument. Many
others disagreed, however, with nine out of sixteen believing that they should be
kept on a daily or weekly basis.

Checklists were, on average, considered to be of moderate importance
(3.5 on a § point scale). As in the case of portfolios, several respondents empha-
sized that teacher training is needed to use these instruments properly. One

stated that checklists are “fraught with problems” as it is difficult for teachers
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to use them “in an objective, reliable way.” If “ideally not such a good system,”
however, they are, “in practical terms, relatively easy to do.”

While other experts agreed that checklists are relatively easy to use, what
they made of this fact varied. One respondent felt that this recommended them,
particularly for a simple pre/post test. Another described them as “helpful for
teachers with minimal education and training,” as they "help them to organize
their observations.” Two, however, felt that they were too simple, particularly if
scored according to a yes/no format. These experts preferred some type of more
detailed developmental scale, which, one added, “is much better for picking up
individual differences, particularly for kids over two.” Opinions were similarly
varied regarding how frequently checklists should be used, with the median
response being “quarterly,” but the extremes ranging from “never” to “weekly.”

Experts surveyed generally consider having consultants available to assist
teachers in working with individual children with special needs or concerns to be
of moderate importance (3.2 on a 5-point scale). Most (9 out of 13) indicate that
such consultants should be used on an as needed basis. One cautioned, however,
that it is “hard to get people who are really skilled to help teachers.” Further, two
agreed that the utility of such assistance depends very much on the specific situa-
tion, with one commenting that the targeted problem “needs to be very concrete.”

Notably, a substantial majority of the early childhood leaders surveyed
considered administered standardized tests to be of little importance, with 10
out of 16 stating that they should never be used in preschool programs. Further,
of the six who felt that they could be useful, all agreed that they should be used
strictly for program evaluation, as opposed to individualized child assessment.

While the view that standardized tests should not be used for the assess-
ment of individual children is consistent with that of the larger profession, there
was substantial disagreement regarding whether they could be used for program
evaluation purposes. Two respondents, for example, took an unequivocal stance
against the use of standardized tests with preschool children, holding that they
are consistently unreliable for this age group. Informal assessment methods,
both agreed, should be used for program accountability purposes instead.
“There are many reasons to be leery of these tests,” one added. “To the extent
that they are integrated into the assessment system, using tests says to the
teacher that what you really care about is direct instruction.”

At the other end of the spectrum, one respondent stated that standardized

tests were “important” to the program evaluation process. Using standardized
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tests to determine program accountability, he suggested, could be done by
means of a district-wide sample and a pre/post design. Using the tests in this
way, he believes, avoids the potential problem of “teaching to the test.” Further,
he contended, standardized tests work well when used strictly as general indica-
tors of program quality. Research shows, for example, that children enrolled in
model preschool programs typically make a one-half to full standard deviation
gain on any standardized achievement test used.

Several other experts also suggested using a random sample of children,
as this method helps to prevent test results from being used inappropriately.
Another cautioned, however, that “sampling is difficult at this age.” This
respondent further questioned the viability of this method by stating that she
“doesn’t trust program staff to administer individualized standardized tests,”
which require expertise to use properly. However, employing experts to adminis-
ter tests may be prohibitively expensive.

Worksheets and computerized worksheets were commonly considered to
be unimportant and, in many cases, undesirable by interviewees, with both
receiving an average ranking of only 1.1. In both cases, however, opinions
ranged from strongly opposing their use under all circumstances to believing
that they are of some limited utility, depending on how they are employed. No
one, however, reccommended making them part of an assessment system per se.

Although teacher training and supervision were not listed as potential
components of an assessment system on the original survey, six respondents
indicated that they considered both to be very important in this regard. Two
experts stated that training should be provided semiannually, while two more
said that supervision should occur on a weekly basis.

One expert commented that it is critical to know “how much time and
effort it takes for teachers to learn how to use different instruments and meth-
ods appropriately.” Another stated that training “should be adjusted to their
level of previous preparation.” One respondent alternatively emphasized the
importance of teacher mentoring, as “teachers learn the most through peer
interaction.” Others stressed the importance of ongoing supervision. “There
needs to be some way of checking to see if teachers are doing their assessments
in a systematic way,” one commented. “Training is necessary, but not sufficient.”

Three respondents added that they believe that the goal of school readi-
ness should be factored in as an important part of an assessment system.

