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Goal 1: Ready to Learn
By the year 2000, all children in America 
will start school ready to learn.

Objectives:

■ All children will have access to high-quality and developmentally appropriate
preschool programs that help prepare children for school.

■ Every parent in the United States will be a child’s first teacher and devote time
each day to helping such parent’s preschool child learn, and parents will have
access to the training and support parents need.

■ Children will receive the nutrition, physical activity experiences, and health
care needed to arrive at school with healthy minds and bodies, and to maintain
the mental alertness necessary to be prepared to learn, and the number of 
low-birthweight babies will be significantly reduced through enhanced prenatal
health systems.
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Americans want and need good information on the well-being of young
children. Parents want to know if their children will be ready for school.

Teachers and school administrators want to know if their programs are effective
and if they are providing children the right programs and services. Policymakers
want to know which program policies and expenditures will help children and
their families, and whether they are effective over time. Yet young children are
notoriously difficult to assess accurately, and well-intended testing efforts in the
past have done unintended harm. The principles and recommendations in this
report were developed by advisors to the National Education Goals Panel to help
early childhood professionals and policymakers meet their information needs by
assessing young children appropriately and effectively.

The first National Education Goal set by President Bush and the nation’s
Governors in 1990 was that by the year 2000, all children in America will start
school ready to learn. This Goal was meant to help those advocating the
importance of children’s needs. Yet from the start, Goal 1 proved problematic to
measure. The Panel could find no good data or methods to measure children’s
status when they started school. In view of the importance of this issue, Congress
in 1994 charged the Goals Panel to support its Goal l advisors to “create clear
guidelines regarding the nature, functions, and uses of early childhood assessments,
including assessment formats that are appropriate for use in culturally and linguistically
diverse communities, based on model elements of school readiness.” The principles and
recommendations in this document are the result of efforts by the Goal 1 Early
Childhood Assessments Resource Group to address this charge.

Assessment and the Unique Development of Young Children
Assessing children in the earliest years of life—from birth to age 8—is difficult
because it is the period when young children’s rates of physical, motor, and linguistic
development outpace growth rates at all other stages. Growth is rapid, episodic, and
highly influenced by environmental supports: nurturing parents, quality caregiving,
and the learning setting. 
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Because young children learn in ways and at rates different from older children
and adults, we must tailor our assessments accordingly. Because young children
come to know things through doing as well as through listening, and because they
often represent their knowledge better by showing than by talking or writing,
paper-and-pencil tests are not adequate. Because young children do not have the
experience to understand what the goals of formal testing are, testing interactions
may be very difficult or impossible to structure appropriately. Because young
children develop and learn so fast, tests given at one point in time may not give a
complete picture of learning. And because young children’s achievements at any
point are the result of a complex mix of their ability to learn and past learning
opportunities, it is a mistake to interpret measures of past learning as evidence of
what could be learned.

For these reasons, how we assess young children and the principles that frame
such assessments need special attention. What works for older children or adults
will not work for younger children; they have unique needs that we, as adults, are
obliged to recognize if we are to optimize their development.

Recent Assessment Issues
Educators and child development specialists have long recognized the uniqueness of
the early years. Informal assessment has characterized the early childhood field. Early
educators have observed and recorded children’s behavior naturalistically, watching
children in their natural environments as youngsters carry out everyday activities.
These observations have proven effective for purposes of chronicling children’s
development, cataloging their accomplishments, and tailoring programs and
activities within the classroom to meet young children’s rapidly changing needs.

Recently, however, there has been an increase in formal assessments and testing,
the results of which are used to make “high stakes” decisions such as tracking
youngsters into high- and low-ability groups, (mis)labeling or retaining them, or
using test results to sort children into or out of kindergarten and preschools. In
many cases, the instruments developed for one purpose or even one age group of
children have been misapplied to other groups. As a result, schools have often
identified as “not yet ready” for kindergarten, or as “too immature” for group
settings, large proportions of youngsters (often boys and non-English speakers) 
who would benefit enormously from the learning opportunities provided in those
settings. In particular, because the alternative treatment is often inadequate,
screening out has fostered inequities, widening—and perpetuating—the gap
between youngsters deemed ready and unready.
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The Current Climate
Despite these difficulties, demands for assessments of student learning are
increasing. Pressed by demands for greater accountability and enhanced
educational performance, states are developing standards for school-aged children
and are creating new criteria and approaches for assessing the achievement of
challenging academic goals. In this context, calls to assess young children—from
birth through the earliest grades in school—are also increasing. This document
attempts to indicate how best to craft such assessments in light of young children’s
unique development, recent abuses of testing, and the legitimate demands from
parents and the public for clear and useful information.

The principles and recommendations in this document are meant to help state
and local officials meet their information needs well. They indicate both general
principles and specific purposes for assessments, as well as the kinds of provisions
needed to ensure that the results will be accurate and useful for those purposes.
Because testing young children has in the past led to unfair or harmful effects, the
recommendations include warnings to protect against potential misuse. To explain
the basis of these recommendations, there is a definition of each of four categories
of assessment purpose, the audiences most concerned with the results of each, the
technical requirements that each assessment must meet, and how assessment
considerations for each purpose vary across the age continuum from birth to 8
years of age. 

General Principles
The following general principles should guide both policies and practices for the
assessment of young children.

•  Assessment should bring about benefits for children.
Gathering accurate information from young children is difficult and potentially
stressful. Formal assessments may also be costly and take resources that could
otherwise be spent directly on programs and services for young children. To
warrant conducting assessments, there must be a clear benefit—either in direct
services to the child or in improved quality of educational programs. 

•  Assessments should be tailored to a specific purpose and should be reliable,
valid, and fair for that purpose. 
Assessments designed for one purpose are not necessarily valid if used for
other purposes. In the past, many of the abuses of testing with young children
have occurred because of misuse. The recommendations in the sections that
follow are tailored to specific assessment purposes.

•  Assessment policies should be designed recognizing that reliability and 
validity of assessments increase with children’s age.
The younger the child, the more difficult it is to obtain reliable and valid
assessment data. It is particularly difficult to assess children’s cognitive abilities
accurately before age 6. Because of problems with reliability and validity, some
types of assessment should be postponed until children are older, while other
types of assessment can be pursued, but only with necessary safeguards.
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•  Assessments should be age-appropriate in both content and the method of
data collection.
Assessments of young children should address the full range of early learning
and development, including physical well-being and motor development;
social and emotional development; approaches toward learning; language
development; and cognition and general knowledge. Methods of assessment
should recognize that children need familiar contexts in order to be able to
demonstrate their abilities. Abstract paper-and-pencil tasks may make it
especially difficult for young children to show what they know.

•  Assessments should be linguistically appropriate, recognizing that to some
extent all assessments are measures of language. 
Regardless of whether an assessment is intended to measure early reading
skills, knowledge of color names, or learning potential, assessment results are
easily confounded by language proficiency, especially for children who come
from home backgrounds with limited exposure to English, for whom the
assessment would essentially be an assessment of their English proficiency.
Each child’s first- and second-language development should be taken into
account when determining appropriate assessment methods and in
interpreting the meaning of assessment results.

•  Parents should be a valued source of assessment information, as well as 
an audience for assessment results.
Because of the fallibility of direct measures of young children, assessments
should include multiple sources of evidence, especially reports from parents
and teachers. Assessment results should be shared with parents as part of an
ongoing process that involves parents in their child’s education.

Important Purposes of Assessment for Young Children
The intended use of an assessment—its purpose—determines every other aspect of
how the assessment is conducted. Purpose determines the content of the assessment
(What should be measured?); methods of data collection (Should the procedures be
standardized? Can data come from the child, the parent, or the teacher?); technical
requirements of the assessment (What level of reliability and validity must be
established?); and, finally, the stakes or consequences of the assessment, which in
turn determine the kinds of safeguards necessary to protect against potential harm
from fallible assessment-based decisions.

For example, if data from a statewide assessment are going to be used for school
accountability, then it is important that data be collected in a standardized way 
to ensure comparability of school results. If children in some schools are given
practice ahead of time so that they will be familiar with the task formats, then
children in all schools should be provided with the same practice; teachers should
not give help during the assessment or restate the questions unless it is part of the
standard administration to do so; and all of the assessments should be administered
in approximately the same week of the school year. In contrast, when a teacher is
working with an individual child in a classroom trying to help that child learn,

6

 177–575  Prin/Rec1/16.4.0  2/24/98  4:11 PM  Page 6



assessments almost always occur in the context of activities and tasks that are
already familiar, so practice or task familiarity is not at issue. In the classroom
context, teachers may well provide help while assessing to take advantage of the
learning opportunity and to figure out exactly how a child is thinking by seeing
what kind of help makes it possible to take the next steps. For teaching and
learning purposes, the timing of assessments makes the most sense if they occur 
on an ongoing basis as particular skills and content are being learned. Good
classroom assessment is disciplined, not haphazard, and, with training, teachers’
expectations can reflect common standards. Nonetheless, assessments devised by
teachers as part of the learning process lack the uniformity and the standardization
that is necessary to ensure comparability, essential for accountability purposes.

S i m i l a r l y, the technical standards for reliability and validity are much more
stringent for high-stakes accountability assessment than for informal assessments
used by individual caregivers and teachers to help children learn. The consequences
of accountability assessments are much greater, so the instruments used must be
sufficiently accurate to ensure that important decisions about a child are not made
as the result of measurement error. In addition, accountability assessments are
usually “one-shot,” stand-alone events. In contrast, caregivers and teachers are
constantly collecting information over long periods of time and do not make 
high-stakes decisions. If they are wrong one day about what a child knows or is
able to do, then the error is easily remedied the next day.

Serious misuses of testing with young children occur when assessments intended
for one purpose are used inappropriately for other purposes. For example, the
content of IQ measures intended to identify children for special education is not
appropriate content to use in planning instruction. At the same time, assessments
designed for instructional planning may not have sufficient validity and technical
accuracy to support high-stakes decisions such as placing children in a special
kindergarten designated for at-risk children.

An appropriate assessment system may include different assessments for 
different categories of purpose, such as:

•  assessments to support learning,

•  assessments for identification of special needs,

•  assessments for program evaluation and monitoring trends, and

•  assessments for high-stakes accountability.

In the sections that follow, the requirements for each of these assessment
purposes are described. Only under special circumstances would it be possible to
serve more than one purpose with the same assessment, and then usually at greater
cost, because the technical requirements of each separate purpose must still be
satisfied. We address the issue of combining purposes in the last section.

7
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Samples of student work illustrating progress on an emergent writing continuum
(from the North Carolina Grades 1 and 2 Assessment)
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Purpose 1. Assessing to promote children’s learning and 
development

K i n d e r g a r t e n 1st 2nd 3rd grade
Birth 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 y e a r s

Teachers use both formal
and informal assessments
to plan and guide 
instruction.

Parents and caregivers
observe and respond as
children develop language
and physical skills.

Parents, caregivers, and
preschool teachers use
direct measures, including
observations of what 
children are learning, to
decide what to teach next.

Definition of purpose. Assessing and teaching are inseparable processes. When
children are assessed as part of the teaching-learning process, then assessment
information tells caregivers and teachers what each child can do and what he or
she is ready to learn next. For example, parents watch an infant grow stronger and
more confident in walking while holding on to furniture or adults. They “assess”
their child’s readiness to walk and begin to encourage independent walking by
offering outstretched hands across small spaces. In the same vein, preschool
teachers and primary-grade teachers use formal and informal assessments to 
gauge what things children already know and understand, what things could be
understood with more practice and experience, and what things are too difficult
without further groundwork. This may include appropriate use of early learning
readiness measures to be used in planning next steps in instruction. Teachers also
use their assessments of children’s learning to reflect on their own teaching
practices, so that they can adjust and modify curricula, instructional activities, and
classroom routines that are ineffective.

Audience. The primary audience for assessments used to support learning is the
teacher, recognizing, of course, that parents are each child’s first teachers. The
primary caregiver is asking himself questions about what the child understands,
what she does not understand, what she should be learning, and what is too soon
for her to be learning, so that the caregiver is constantly providing children with
opportunities to learn that are closely congruent with where they are on a learning
continuum. In more structured settings, classroom assessments are used by teachers
on a ongoing basis to plan and guide instruction. Teachers use both formal and
informal assessment information to figure out what is working and to identify
which children need additional help.

Children and parents are also important audiences for assessment data gathered 
as part of instruction. Children benefit from seeing samples of their own work
collected over time and from being able to see their own growth and progress.
Once children are in the primary grades, helping them become good self-assessors
is a valuable skill that helps in future learning. For example, more and more
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Sample of student work: the North Carolina Grades 1 and 2 Assessment
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teachers are now actively involving children in sharing their accomplishments
with parents during conferences. Parents also want and need good information
about how their child is doing. Although teachers collect much more information
than can be shared with parents, samples of student work and teacher appraisals 
of each child’s progress should be shared on a regular basis as part of an ongoing,
reciprocal relationship between professionals and parents. Documentation of
children’s work with accompanying evaluations helps parents learn about the
curriculum and appropriate expectations, as well as their own child’s performance.
Exchange of information can also be the occasion for parents to offer observations
on similar or dissimilar behaviors and skills displayed in home and school contexts. 

Principals and primary-grade teachers may also work together to review
instructional assessments to make sure that the school’s programs are succeeding 
in helping young children meet developmental and academic expectations.
Although external accountability testing should be postponed until third grade
because of the difficulties in testing young children, grade-level teams of teachers
and school administrators can use instructional assessments for purposes of
internal, professional accountability to make sure that children who are struggling
receive special help, to identify needs for further professional training, and to
improve curricula and instruction.

Policymakers at the state and district level are not the audience for the results of
classroom-level assessments. However, policymakers have a legitimate interest in
knowing that such assessments are being used at the school level to monitor
student learning and to provide targeted learning help, especially for children who
are experiencing learning difficulties, such as learning to read. While external
accountability testing is not appropriate for first and second graders, policymakers
may wish to require that schools have plans in place to monitor student progress
and to identify and serve children in need of more intensified help.