One emphasized that this should be understood in terms of the community’s
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definition of school readiness—that is, what teachers, school districts, and others
expect children to have accomplished by the time that they are entering kinder-
garten. The two other experts who brought up the issue of school readiness
pointed out that measuring school readiness also serves as a means of determin-
ing program accountability, with one stating that “longitudinally, instruments
used to assess school readiness are as good as achievement tests for predicting
school success.”

Several experts had other concerns regarding preschool assessment issues.
Two emphasized that all assessment instruments and procedures must be cultur-
ally and linguistically appropriate. Another stressed that it is “impossible to
develop an assessment system that serves all purposes equally well—there will
necessarily be trade-offs.” Consequently, there must first be a “clear prioritiza-
tion of assessment purposes” before decisions can be made regarding which
instruments and methods are best to use.

Another suggested that political realities should be kept in mind when
deciding what sort of assessment system to design. Policymakers, she believes,
need to have documentation of what elements of programs result in children
making progress over time. Consequently, she suggests making a database with
unique identifiers for children that will follow them throughout at least several
subsequent years of schooling. Although this advice runs counter to the long-
standing concern of experts in the early childhood field that such information
will be misused, she believes that its political importance demands that a way be
found to produce it while maintaining necessary safeguards.

In contrast, another respondent expressed strong reservations about
assessment in general, particularly with regard to low-income minority children.
She cautioned against the use of child standards, stating that “children should
be allowed to develop at their own pace without the pressure of standards,
which conflict with individual rates of development.” Similarly, “assessments
should evaluate the progress of programs and impact of teachers, not whether

children are developing according to some average rate”:

Many children, and particularly African American and language minority
children, come to programs with limited experiences and delayed devel-
opment. We must insure that we are teaching children before we test.
Otherwise, we are only testing what they have been exposed to, and not
what they are capable of learning, which may lead to low expectations

and continued stifling of their potential.
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Again, however, most early childhood experts have moved away from
such a blanket condemnation of standards, believing that they can be useful
if they are developmentally appropriate and aligned with a high-quality curricu-

lum and assessment system.

Summary

Although there were many important differences of opinion among the national
early childhood education leaders surveyed, there were also a few areas of con-
sensus, and several more where a single perspective clearly prevailed. Looked at

in the aggregate, key findings of this survey include the following:

* The first priority of an assessment system should be to forge a strong
and useful connection between program curriculum and the assessment

of child skills and knowledge.

* Weekly teacher meetings are important, particularly for program

development and the monitoring of individual cases.

» Teacher training and supervision are critical, but must be tailored to fit

particular needs.

* Monitoring self-study for program evaluation purposes should be

conducted on an annual or semiannual basis.

¢ Student portfolios are recommended for use on a daily or weekly basis,
as long as there is an awareness of their content limitations and teacher

training requirements.

e Screening for disabilities and developmental delays should be conducted

annually and supplemented by ongoing teacher observations.

* Parents should be involved in the assessment process, with relevant

information collected from them at least biannually.

* The value of anecdotal records depends on the level of teacher training
and the way in which they are integrated into the larger assessment

system.

e Teacher checklists are useful resources, but should be developmentally

scaled if they are to be used for assessment purposes.
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8 Two major studies of
early childhood assess-
ment practices that
include information on
prekindergarten programs
have been conducted: M.
T. Gnezda and R. Bolig,
“A National Survey of
Public School Testing of
Prekindergarten and
Kindergarten Children,”
paper prepared for the
National Forum on the
Future of Children and
Families and the National
Association of State
Boards of Education,
1988; and Lorrie S.
Shepard, Grace A. Taylor,
and Sharon L. Kagan,
“Trends in Early
Childhood Assessiment
Policies and Practices,”
www.negp.goviReportslec
ms2.pdf, 1996. While
Shepard et al. primarily
focus on kindergarten
assessment practices, they
provide a general bench-
mark of the state of
prekindergarten assess-
ment in the mid-1990s.

195chulnian et al., Seeds
of Success; Anne Mitchell,
Carol Ripple, and Nina
Chanana, Prekindergarten
Programs Funded by the
States: Essential Elements
for Policy Makers (New
York: Families and Work
Institute, 1998); Anne
Mitchell, “Prekinder-
garten Programs in the
States: Trends and Issues,”
(Climax, NY: Early
Childhood Policy
Research, 2001); Carol H.
Ripple, Walter S. Gilliam,
Nina Chananna, and
Edward Zigler, “ Will Fifty
Cooks Spoil the Broth:
The Debate Over
Entrusting Head Start to
the States,” American
Psychologist 54, no. §
(May 1999), 327-343;
Education Commiission

of the States’ Online
Interactive Prekinder-
garten Database,
httplhoww.ecs.orglclear-
inghousel27/24/2724.btm.