Technical requirements. In order for assessments to support learning and
development, the content of classroom assessments must be closely aligned with
what children are learning, and the timing of assessments must correspond to the
specific days and weeks when children are learning particular concepts. Often, 
this means that informal assessments are made by observing children during an
instructional activity. To use assessment information effectively, caregivers and
teachers must have enough knowledge about child development and cultural
variations to be able to understand the meaning of a child’s response and to locate
it on a developmental continuum. One example of how children’s writing typically
develops from scribbles to letters to partially formed words to complete sentences 
is shown on page 8. Teachers must know not only the typical progression of
children’s growing proficiency, but also must be sufficiently familiar with age and
grade expectations to know when partially formed words would be evidence of
precocious performance and when they would be evidence of below-expectation
performance that requires special attention and intervention. More formal
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assessments, conducted to improve learning, must also be tied to the preschool or
primary curriculum and should have clear implications for what to do next.

The reliability and validity requirements for assessments used to support learning
are the least stringent of any of the assessment purposes. Over time, teachers’
assessments become reliable and consequential, in the sense that multiple
assessment events and occasions yield evidence of patterns or consistencies in a
child’s work, but the day-to-day decisions that caregivers and teachers make on the
basis of single assessments are low-stakes decisions. If an incorrect decision is made,
for example in judging a child’s reading level to help select a book from the library
(this book is too easy), that decision is easily changed the next day when new
assessment data are available. Because assessments used as part of learning do not
have to meet strict standards for technical accuracy, they cannot be used for
external purposes, such as school accountability, unless they are significantly
restructured. They may, however, inform a school faculty of the effectiveness of its
primary school program.

Age continuum. How old a child is within the early childhood age span of birth 
to 8 years old affects both the what and how of assessment. At all ages, attention
should be paid to all five of the dimensions of early learning and development
identified by the Goals Panel’s Goal 1 Technical Planning Group: physical well-
being and motor development; social and emotional development; approaches
toward learning; language development; and cognition and general knowledge.
Parents of toddlers and early caregivers address all five areas. Beginning in first
grade, greater emphasis is placed on language and literacy development and other
cognitive-academic domains, though assessment in other domains may continue.
Ideally, there should not be an abrupt shift in assessment and instruction from
kindergarten to first grade. Instead, preschool assessments used as part of teaching
should introduce age-appropriate aspects of emergent literacy and numeracy
curricula; and in Grades 1 to 3, physical, social-emotional, and disposition learning
goals should continue to be part of classroom teaching and observation.

Methods of collecting assessment data include direct observation of children
during natural activities; looking at drawings and samples of work; asking questions
either orally or in writing; or asking informed adults about the child. The younger
the child, the more appropriate it is to use observation. As age increases, especially
by third grade, the frequency of more formal assessment “events” should increase,
but should still be balanced with informal methods. Across this early childhood
age span, children should be introduced to and become comfortable with the idea
that adults ask questions and check on understanding as a natural part of the
learning process.

12
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Recommendations for what policymakers can do
1. Policymakers should develop or identify assessment materials, to be used

instructionally, that exemplify important and age-appropriate learning goals. At
the earliest ages, caregivers need tools to assist in observing children. Lacking
such assessment materials, preschool programs may misuse screening measures
for such purposes. Many local schools and districts lack the resources to develop
curricula and closely aligned assessments consistent with standards-based reforms
and new Title I requirements. In order for assessment results to be useful
i n s t r u c t i o n a l l y, they should be tied to clear developmental or knowledge continua,
with benchmarks along the way to illustrate what progress looks like. Because it
is too great an undertaking for individual teachers or early childhood programs
to develop such materials on their own, efforts coordinated at the state level can
make a significant improvement in assessment practices.

2. Policymakers should support professional development. Early childhood care
providers and teachers need better training in children’s development within
curricular areas in order to be effective in supporting children’s learning. Deep
understanding of subject matter enables teachers to capitalize on naturally
occurring opportunities to talk about ideas and extend children’s thinking. In
order to make sense of what they are observing, caregivers and teachers need a
clear understanding of what typical development looks like in each of the five
dimensions, and they also need to understand and appreciate normal variation.
When is a child’s departure from an expected benchmark consistent with
linguistic or cultural differences, and when is it a sign of a potential learning
disorder? Teachers and caregivers also need explicit training in how to use new
forms of assessment—not only to judge a child’s progress, but to evaluate and
improve their own teaching practices. Many times, teachers collect children’s
work in portfolios, but do not know how to evaluate work against common
criteria. Or teachers may know how to mark children’s papers for right and
wrong answers, but need additional training to learn how to document children’s
thinking, to understand and analyze errors in thinking, and to build on each
child’s strengths.
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Sample of student work: the North Carolina Grades 1 and 2 Assessment
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Purpose 2. Identifying children for health and 
special services

K i n d e r g a r t e n 1st 2nd 3rd grade
Birth 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 y e a r s

Definition of purpose. Assessments described in Purpose 1 are used by caregivers
and teachers as part of supporting normal learning and development. Assessments
used for Purpose 2 help to identify special problems and to determine the need for
additional services beyond what regular caregivers can provide. The purpose of
identification is to secure special services. Purpose 2 refers to identification of
disabilities such as blindness, deafness, physical disabilities, speech and language
impairment, serious emotional disturbance, mental retardation, and specific
learning disabilities. It also refers to more routine checks for vision, hearing, and
immunization to ensure that appropriate health services are provided.

Because of the potential inaccuracy of nearly all sensory and cognitive measures
and the cost of in-depth assessments, identification of special needs usually occurs
in two stages. Screening is the first step in the identification process. It involves a
brief assessment to determine whether referral for more in-depth assessment is
needed. Depending on the nature of the potential problem, the child is then
referred to a physician or child-study team for a more complete evaluation. For
mental retardation and other cognitive disabilities, the second-stage in-depth
assessment is referred to as a developmental assessment.

Audience. The audience for the results of special-needs assessments are the adults
who work most closely with the child: the specialists who conducted the
assessment and who must plan the follow-up treatment and intervention; parents
who must be involved in understanding and meeting their child’s needs; and the
preschool or primary-grade teacher who works with the child daily and who, most
likely, made the referral seeking extra help.
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All children should be
screened regularly for
health needs, including
hearing and vision checks,
as part of routine health
care services.

Many serious cognitive
and physical disabilities
are evident at birth or
soon thereafter. As soon
as developmental delays
or potential disabilities are
suspected, parents and
physicians should seek 
in-depth assessments.

All children should be
screened at school entry
for vision and hearing
needs and checked for
immunizations. 

Some mild disabilities
may only become
apparent in the school
context. Districts and
states must by law have
sound teacher and parent
referral policies, so that
children with potential
disabilities are referred for
in-depth assessment.

Children entering Head
Start and other preschool
programs should be
screened for health needs,
including hearing and
vision checks. 

Individual children with
possible developmental
delays should be referred
for in-depth assessment.
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Technical requirements. Except for extreme disabilities, accurate assessment of
possible sensory or cognitive problems in young children is very difficult. The
instruments used are fallible, and children themselves vary tremendously in their
responses from one day to the next or in different contexts. In the field of special
education, there is a constant tension between the need to identify children with
disabilities to ensure early intervention and help, versus the possible harm of
labeling children and possibly assigning them to ineffective treatments.

At step one in the identification process, the screening step, there are two
general sources of inaccuracy. First, the instruments are, by design, quick,
shortened versions of more in-depth assessments, and are therefore less reliable.
Second, they are not typically administered by specialists qualified to make
diagnostic decisions. The two-step process is cost-effective, practical, and makes
sense so long as the results are only used to signal the need for follow-up
assessment. The following warnings are highlighted to guard against typical
misuses of screening instruments:

•  Screening measures are only intended for the referral stage of identification.
They are limited assessments, and typically are administered by school
personnel who are not trained to make interpretations about disabilities.

•  Screening measures should never be the sole measure used to identify
children for special education. Because screening instruments have content
like IQ tests, they should also not be used for instructional planning.

For physical disabilities such as vision or hearing impairment, the second-stage
in-depth assessment involves more sophisticated diagnostic equipment and the
clinical skills of trained specialists. For potential cognitive and language disabilities,
the second stage of identification involves trained specialists and more extensive
data collection, but, even so, diagnostic procedures are prone to error. To protect
against misidentification in either direction (excluding children with disabilities
from services or mislabeling children as disabled who are not), several safeguards
are built into the identification process for cognitive and language disorders: 
(1) the sensory, behavioral, and cognitive measures used as part of the in-depth
assessment must meet the highest standards of reliability and validity; 
(2) assessments must be administered and interpreted by trained professionals; 
(3) multiple sources of evidence must be used and should especially represent
competence in both home and school settings; and (4) for children with more
than one language, primary language assessments should be used to ensure that
language difference is not mistaken for disability. As noted in the age continuum
section that follows, screening and identification efforts should be targeted for
appropriate ages, taking into account the accuracy of assessment by age.

16
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Age continuum. Special needs identification starts with the most severe—and
most easily recognizable—problems and then identifies children with milder
problems as they get older. Children with severe disabilities such as deafness,
blindness, severe mental retardation, and multiple physical disabilities are usually
identified within the first year of life by parents and physicians. Universal
screening of all infants is not recommended, because sensory and cognitive
assessments are inaccurate at too early an age, but every child should have access
to a regular health care provider, and children should be promptly referred if
parents and physicians see that they are not reaching normal developmental
milestones.

A referral mechanism contributes to the accuracy of follow-up assessments by
serving as an additional data source and checkpoint. As children enter preschool,
individual children with possible developmental delays should be referred for 
in-depth assessment. Some mild disabilities may only become apparent in the
school context or, in fact, may only be a problem because of the demands of the
school setting. Again, indications of problems should lead to referral for in-depth
assessment. Universal hearing and vision screening programs are usually targeted
for kindergarten or first grade to ensure contact with every child. Such programs
are intended to check for milder problems and disabilities that have gone
undetected. For example, if a child has not received regular health checkups, 
a routine kindergarten screening may uncover a need for glasses.

17

Sample of student work: the North Carolina Grades 1 and 2 Assessment
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Sample of student work: the North Carolina Grades 1 and 2 Assessment
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Recommendations for what policymakers can do 
1.  States should ensure that all children have access to a regular health care

provider to check for developmental milestones and to ensure that children 
are on schedule for immunizations by age 2. In addition, states should provide
vision and hearing screenings for all children by age 6.

2.  The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act requires states to have Child
Find programs in place and adequate referral mechanisms in both preschool and
the primary grades to ensure that children with potential disabilities are referred
for in-depth assessments. Child Find is typically an organized effort by public
health, social welfare, and educational agencies to identify all disabled children
in need of services.

3.  Mild forms of cognitive and language disabilities are particularly hard to
identify. We know, however, that effective treatments for children with mild
cognitive and language disabilities and most children at-risk for significant
reading difficulty all involve the same kinds of high quality, intensive language
and literacy interventions. Therefore, policymakers should consider increasing
the availability and intensity of such services for broader populations of students
who are educationally at-risk, including children in poverty and children
thought to have special learning needs.

4.  Given the potential for misuse of screening measures, states and districts that
mandate screening tests should consider how they are being used and should
evaluate whether identifications in their jurisdiction are more accurate with 
the use of formal tests than in states or districts where only parent and teacher
referrals are used.

5.  States that mandate administration of cognitive screening measures should
expressly forbid the use of screening tests for other than referral purposes.
Specifically, screening tests should not be used as readiness tests to exclude
children from school; they should not be used to track children by ability in
kindergarten and first grade; and they should not be used to plan instruction
unless a valid relationship with local curricula has been established.
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Appropriate Uses and Technical Accuracy of Assessments Change Across    the Early C

Kindergarte
Birth 1 2 3 4 5 

Purpose 1: Assessing to promote children’s learning and development

Parents and caregivers observe  Parents, caregivers, and preschool Teachers
and respond as children develop teachers use direct measures, including assessme
language and physical skills. observations of what children are instructio

learning, to decide what to teach next.

Purpose 2: Identifying children for health and special services

All children should be screened regu- Children entering Head Start and All childr
larly for health needs, including hearing other preschool programs should be school en
and vision checks, as part of routine screened for health needs, including needs an
health care services. hearing and vision checks. 

Some m
Many serious cognitive and physical Individual children with possible apparent
disabilities are evident at birth or soon developmental delays should be and state
thereafter. As soon as developmental referred for in-depth assessment. teacher a
delays or potential disabilities are sus- that child
pected, parents and physicians should are referr
seek in-depth assessments.

Purpose 3: Monitoring trends and evaluating programs and services

Because direct measures of Assessments, including direct and Beginnin
children’s language and cognitive indirect measures of children’s physical, direct me
functioning are difficult to aggregate social, emotional, and cognitive of childre
accurately for ages from birth to 2, state  development, could be constructed  compreh
reporting systems should focus on and used to evaluate prekindergarten ment for 
living and social conditions that affect programs, but such measures would  sampling
learning and the adequacy of services. not be accurate enough to make  technical

high-stakes decisions about guards fo
individual children. of the cos

states or 
grade lev
early chil
garten or

Purpose 4: Assessing academic achievement to hold individual students, teachers, an
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nge Across    the Early Childhood Age Continuum (Birth to Age 8)

Kindergarten 1st grade 2nd grade 3rd grade
5 6 7 8 years Beyond age 8

velopment
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ch next.

nd All children should be screened at 
uld be school entry for vision and hearing 
uding needs and checked for immunizations. 
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be and states must by law have sound  
nt. teacher and parent referral policies, so 

that children with potential disabilities 
are referred for in-depth assessment.

services

and Beginning at age 5, it is possible to use 
 physical, direct measures, including measures 
e of children’s early learning, as part of a 

ucted  comprehensive early childhood assess-
rgarten ment for monitoring trends. Matrix
would  sampling should be used to ensure 
ke  technical accuracy and to provide safe-

guards for individual children. Because
of the cost of such an assessment, 
states or the nation should pick one 
grade level for monitoring trends in 
early childhood, most likely kinder-
garten or first grade.

l students, teachers, and schools accountable

Before age 8, standardized achievement 
measures are not sufficiently accurate 
to be used for high-stakes decisions 
about individual children and schools.
Therefore, high-stakes assessments 
intended for accountability purposes 
should be delayed until the end of third
grade (or preferably fourth grade).
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Definition of purpose. For assessment Purpose 1 and Purpose 2, assessment data
were used to make decisions about individual children. For Purpose 3, assessment
data are gathered about groups of children in the aggregate and are used by
policymakers to make decisions about educational and social programs. In this
category, we include two different types of measures, social indicators, used to assess
the adequacy of services to children or conditions in the environment, and direct
measures of children, where children themselves are the sources of the data.
Examples of social indicators include the percentage of mothers in a state who
receive well-baby care, the percentage of 2-year-olds on schedule with
immunizations, or the percentage of low-income children who attend quality
preschool programs. Direct measures of children’s performance could include the
degree of language development or familiarity with concepts of print. (For
example, does the child come to school knowing how to hold a book and knowing
that printed words tell a story?) Such measures, when aggregated for groups of
children and used for Purpose 3, could assess the desired outcomes of quality
preschool. Note, however, that these assessments are not used to make decisions
about the children who participate, but instead are used to evaluate programs.