¢ Standardized tests should not be used with preschoolers, except perhaps

for program evaluation purposes.

» Worksheets and computerized worksheets should not be part of an

assessment system.

Prekindergarten Survey

The second survey conducted by Erikson Institute examined child assessment
practices in state-funded prekindergarten programs across the country. Like the
national leader survey, this study collected information on a wide range of
assessment and assessment-related practices. As such, it represents the most
detailed study of assessment practices at the prekindergarten level to date.

Although existing studies have carefully documented the trend first
towards and then away from the inappropriate use of screening and readiness
tests among kindergarten children during the 1980-90s, relatively little attention
has been directed towards the evolution of assessment practices at the
prekindergarten level.!® While excellent information has been compiled on other
aspects of state-funded prekindergarten programs, including their size, enroll-
ment criteria, percentage of eligible children served, annual budgets, costs per
child, class size, health and social services, administrative structures, teacher
qualifications, and hours of operation, data on specific assessment practices
have been limited to the existence of program standards, accreditation require-
ments, and external monitoring procedures.19

Presumably, this lack of attention to prekindergarten assessment has been
a function of the need to focus attention on the tremendous problems associated
with the high-stakes kindergarten testing that was common in the 1980s and the
absence of a comparably pressing concern on the prekindergarten front. Given,
however, the growing concern with preprimary assessment, it is likely to become
a subject of much more careful study in the future.

State-funded prekindergarten programs provide a good indicator of the
state of prekindergarten assessment practices as a whole, as they reflect the
national diversity of approaches to early childhood education. In this study,
“state-funded prekindergarten programs” were defined as early education pro-
grams for children ages three to five that are supported by state funds and con-
form to a basic preschool format, with a stable body of students, educational
curriculum, and daily operating schedule. State-funded Head Start programs,

state-funded special education programs, and early intervention services for chil-
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dren with disabilities were not included in this study. Similarly, state-directed
use of federal funds for early childhood services, such as through the Temporary
Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) program, were not considered.

Introductory letters with attached surveys were distributed via mail or e-
mail to early childhood specialists in state departments of education or other
equivalent professionals in each of the 50 states and the District of Columbia.20
Surveys asked respondents to indicate assessment instruments and related prac-
tices used, in the categories of developmental screening, standardized tests, port-
folios, anecdotal records, checklists, worksheets and computerized worksheets,
parent evaluations, matched curriculum and assessment, teacher meetings, con-
sultants and case Stﬁdies, program self-study, and other.

Survey recipients were given the option of responding in writing or by
means of a telephone interview. Data for 24 of the 36 existing programs were
gathered by telephone, 8 by mail or e-mail, and 4 had no response.?!

Currently, 35 states and the District of Columbia fund the type of class-
room-based prekindergarten program targeted by this study.2? These include
Alabama, Arizona, Arkansas, California, Colorado, Connecticut, Delaware,
Florida, Georgia, Illinois, lowa, Kansas, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maine, Maryland,
Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, New Jersey, New
Mexico, New York, Ohio, Oklahoma, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, Tennessee,

Texas, Vermont, Virginia, Washington, West Virginia, and Wisconsin.

Survey Findings

Table 2 summarizes the key data collected in this survey. This table lists each of
the 35 states (and the District of Columbia) that have state-funded prekinder-
garten programs. In each case, it indicates whether they mandate, recommend,
or commonly use the assessment instruments and related practices itemized on
the survey.

Notably, this information is not available for the 11 states that place
assessment entirely under local control (Alabama, Florida, Kentucky, Maine,
Massachusetts, New York, Oklahoma, Pennsylvania, Texas, West Virginia, and
Wisconsin). To clearly differentiate their status, these states are shaded in gray
on the chart. Beyond this, the District of Columbia, Michigan, New Jersey, and

Virginia had only very limited information available concerning their prekinder-

garten assessment practices. The remaining 21 states, however, were able to pro-

vide reasonably detailed information regarding their current procedures.

205urvey recipients were
identified by four means:
1) the NAECS/SDE mem-
bership list, 2) the state
contact persons listed in
Schulman et al.’s (1999)
summary of state
prekindergarten initia-
tives, 3) state department
of education or other
early childhood program
websites, and 4) referrals
from individuals con-
tacted via the above
means.

2 The four states with no
response were Minnesota,
New Jersey, South
Carolina, and Virginia.
Information presented on
these states was taken
from their state depart-
ment of education web-
sites, as well as external
expert knowledge.

2For information on
other state-funded early
childhood initiatives, see
Schulman et al., Seeds of
Success.
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Table 2. Assessment Systems—State-funded Prekindergarten
Programs (2001)

State Dev. Stand. Portfolios  Checklists Anecdotal
Screening  Tests Records
Key Alabama
M = mandated Arizona R R R
R = recommended Arkansas R
C = commonly used  California M
Colorado M C C C
Connecticut ‘ M C C
Delaware M C
DC R
Florida
Georgia C C M
lllinois M R R R
lowa c c c c
Kansas M M M M
Kentucky
Louisiana M R R
Maine ’ L ‘
Maryland M ' R R ' R
Massachusetts Y
Michigan
Minnesota R R R ' R
Missouri R L
Nebraska M C C ‘ c
New Jersey
New Mexico M M M
New York
Ohio ' M M ' R
Oklahoma '
Pennsylvania
South Carolina M c c - c
Tennessee C M M M
Texas ‘
Vermont M C C C C
Virginia
Washington M C C ’ C
West Virginia
Wisconsin
Total 36 16 1 18 21 : 17
[M-13;R-1; [C-1] [M-4; R-6; [M-5;R-7; [M-4; R-6;
C-2] C-8] C-9] C-8]
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Matched Parent Teacher Program Other/Notes

curriculum/  Evaluations Meetings Self-Study
assessment
External program evaluations—M
R
M M
R M M R Semi-annual external review—M
C
All locally controlled
M External program evaluations—M
R C M
C C C C
All locally controlled
M
All locally controlled
M M
All locally controlled
M Informal assessment—R
R R
R
M M C M
Informal assessment—R
M M M
Assessment—M (local choice)
M
All locally controlled
All locally controlled
C C
All locally controlled
C M
No information available
C M C M
All locally controlled
All locally controlled
14 7 9 11
[M-7:R-3; [M-5;C-2] [M-3;R-1; [M-7:R-3;
C-4] C-5] C-1]
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L3This study does not
specify the extent to
which standardized tests
were used in state-funded
prekindergarten pro-
grams. Nor is this infor-
mation is available
elsewhere. We presume,
however, that most of
these programs were not
systematically assessing
prekindergarten children
at the time that this
research was conducted.

Z4Shepard et al., “Trends
in Early Childhood
Assessment Policies and
Practices,” 7-12.

Several key findings emerge from these and other survey data. On the pos-
itive side, these findings include 1) the growing use of developmentally appro-
priate informal assessment techniques and 2) the increased number of relatively
structured state-mandated assessment systems based on this method. More
problematically, however, the survey also demonstrates that assessment systems
in state-funded prekindergarten programs frequently 1) lack a systematic link
between curriculum and assessment and 2) fail to utilize important support

mechanisms, such as parent evaluations, teacher meetings, and program self-study.

Finding 1. THE USE OF DEVELOPMENTALLY APPROPRIATE INFORMAL
ASSESSMENT METHODS IN STATE-FUNDED PREKINDERGARTEN PRO-
GRAMS HAS SIGNIFICANTLY INCREASED. In 1996, Shepard et al. reported
that “almost all state-mandated standardized testing for purposes of school
accountability had been eliminated for children below grade 3.723 At the same
time, they found, there was a growing interest in “new forms of assessment,”
such as teacher observation and portfolios. At that time, however, most of the
momentum to implement such informal assessment procedures was confined to
the district or school level. Missouri, they reported, was the only state that was
developing an assessment system based on informal methods at the prekinder-
garten level (Project Construct). A central obstacle to the more widespread use
of informal assessment was that many teachers and other early education pro-
fessionals simply did not understand it, as they had never been trained in devel-
opmentally appropriate assessment techniques.?*