We have combined within Purpose 3 two closely related uses of aggregate data,
monitoring trends and program evaluation. Large-scale assessment programs such as
the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) serve a monitoring
function. Data for the nation and for states are gathered on a regular cycle to
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Purpose 3. Monitoring trends and evaluating programs 
and services

K i n d e r g a r t e n 1st 2nd 3rd grade
Birth 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 y e a r s

Because direct measures
of children’s language and
cognitive functioning are
difficult to aggregate
accurately for ages from
birth to 2, state reporting
systems should focus on
living and social conditions
that affect learning and the
adequacy of services.

Assessments, including
direct and indirect
measures of children’s
physical, social, emotional,
and cognitive development,
could be constructed and
used to evaluate pre-
kindergarten programs,
but such measures would
not be accurate enough 
to make high-stakes
decisions about individual
children.

Beginning at age 5, it is
possible to use direct
measures, including
measures of children’s
early learning, as part of 
a comprehensive early
childhood assessment for
monitoring trends. Matrix
sampling should be 
used to ensure technical
accuracy and to provide
safeguards for individual
children. Because of the
cost of such an assessment,
states or the nation should
pick one grade level for
monitoring trends in early
childhood, most likely
kindergarten or first grade.
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document any changes in levels of student performance. Assessments designed to
monitor trends could be used to monitor progress toward Goal 1 or to answer the
question, “How is my state doing compared to the United States, another state, or
Germany and other industrialized nations?” 

Program evaluation refers to large-scale evaluation studies such as the evaluation
of preschool, Head Start, or Title I programs. Program evaluations help to
document the quality of program delivery and to determine whether programs are
effective in achieving intended outcomes. In this sense, the uses of data under
Purpose 3 hold programs “accountable” and hold states “accountable” for the
adequacy of social conditions and services to young children. However, because
the use of data to judge national or state programs entails consequences for the
programs rather than for individuals, it is still relatively low-stakes for the
individual children, teachers, schools, or local early childhood programs involved.
Because of very different implications for technical safeguards, the Goal 1 Early
Childhood Assessments Resource Group has drawn a sharp distinction between
monitoring and program evaluation uses of data and the high-stakes accountability
uses of assessments described in Purpose 4, which entail consequences for
individuals.

Audience. Policymakers are the primary audience for aggregate assessment data.
Trend data and results of program evaluations are also important to the public 
and to educators and social service providers with particular responsibility for
improving programs. For example, national evaluations of Head Start provide
evidence to Congress of the benefits of early educational interventions, which
ensures continued funding as well as the establishment of related programs, such as
Early Head Start and Even Start. In addition, more detailed evidence gathered as
part of Head Start demonstrations and evaluations gives feedback to the system,
and can be used for subsequent improvement of the overall Head Start program.
For example, early evaluations documented and reinforced the importance of
parent involvement in accomplishing and sustaining program goals. Similarly, the
data from Goal 1 activities can be used to inform the public regarding the overall
status of America’s young children, as well as identifying where services are needed
to foster children’s optimal development.

Technical requirements. Because of their use in making important policy decisions,
large-scale assessment data must meet high standards of technical accuracy. For
example, if policy changes are going to be made because reading scores have gone
up or down, it is essential that the reported change be valid, and not an artifact of
measurement error or changes in the test. One of the difficulties, for example, of
using teacher opinion surveys to report on kindergartners’ readiness for school is
that changes over time could be happening because children are becoming more 
or less ready or because teachers’ expectations of readiness vary or are changing.
Because of their visibility, state and national assessments also serve important
symbolic functions. For example, when the NAEP results are reported, they are
often accompanied by sample problems illustrating what students at each age
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should know and be able to do. Because teachers and school administrators often
make changes in curriculum and instructional strategies in an effort to improve
performance on such external assessments, it is important that the NAEP for
fourth and eighth graders include challenging open-ended problems, and not just
the kinds of questions that lend themselves most easily to multiple-choice formats.
Similarly, direct measures of young children should be broadly representative of the
five dimensions of early learning and development, and not limited to
inappropriate paper-and-pencil tests. In addition, in order to inform public policy
adequately, large-scale trend data and evaluation measures should address the
conditions of learning—the adequacy of programs, the level of training of
caregivers and teachers, the curriculum materials used, and the adequacy of support
services—as well as the outcomes of early education and intervention.

Fortunately, the difficulties in measuring young children accurately can be
compensated for in Purpose 3 by the aggregate nature of the data. Instead of 
in-depth assessment of each child needed to ensure reliability and validity for
Purpose 2, gathering data from sufficient numbers of children can ensure accuracy
for purposes of evaluating programs. Matrix sampling is a statistical technique
whereby each child participating in the assessment takes only part of the total
assessment. Matrix sampling, which is currently used as part of the NAEP design,
has two distinct advantages. First, it allows comprehensive coverage of a broad
assessment domain without overburdening any one child or student who
participates in the assessment. Second, because each student takes only a portion
of the total assessment, it is impossible to use the results to make decisions about
individual children. This second feature is especially important as a safeguard
against misuse of assessment results.

Age continuum. Because of the difficulties in obtaining direct measures of learning
with young children, the types of measures that can be included in a monitoring
system or evaluation study are very different for children at different ends of the age
range from birth to age 8. For children from birth to 2, the only direct measures that
are sufficiently accurate to be feasible in a large-scale, every-child data collection
effort are measures of physical characteristics such as birthweight. For children in this
youngest age range, monitoring systems should focus on the conditions of learning by
creating social indicators that track characteristics of families and the adequacy of
health and child care services. Important indicators in this earliest age range include
percentage of low-birthweight babies or the percentage of 2-year-olds being
i m m u n i z e d .

For 3- and 4-year-olds, social indicators that describe the adequacy of services 
in support of learning and development are presently the preferred mode of
assessment. For example, Ohio’s annual Progress Report on Education reports data
on the percentage of 3- and 4-year-olds in poverty who participate in Head Start 
or preschool. It is also possible to assess learning of 3- and 4-year-olds directly.
Although good measures are not readily available off the shelf at present, it is
technically possible to construct direct measures of cognitive, language, social, and

25

 177–575  Prin/Rec1/16.4.0  2/24/98  4:12 PM  Page 25



motor learning for 3- and 4-year-olds. To avoid overtesting and protect against
misuse, these assessments should use matrix sampling procedures. To ensure
appropriate and accurate procedures, assessments should be administered to
children individually by trained examiners under controlled conditions. Direct
measures of learning would be costly to develop and administer, but the
information gained would make such efforts feasible if designed as part of targeted
national evaluation studies, such as the evaluation of Head Start, Even Start, and
Title I in the preschool years. In these studies, data are aggregated to evaluate
programs and are not used to make decisions about individual children.

Although direct measures of learning are possible in the context of large-scale
program evaluations, it may still be costly and unfeasible to establish a state or
national monitoring system to assess 3- or 4-year-olds. The problem would not be
just with creating the direct measures themselves, but with the difficulties in
locating and sampling all of the 3- or 4-year-olds in a state. Unlike the Head Start
example, where the sample could be drawn from those children participating in
the program, a state monitoring system would require a household survey and
individual assessments for a sample of children in their homes, at a cost that would
outweigh potential benefits.

Beginning at age 5, however, it would be possible to administer direct measures
of learning outcomes to children in school as part of a monitoring system. For
example, the Goals Panel’s Goal 1 Resource Group on School Readiness proposed
a national Early Childhood Assessment to provide comprehensive information
about the status of the nation’s children during their kindergarten years. The
envisioned assessment would not only address the multiple dimensions of early
learning and development, but would also counteract the fallible nature of each
data source by collecting information from parents, teachers, and children
themselves, through both direct measures and portfolios of classroom work. The
five dimensions of early learning suggested by the Resource Group are being used
by the National Center for Education Statistics as the framework for developing
measures for the National Early Childhood Longitudinal Survey. Although these
measures would not be available for widespread use, the insights gained from their
development and field testing should be helpful to states trying to develop their
own assessments.

Individual states could consider developing an early childhood assessment
program for monitoring trends. However, the cost of developing such a system that
is both comprehensive and technically sound would be substantial. Therefore, it
would be unfeasible to try to collect assessment data at every grade level from
kindergarten to Grade 3. Instead, one grade level should be selected for this type of
trend data, most likely either kindergarten or Grade 1. A kindergarten-year
assessment would have the advantage of being both a culminating measure of the
effects of learning opportunities and services available in the years before school
and a “baseline” measure against which to compare learning gains by fourth grade.
A first grade assessment would be less desirable for monitoring trends because of the
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blurring of preschool and school effects. However, a kindergarten-year assessment
would have special sampling problems, because participation in kindergarten is
voluntary in many states. At a minimum, accurate interpretation of trend data
would require sampling of children in private kindergartens as well as in public
schools. In addition, regardless of which grade is used to collect trend data, it would
be important to keep track of demographic characteristics, especially first- and
second-language status, age, and preschool experience, because changes in these
factors have substantial effects and could help in interpreting changes in trend data.

Recommendations for what policymakers can do
1. Before age 5, large-scale assessment systems designed to inform educational and

social policy decisions about young children should focus on social indicators
that measure the conditions of learning. Direct measures of learning outcomes
for 3- and 4-year-olds can be developed and used in large-scale program
evaluations, such as Head Start, Even Start, and Title I in the preschool years,
but must be administered under controlled conditions and using matrix
sampling. Results should not be reported for individual children.

2. Beginning at age 5, it is possible to use direct measures, including measures of
children’s learning, as part of a comprehensive early childhood system to
monitor trends. Matrix sampling procedures should be used to ensure technical
accuracy and at the same time protect against the misuse of data to make
decisions about individual children. Because such systems are costly to
implement, states or the nation should pick one grade level for purposes of
monitoring learning trends in early childhood, most likely either kindergarten 
or first grade.
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Definition of purpose. Purpose 4 refers to external examinations, mandated by an
authority outside the school, usually the state or school district, and administered
to assess academic achievement and to hold students, teachers, and schools
accountable for desired learning outcomes. For policymakers, there is a close
similarity between the use of assessment data for Purpose 3 and Purpose 4. Both
might be used, for example, to report on state and district trends or to compare
state and district results to national norms or international benchmarks. However,
the important distinction between Purposes 3 and 4 is how individuals who
participate in the assessment—teachers and students—are affected by assessment
results. Included in this category are external assessments administered nationally
or by states and school districts. If results are reported for individual students,
classrooms, or schools, then the assessment has much higher stakes than either
day-to-day instructional assessments or statewide trend data. Obviously, when
assessment results are used to retain students in kindergarten or to award merit pay
for teachers, the consequences of assessment are serious. Research evidence shows,
however, that merely reporting school results in the newspaper is sufficient to give
high stakes to assessment results with accompanying changes produced in
instructional practices. Therefore, the decision to report scores for individual students
and schools places assessments in this “accountability” category, whether or not the
assessment is explicitly labeled as an accountability system.

Audience. Policymakers and the general public are, again, the primary audience
for accountability data. An expressed intention of school-by-school reporting and
reporting of individual student results is to give local constituencies, especially
parents, the data they need to be informed about the quality of local schools and to
lobby for program improvement.
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Purpose 4. Assessing academic achievement to hold individual
students, teachers, and schools accountable

K i n d e r g a r t e n 1st 2nd 3rd grade Beyond age 8
Birth 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 y e a r s

Before age 8, standardized
achievement measures are
not sufficiently accurate
to be used for high-stakes
decisions about individual
children and schools.
Therefore, high-stakes
assessments intended for
accountability purposes
should be delayed until
the end of third grade (or
preferably fourth grade).
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Technical requirements. Accountability assessments may be similar in content to
assessments used for monitoring trends. Both should be comprehensive measures of
important learning goals. At higher grade levels, in fact, some states have school
accountability systems that are also used to report state and district trends in
achievement. Standards for reliability and validity are more difficult to meet for
accountability purposes, however, because standards for technical accuracy must be
met at the lowest unit of reporting. Thus, individual student scores must be
sufficiently reliable, instead of just the state or district mean being reliable. Because
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each individual score must be sufficiently reliable and valid, it is not possible to use
the aggregation of scores to compensate for inaccuracies in individual measures.
Individual-score reporting also precludes the use of matrix sampling to sample an
assessment domain broadly. Instead, for fairness reasons, all students must take the
same test.

The high-stakes nature of accountability assessments also contributes to their
possible inaccuracy. All assessments are fallible and potentially corruptible. Results
can be distorted by departures from standardized administration procedures (i.e.,
allowing more time) or by inappropriate teaching-to-the-test (i.e., giving practice
on questions that closely resemble the assessment). These practices are
documented to occur more frequently when the results of testing have high-stakes
consequences for students or teachers. Although some educators may be motivated
by personal gain to coach their students or to change answers, widespread practices
that undermine the integrity of results are more likely to occur because a test is
seen as professionally indefensible, because it is unfair to children, takes time away
from teaching, or diverts attention from important learning goals.

Age continuum. Direct measures of learning outcomes are fraught with error
throughout the entire early childhood age span. Such errors have very different
consequences in an accountability context than in classroom contexts, where
teachers are constantly learning new things about each child. Although
standardized measures of children’s physical, social, emotional, and cognitive
development could be constructed and administered for purposes of program
evaluation and monitoring trends—because data aggregation would provide both
safeguards and improved accuracy—such assessments cannot be made sufficiently
reliable and fair to be used for high-stakes decisions about individual children and
schools.

Recommendations for what policymakers can do
1. Before age 8, standardized achievement measures are not sufficiently accurate 

to be used for high-stakes decisions about individual children and schools.
Therefore, high-stakes assessments intended for accountability purposes should
be delayed until the end of third grade (or preferably fourth grade).