The findings of this survey indicate that the use of informal assessment
has increased significantly during the past five years. Eleven states require the
use of what is commonly referred to as “authentic” or “developmentally appro-
priate” assessment in their prekindergarten programs (Arkansas, Colorado,
Connecticut, Georgia, Louisiana, Maryland, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri,
Ohio, and Washington). In addition, six other states mandate the use of particu-
lar informal assessment instruments, such as portfolios, checklists, and anec-
dotal records. These include California, Illinois (pilot beginning fall 2001),
Kansas, Nebraska (protocol under development), New Mexico, and Tennessee.
Further, an additional eight states report that such instruments are either recom-
mended or commonly used in their programs (Arizona, Delaware, District of
Columbia, lowa, New Jersey, South Carolina, Tennessee, and Vermont). In sum,

almost 70 percent of the 36 existing state-funded prekindergarten programs
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mandate, recommend, or commonly use informal assessment as a central part of

their overall child assessment and program evaluation systems.
Only one state, Vermont, reported that standardized achievement tests are
used in its prekindergarten program. This practice, however, is essentially a

holdover from an earlier era and does not represent what the state Department

of Education considers to be a preferred practice.25

Finding 2. A GROWING NUMBER OF STATES HAVE ESTABLISHED REL-
ATIVELY STRUCTURED ASSESSMENT SYSTEMS THAT ARE BASED ON
THE USE OF INFORMAL METHODS. Beyond the simple requirement that
informal assessment methods be used, a significant number of states either man-
date or are in the process of implementing relatively elaborate systems that are
built upon the use of informal assessment techniques. Based on a comparative
examination of the data, these systems are defined as those that mandate the use
of at least two particular informal assessment techniques or that require training
in such methods. States that meet these criteria include Arkansas, California,
Georgia, Kansas, Maryland, Missouri, New Mexico, and Ohio. In addition,
Hlinois will launch such a pilot program in fall 2001.

Specifically, the central features of each of these state-funded prekinder-

garten assessment systems are as follows:

The Arkansas Better Chance (ABC) program requires the use of portfolios
and recommends the use of anecdotal records, as well as the Arkansas Early
Childhood Education Framework Developmental Rating Scale for Three- and
Four-Year-Old Children. Teachers are required to attend at least one training
session on the use of portfolios and anecdotal records annually, with addi-
tional trainings provided by Arkansas State University on an ongoing basis.

Beginning with the 2001-02 fiscal year, the California State Preschool
Program will require the use of the Desired Results for Children and Families
assessment system developed by the California Department of Education
(CDE). For prekindergarten programs, this system will require semiannual
use of the Desired Results Developmental Profile (a developmental checklist);
annual use of the Desired Results Parent Survey; and an annual self-assess-
ment. (The Early Childhood Environmental Rating Scale (ECERS) is being
considered as a mandated instrument, as it is required every four years in an
external CDE compliance review). In addition, the University of California,
Los Angeles, is developing a training component for the system for use with
state administrators, program directors, teachers, and other early education
professionals.

The Georgia Prekindergarten Program for Four-Year-Olds mandates the
use of anecdotal records and a curriculum-based assessment method selected

from a set of approved models. Portfolios are commonly used in conjunction

25Ten years ago, the
Vermont Department of
Education mandated that
prekindergarten programs
that were part of their
state-funded Early
Education Initiative had
to test on a pre/post basis
using either the Battelle
Developmental Inventory,
Brigance Comprehensive
Inventory of Basic Skills,
Child Development
Inventory, or Child
Development Profile.
Several years ago. the
department added the
Work Sampling System
and High/Scope Child
Observation Record to
this set of choices.
Currently, more experi-
enced teachers in the sys-
tern overwhelmingly favor
the use of these alterna-
tive instruments. Less
experienced teachers,
however, tend to prefer
formal tests.
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26Dy, Sherrill Martinez,
*2000 Evaluation Report:
KSDE Study of Programs
for At-Risk Four-Year-
Olds-The Work Sampling
System Developmental
Checklist Section,”
www.ksde.org/pre/Bdatris
kreport.htm, p. 6.

27\MMSR “Vision and
Belief Statement,”
betp:/imdk12.orglprac-
ticeslensurelmmsrivision_
belief.btml.

Z8Maryland State
Department of Education,
“School Readiness
Baseline Information
Preliminary Report,
School Year 2000-01,”
wiwvw.msde.state.nd.us/
Special%20Reports%20
and%20Data/Kindergarte
nReportlindex.html.

with teacher checklists. Standardized tests are not recommended and must be
approved for use by the state Office of School Readiness.