2. Although it is not technically defensible for states or districts to administer
formal, standardized measures to hold first and second graders to grade-level
standards, policymakers have a legitimate concern that 3rd grade is “too late” 
to identify children who are falling behind. As suggested under Purpose 1,
policymakers at the state and district level could reasonably require that
teachers and the schools have procedures in place to monitor student progress
using instructionally relevant assessments, and that schools have a plan for
providing intensified special help if children are having difficulty, especially in
learning to read. 
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Combining Assessment Purposes
There is a natural tendency for policymakers and educators to want to use
assessment data for more than one purpose. The cost of developing new
assessments would be better justified if the results could be used for multiple
purposes, and if teachers and children go to the trouble of participating in an
assessment, it would be desirable to get as much use from the data as possible.
Many parents, teachers, and policymakers also want a combined system so that
individual student results can be compared to standards set by the state or district.
However, these desires for efficient use of assessment results must be weighed
against the abuses that have occurred in the past when instruments designed for
one purpose were misused for another.

Often, it is a mistake to combine purposes. This is true either because the
different purposes require different assessment content or because the technical
requirements for each purpose are quite different. In the examples that follow, we
consider the combinations of purposes that have most often occurred in practice,
either in early childhood settings or in state assessment programs. In the first case,
educators and policymakers frequently confuse the use of instruments intended for
Purpose 1 and Purpose 2, thinking that it is legitimate to do so because both
involve assessments of individual children. They are not aware, however, that the
two purposes require different content as well as different levels of technical rigor.

Similarly, it seems reasonable to use the same assessments to serve Purposes 1, 3,
and 4 on the grounds that all three involve measures of learning outcomes.
However, reporting individual student and school-level data for accountability
purposes (Purpose 4) requires a higher level of technical accuracy than the other
two purposes, a level of accuracy that cannot be attained in large-scale programs
for children younger than age 8. Therefore, the Resource Group has made quite
different recommendations before and after Grade 3 regarding the feasibility of
including accountability uses of assessment data.

Individual assessments, Purposes 1 and 2. In the past, screening measures
intended as a first step in referral for special-needs identification have been
misused for instructional purposes. For example, screening instruments designed to
resemble short-form IQ tests have been used inappropriately to plan instruction or
to hold children out of kindergarten. Although it would be possible, in theory, to
develop assessments that could be used legitimately for both classroom assessment
and screening for special needs (Purposes 1 and 2), extensive investment would be
required to develop both curricularly relevant assessment content and empirical
norms for evaluating disability.

To support teaching and learning (Purpose 1), assessment tasks should be as
closely tied to the local preschool or primary curriculum as possible. For Purpose 2,
when clinicians are trying to make inferences about ability to learn and/or the
existence of a possible disability, IQ tests and other developmental measures have
traditionally been designed to be as “curriculum free” as possible. The intention is
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to use the most generic tasks possible, so that all children from a wide variety of
backgrounds will be equally familiar with the content of the assessment. Of course,
this has not always worked even when seemingly familiar content was used; hence
the problems of cultural bias.

An alternative method of assessment for special-needs identification would 
be to use dynamic assessment, where ability to learn is evaluated over time by
providing focused learning opportunities interactively with assessment. Dynamic
assessment techniques have not yet been sufficiently developed to permit their
dissemination for widespread use. Even school psychologists and other specialists
would need extensive training to use dynamic assessment with curriculum-aligned
assessment tasks. We should also note that assessment materials intended for use in
making special education placement decisions would require normative data and
an empirical basis to support interpreting low performance as evidence of a
disability, and would have to meet the more stringent reliability and validity
standards for Purpose 2. In the meantime, the most appropriate policies are those
that prevent the misuse of existing instruments.

Assessments of learning outcomes for Grade 3 and above, Purposes 1, 3, and 4.
At higher grade levels, states have attempted to develop measures of academic
outcomes that could be used for individual instructional decisions, reporting of
state-level achievement trends, and school accountability. Kentucky’s use of
classroom portfolios for school and state reporting is one such example. Use of
assessments for multiple purposes requires significant investment of resources to
ensure that the technical requirements for each purpose are satisfied. There may
also be some sacrifices required from the design that would be optimal for each
purpose separately. In the Kentucky example, the intention to use results for school
and state-level comparisons requires that the tasks or entries in the portfolios be
the same for a given grade and subject matter. Such standardization of curricular
expectations would not be possible nationally or in states without a state
curriculum. Use for accountability purposes also requires standardization of scoring
across schools and rigorous external checks to make sure that the data being
aggregated from classrooms are comparable. There are many benefits to this
articulated, multipurpose assessment system, but it also requires substantial
investment of resources.

Assessments of learning outcomes before Grade 3, Purposes 1 and 3. Because of
the inherent difficulties of assessing young children accurately, and the heightened
problems and technical requirements of high-stakes testing, the Resource Group
has recommended against accountability uses of assessment data before the end of
Grade 3. For the same reasons, it is unworkable to attempt to combine assessments
for Purpose 1 and Purpose 4 for early grade levels. Assessments could not at the
same time be flexible and informal enough to be useful to teachers in day-to-day
teaching and learning and still meet the technical requirements of reliability,
standardization, comparability, validity, and fairness that must be satisfied for
accountability reporting.
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States considering early childhood assessments to monitor trends (Purpose 3, a
low-stakes type of program accountability) could, however, work to ensure that the
content of assessments used for Purpose 1 is closely aligned with the content of the
statewide assessment. For example, as part of developing continua of proficiencies in
the early grades that lead to attainment of state performance standards in Grade 3 
or Grade 4, states could develop model instructional units with accompanying
assessments to be used as part of the learning process. Such materials could be made
available to local districts to aid in curriculum improvement and staff development,
but would not be formally administered as part of a state assessment. Because of
differences in technical requirements, the exact same assessment would not be used
for Purpose 1 and Purpose 3, but the two types of assessments could be developed in
parallel so that they would be conceptually compatible and mutually supportive.
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Conclusions
Assessment of young children is important both to support the learning of each
individual child and to provide data—at the district, state, and national level—for
improving services and educational programs. At the level of the individual child,
teaching and assessment are closely linked. Finding out, on an ongoing basis, what
a child knows and can do, helps parents and teachers decide how to pose new
challenges and provide help with what the child has not yet mastered. Teachers
also use a combination of observation and formal assessments to evaluate their own
teaching and make improvements. At the policy level, data are needed about the
preconditions of learning—such as the adequacy of health care, child care, and
preschool services. Direct measures of children’s early learning are also needed to
make sure that educational programs are on track in helping students reach high
standards by the end of third grade.

Assessing young children accurately is much more difficult than for older
students and adults, because of the nature of early learning and because the
language skills needed to participate in formal assessments are still developing.
Inappropriate testing of young children has sometimes led to unfair and harmful
decisions. Such testing abuses occur primarily for one of two reasons: either a test
designed for one purpose is improperly used for another purpose, or testing
procedures appropriate for older children are used inappropriately with younger
children. In making its recommendations, the Resource Group has emphasized
how technical requirements for assessments must be tailored to each assessment
purpose, and we have tried to explain how the increasing reliability and validity of
measurement for ages from birth to age 8 should guide decisions about what kinds
of assessments can be administered accurately at each age.

Four categories of assessment purpose were identified, with accompanying
recommendations for educators and policymakers:

• Assessing to promote children’s learning and development. The most
important reason for assessing young children is to help them learn. To 
this end, assessments should be closely tied to preschool and early-grades
curriculum, and should be a natural part of instructional activities.
Policymakers should support the development or provision of assessment
materials, to be used instructionally, that exemplify important and age-
appropriate learning goals. States should also support professional
development to help teachers learn to use benchmark information to extend
children’s thinking.

• Assessing to identify children for health and special services. Screening or a
referral procedure should be in place to ensure that children suspected of
having a health or learning problem are referred for in-depth evaluation.
Given the potential for misuse of cognitive screening measures, states that
mandate screening tests should monitor how they are used and should take
extra steps to avoid inappropriate uses. IQ-like tests should not be used to
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exclude children from school or to plan instruction. Often, the need for costly
assessments could be eliminated if intensive language and literacy programs
were more broadly available for all of the groups deemed educationally at-risk,
e.g., children living in poverty, children with mild cognitive and language
disabilities, and children with early reading difficulties.

• Assessing to monitor trends and evaluate programs and services. The kinds
of assessment that teachers use in preschool and the early grades to monitor
children’s learning are not sufficiently reliable or directly comparable for uses
outside the classroom. Before age 5, assessment systems designed to gather
data at the state or national level should focus on social indicators that
describe the conditions of learning, e.g., the percentage of low-income
children who attend quality preschool programs. Beginning at age 5, it is
possible to develop large-scale assessment systems to report on trends in early
learning, but matrix sampling should be used to ensure technical accuracy and
at the same time protect individual children from test misuse.

• Assessing academic achievement to hold individual students, teachers, and
schools accountable. There should be no high-stakes accountability testing of
individual children before the end of third grade. This very strong recommen-
dation does not imply that members of the Resource Group are against
accountability or against high standards. In fact, instructionally relevant
assessments designed to support student learning should reflect a clear
continuum of progress in Grades K, 1, and 2 that leads to expected standards 
of performance for the third and fourth grades. Teachers should be
accountable for keeping track of how well their students are learning and 
for responding appropriately, but the technology of testing is not sufficiently
accurate to impose these decisions using an outside assessment.

Congress charged the Goals Panel advisors to offer “clear guidelines regarding
the nature, functions, and uses of early childhood assessments.” In examining
current trends in state and local policies, we found numerous efforts to guard
against testing misuses of the past, as well as positive efforts to devise standards and
assessments that would clearly document children’s learning. We hope that these
recommendations and principles will be useful to educators and parents, as well as
to state policymakers who hold the authority for determining testing policies.
Ultimately, our goal is to set high expectations for early learning and development,
to make sure that no child who falls behind goes unnoticed, and at the same time
to help parents and the public understand how varied are the successful paths of
early learning, depending on the rate of development, linguistic and cultural
experiences, and community contexts.

36

 177–575  Prin/Rec1/16.4.0  2/24/98  4:12 PM  Page 36



Glossary
Accountability: The concept of trying to hold appropriate parties accountable for their
performance; in education these are usually administrators, teachers, and/or students.
Beyond fiscal accountability, this concept currently means responsibility for student
academic performance, usually by publicly reporting student achievement data (often test
scores). Accountability mechanisms vary among states and local districts in the types of
school and student data that are used and in the degree to which rewards, sanctions, or
other consequences are attached to performance. 

Assessment: The process of collecting data to measure the performance or capabilities of 
a student or group. Paper-and-pencil tests of students’ knowledge are a common form of
assessment, but data on student attendance or homework completion, records of informal
adult observations of student proficiency, or evaluations of projects, oral presentations, or
other forms of problem-solving may also be assessments.

Child Find programs: Organized efforts by health, welfare, and education agencies to locate
and identify children in need of special education services.

Development: Growth or maturation that occurs primarily because of the emergence of
underlying biological patterns or preconditions. The terms development and learning
are distinguished by the presumption that one is caused by genetics and the other by
experience. However, it is known that development can be profoundly affected by
environmental conditions.

Developmental assessment: Measurement of a child’s cognitive, language, knowledge, and
psychomotor skills in order to evaluate development in comparison to children of the same
chronological age.

Developmental continuum: A continuum that describes typical milestones in children’s
growth and emerging capabilities according to age.

Dynamic assessment: An interactive mode of assessment used to evaluate a child’s ability
to learn by providing a structured learning situation, observing how the child performs, and
evaluating how well the child is able to learn new material under various conditions of
supported learning.

Early childhood: The stage of life from birth through age 8.

Formal assessment: A systematic and structured means of collecting information on 
student performance that both teachers and students recognize as an assessment event.

High-stakes assessment: Assessments that carry serious consequences for students or for
educators. Their outcomes determine such important things as promotion to the next grade,
graduation, merit pay for teachers, or school rankings reported in the newspaper.

Informal assessment: A means of collecting information about student performance in
naturally occurring circumstances, which may not produce highly accurate and systematic
results, but can provide useful insights about a child’s learning.

Large-scale assessment: Standardized tests and other forms of assessment designed to be
administered to large groups of individuals under prescribed conditions to provide
information about performance on a standardized scale so that results for districts, states, or
nations can be fairly compared.

Learning: Acquiring of knowledge, skill, ways of thinking, attitudes, and values as a result
of experience.

Matrix sampling: A way to select a subset of all the students to be tested and subsets of various
parts of a test so that each student takes only a portion of the total assessment, but valid
conclusions can be drawn about how all students would have performed on the entire test.
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Norms: Statistics or data that summarize the test performance of specified groups such as
test-takers of various ages or grades.

Normal variation: Refers to the range of performance levels that, in addition to the average
(or mean) performance, is typical for children of a specific age or grade.

Observation: A systematic way to collect data by watching or listening to children during
an activity.

Portfolio: An organized and purposeful collection of student work and self-assessments
collected over time to demonstrate student learning. A portfolio assessment is the process of
evaluating student achievement based on portfolios.

Readiness test: A test used to evaluate a student’s preparedness for a specific academic
program.

Reliability: The degree to which a test or assessment measures consistently across different
instances of measurement—for example, whether results are consistent across raters, times
of measurement, or sets of test items.

Screening: Selecting individuals on a preliminary test who are in need of more thorough
evaluation.

Screening test: A test used as a first step in identifying children who may be in need of
special services. If a potential problem is suggested by the results of a screening test, then a
child should be referred for a more complete assessment and diagnosis.

Social indicator: A statistic (usually not a student test result) used to report on a societal
condition, such as the rate of infant mortality, teen pregnancy, or school dropouts.

Special education: As defined by regulations of the Individuals with Disabilities Education
Act, special education is the specially designed instruction that public schools are required
to offer either in a separate or regular classroom to meet the unique needs of a child with a
disability.

Standardized test or assessment: Standardization refers to a set of consistent procedures for
administering and scoring a test or assessment. Standardization is necessary to make test
scores comparable across individuals.

Test: A formal procedure for eliciting responses so as to measure the performance and
capabilities of a student or group.

Validity: The accuracy of a test or assessment in measuring what it was intended to measure.
Validity is determined by the extent to which interpretations and decisions based on test
scores are warranted and supported by independent evidence. 

Sources 
McDonnell, L.M., McLaughlin, M.J., & Morison, P. (Eds.). (1997). Educating one and all:
Students with disabilities and standards-based reform. Washington, DC: National Academy Press.

McLaughlin, M.W., & Shepard, L.A. (1995). Improving education through standards-based
reform. Stanford, CA: National Academy of Education. 

National Association for the Education of Young Children. (1988). NAEYC position
statement on standardized testing of young children 3 through 8 years of age. Young Children
43(3): 42–47.
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