The Kansas State Department of Education mandates the use of the
Work Sampling System for portfolios, checklists, and anecdoral records in its
At-Risk Four-Year-Old Preschool Program. During summer 2001, all teachers
in this program were required to attend a two-day training on the Work
Sampling System provided by licensed trainers for that product (Rebus, Inc.).

If sufficient funding is available, the state DOE will mandate that all new
teachers also receive this training, which will be provided once annually.

Data from the Work Sampling System Developmental Checklist were
used in the program’s 2000 Evaluation Report, which found that children who
completed the program entered kindergarten with a significantly greater degree
of proficiency in the domains of Personal and Social Development, Language
and Literacy, and Physical Development than those in a comparison group.26

The stated policy of the Maryland Model for School Readiness (MMSR)
Prekindergarten Program is that “assessments of young children should use a
variety of methods, including performance-based assessments, systematic and
ongoing observations, and a collection of young children’s work over time.”%’
In keeping with this position, the MMSR strongly recommends the use of the
Work Sampling System in its prekindergarten program and requires it in its
kindergarten program. The Work Sampling System’s performance indicators
are aligned with the state standards specified in its primary assessment out-
comes and indicators guide.

In addition, the MMSR provides a nine-day training session over a
period of two years for prekindergarten, kindergarten, and preschool special
education teachers from 19 counties and the city of Baltimore. This training
focuses on the use of teacher observation, portfolios, ongoing performance
assessment, parent communications, and information sharing with primary
grade teachers and instructional specialists, and curriculum development.
Finally, the MMSR, like the Kansas program, has used data from the Work
Sampling System to evaluate the effect of its prekindergarten program on
school readiness.$

The Missouri Preschool Project requires programs to document student
progress using developmentally appropriate assessment tools. The Student
Observation Checklist, development by the Missouri Department of
Education, is required annually. In conjunction with this requirement, all
teachers and teachers’ aides are required to attend a one-day training on
observational assessment every year. In addition, programs must use one of
three curriculum models: Project Construct, High/Scope, or the Creative
Curriculum. Most programs use Project Construct, which is based on con-
structivist theory and was developed by the Missouri Department of
Elementary and Secondary Education in 1986. Portfolios are recommended
and commonly used as a part of the Project Construct curriculum.

Ohio’s Indicators of Success Project mandates use of the Galileo assess-
ment instrument, a computer-based system with screening, lesson and activity
planning, observational assessment, and outcome documentation components.

Galileo includes a required developmental checklist and optional anecdotal
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records and portfolio features. It is aligned with standards established by the
Ohio early childhood primary connections curriculum guide, as well as with
Head Start performance standards. In addition to the use of Galileo, programs
are encouraged to receive NAEYC accreditation.

In fall 2001, Illinois will pilot its Early Learning Standards, in conjunc-
tion with a version of the Work Sampling System that will be aligned with them
(as well as with Head Start Performance Standards), in 30 prekindergarten pro-
grams across the state. In addition, the State Board of Education will increase
the availability of teacher trainings in the use of the Work Sampling System and
continue to offer trainings for High/Scope and the Creative Curriculum.

In sum, eight states have relatively structured assessment systems that are
built on the use of informal methods, and one state is piloting that approach.
In contrast, twelve states place assessment entirely under local control. The
increased parity of these figures indicates that an important shift has occurred
in assessment practices in state-funded prekindergarten programs since the
mid—1990s, towards a greater use of informal assessment and more highly

structured systems based on the same.

Finding 3. ASSESSMENT SYSTEMS IN STATE-FUNDED PREKINDER-
GARTEN PROGRAMS GENERALLY LACK A SYSTEMATIC LINK BETWEEN
CURRICULUM AND ASSESSMENT. As discussed above, the national leaders
in the eafly childhood field surveyed for this project regarded the linkage
between curriculum and assessment to be the most important aspect of an
assessment system. Merely 39 percent of the states surveyed, however, reported
that such a connection is mandated, recommended, or common in their
prekindergarten assessment system(s). (This figure rises to 56 percent when only
the 25 states that do not leave assessment decisions to the loca'l level are consid-
ered.) This suggests that while the practice of informal assessment has expanded
significantly over the last five years, there is not a widespread understanding
that assessment must be integrated with the curriculum and used to inform its

development in order to be fully meaningful and effective.

Finding 4. ASSESSMENT SYSTEMS IN STATE-FUNDED PREKINDER-
GARTEN PROGRAMS COMMONLY FAIL TO UTILIZE IMPORTANT
SUPPORT MECHANISMS, SUCH AS PARENT EVALUATIONS, TEACHER
MEETINGS, AND PROGRAM SELF-STUDY. As can be seen on Table 2, there
is a significant disjuncture between the frequency with which standard informal
assessment instruments (i.e., portfolios, checklists, and anecdotal records) and

other tools and support mechanisms (i.e., parent evaluations, teacher meetings,
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and program self-study) are used. On average, portfolios, checklists, and anec-
dotal records are used by 75 percent of the 25 state-funded prekindergarten pro-
grams that do not leave assessment decisions to the local level. In contrast,
parent evaluations, teacher meetings, and program self-study designed to sup-
port and improve the assessment system are on average used only 25 percent of
the time in these programs.

Once again, this pattern of usage conflicts with the expert opinion on
what constitutes a strong assessment system obtained in the national leader sur-
vey. On average, the early childhood experts surveyed considered teacher meet-
ings and program self-study to be tied as two of the top three components of an
assessment system, second only to the link between curriculum and assessment.
In other words, both these support strategies were considered to be more impor-
tant to the overall quality of the system than any particular assessment instru-
ments, including portfolios, checklists, and anecdotal records. Similarly, parent
evaluations were considered to be as important as developmental screening, and

more important than checklists and anecdotal records.

Conclusion

On the most critical issues, the data gathered from the two surveys found an
encouraging congruence between expert opinion and state practice. Most
notably, almost 70 percent of state-funded prekindergarten programs mandate,
recommend, or commonly use informal assessment techniques, which are con-
sistently recommended by early childhood experts. (The 30 percent of state-
funded prekindergarten programs that leave assessment decisions to the district
or local level have no information available on common practices.) In addition,
22 percent of state-funded prekindergarten programs have relatively structured
assessment systems, which either mandate the use of at least two informal
assessment techniques or require training in informal assessment methods. This
represents a significant change from the mid-1990s, when Missouri was the only
state developing specific guidelines or instruments based on informal assessment
methods for use in its prekindergarten program.

As the results of the early childhood expert opinion survey demonstrate,
however, the quality of an assessment system depends on well its various com-
ponents fit together, as well as its overall level of support. Even the best assess-
ment instruments will not be useful unless they are linked to the curriculum,

complemented by other appropriate tools, and supported by teacher training,
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program evaluation, and parent communications. For this reason, it is impor-
tant to think of assessment as a comprehensive system that is fully integrated
into the larger program structure, as opposed to a discrete set of particular tools
and methods.

On this score, evidence from the field is mixed. On the one hand, there is
a troubling disjuncture between the preeminent value that national leaders in
the early childhood field place on matching curriculum to assessment and the
fact that only 39 percent of states report that this is being done in their
prekindergarten programs. Similarly, the high degree of importance that early
childhood experts attach to assessment support strategies such as parent evalua-
tions, teacher meetings, and program self-study is not reflected by their rela-
tively low degree of usage in the field.

At the same time, however, the fact that four states include teacher train-
ing as a key component of the assessment system is an encouraging sign that
there is a growing awareness that once developmentally appropriate methods
are established, they must be supported with adequate resources and training.
The quality of teacher-generated assessments is necessarily dependent on the
ability of teachers to make informed judgments about individual children’s
learning and development. This requires education and training, not to mention
time to reflect, and record, update, and analyze assessment data.

As our society begins to demand more comprehensive assessment data
from our early childhood care and education programs—as well as greater edu-
cational gains at a younger age, even for educationally disadvantaged children—
we hope that we will also begin to realize that these programs need adequate
resources to pursue this enormously important yet highly challenging task.
Higher educational expectations and more exacting assessment requirements
have the potential to stress children and teachers without achieving worthwhile
gains if they are not well-conceived; well-implemented, and well-maintained.
These surveys suggest the while significant gains have been made with regard to
elevating the general level of knowledge regarding developmentally appropriate
assessment practices in state-funded prekindergarten programs across the coun-
try, there is still a pressing need to refine this understanding to include the view
that assessment must be understood as a comprehensive system, which is linked

to the curriculum and supported by proper resources and procedures.
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