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Extensive research on child development has shown that the years from birth through age eight 

matter enormously to a child’s long-term educational outcomes, but until now state education  

accountability systems were pushed by federal law to ignore those years. That has changed with 

passage of the federal Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), which gives states new opportunity to 

hold districts and schools accountable for the quality of their work with students prior to 3rd grade. 

States can use that opportunity to improve the early elementary grades—and even pre-kindergarten 

education—by ensuring that those years are meaningfully weighted in their accountability  

systems and by using metrics of school quality that support best practices in those critical years.
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This paper explains the importance of including the early years in state accountability systems; those  

years are of critical importance to achieving long-term educational success but have been largely 

ignored in previous state accountability efforts. It then explains two potential best practices for states 
seeking to use accountability systems to drive improvement in the early elementary years:

 >  Focusing on the quality of instruction in the early elementary years, rating schools both on the  

quality of the instruction itself and on the quality of the systems to support quality instruction

 > Putting specific attention on the early elementary years by disaggregating measures of school   
  quality by grade, which can help ensure that these years are given at least their proportional   
  weight in measurements of overall school quality

Accountability systems are critical levers of state policy that have had significant impact on local 
decision-making. Helping students achieve college and career readiness will be a key focus of discussions 
about state accountability system design1, but the preparations for college and career do not start in 3rd 

grade. States have the opportunity under the ESSA to encourage and support improved practice at the 
early elementary level—and earlier.

I. THE PROBLEM: NO ACCOUNTABILITY IN CRITICAL DEVELOPMENTAL YEARS

 A. The Power of State Accountability Systems

State accountability systems are potentially significant influences on local action. Advocates for robust 
accountability systems have frequently identified the major goal of their advocacy as being improved 
outcomes for low-income and minority students,2 although there is disagreement about how effective 
accountability systems have been at achieving that goal.3 Regardless, many agree that accountability 

systems have the power to drive local behavior.4 

Unfortunately, in some instances the behaviors that accountability systems have driven were not the 
ones any of its architects likely intended.* For example, in the Texas accountability system that set the 

model for No Child Left Behind (NCLB), schools seeking to achieve higher status sometimes classified 
low-performing students as eligible for special education—which allowed the schools to avoid counting 

those students in their performance metrics but did not necessarily lead to improved educational  

outcomes for the students.5 

_____________________________

*  Throughout this paper there is discussion of the incentives created by states for action by local educators. The paper’s argument 
does not assume that educators will universally follow those incentives; there are numerous examples of local educators resisting state  
incentives, including incentives to “game the system” through educationally suspect practices. But as noted in the text (citing D. Deming 
et al. in Education Next), in some instances under No Child Left Behind well-intended federal law led to well-intended state policies that 
pushed well-intended local educators into educational malpractice. One major goal of this paper is to help states reduce the instance 
of such occurrences by setting up incentives that lead local educators in the right direction, recognizing that not all local educators will 
follow policy incentives whether or not those incentives are well aligned with sound educational practice. 
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Under the ESSA, states have the opportunity to create new incentive structures that encourage local  
education leaders to take actions that are likely to lead to improved educational outcomes. There are 
many ways states might do this, but one specific opportunity is to take new approaches to the pre-3rd-

grade years—a time of great long-term importance to child development and learning.

 B. The Achievement Gap Opens Early

Research shows that a significant percentage of brain development takes place in the first five years 
and that the interactions children have with adults in those years meaningfully impact that brain  
development.6 Indeed, the first five years of life provide an incredibly important opportunity to impact 
long-term child outcomes, with the quality and quantity of responsive interaction with adults a critical 
factor in helping children get on the right trajectory.7 Increasingly, educators understand that in many 

low-performing school districts, the achievement gap opens before kindergarten and then largely holds 
steady throughout the K–12 years.8 Data from the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 

shows that by 4th grade, achievement gaps by race and income are quite substantial (Figure 1).9 

 
 
 
 

     Figure 1. NAEP 4th-Grade Reading Scores

Attempting to solve the problem starting in 3rd grade simply will not work, but high-quality early  
learning—particularly when well aligned to strong early elementary programs—can make a significant 
difference.10 In the NCLB era, states have recognized the importance of early learning and taken 

steps to expand access to it; for example, in 2001–2002, state-funded pre-k programs enrolled 14% of  

4-year-olds, but by 2014, they enrolled 29% of 4-year-olds.11 
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 C. Under NCLB, Accountability Systems Discouraged Addressing the Achievement Gap Early

Given the importance of the early elementary years—and their relative absence from previous iterations 

of state accountability systems—the opportunity to improve the incentives for quality education prior to 

3rd grade may be one of the greatest opportunities presented by the ESSA. Indeed, while states have 
recognized the importance of the early years, their federally mandated accountability policies have 

impeded local progress. Under NCLB, state accountability systems measured the quality of elementary 

schools largely through test scores in 3rd grade and up. This created ongoing pressures for local 
education leaders to focus resources on the tested years12:

>  The average tenure of superintendents is less than four years, and often shorter in  

  low-performing districts. This means that children in preschool during the first year of a 

  superintendent’s tenure likely will not take any standardized tests until a new superintendent  
  has come in. Therefore, the longer it is until children reach 3rd grade, the less incentive a 

  superintendent has to focus on them —even though brain science tells us that the earlier we 

  support children, the bigger the opportunity for impact.

  In addition, expanding high-quality preschool can take time. A successful school-district-led  
  initiative to improve early learning can take months of planning13, which leads to better long-term 

  outcomes but only decreases the chances that its impact will be felt during the current  
  superintendent’s administration. Moreover, the maximum impact of these initiatives is  

  rarely felt in the first year of implementation, as it can take time to fine-tune the systems 

  needed for preschool to be successful.

>  Many low-income communities have transient populations in which children are relocating 

  frequently. Research on school change indicates that just over half of kindergartners remain 

  in the same school by the end of 3rd grade.14 Because in high-mobility districts many younger 

  students may end up being tested in other districts, those districts have an incentive to focus 

  their efforts on the children whose test scores will impact their district’s accountability results.

   Importantly, among the students who transfer districts between kindergarten and the tested 

years, many stay in the same state. This means that districts may frequently look at their  
kindergarten classes and assume that those children will never be tested in their district—but  
because many of those children will remain in the state, the state will likely be responsible for their  
long-term outcomes even if the district they live in as kindergarteners is not. Because states have 
a stronger likelihood than districts of having an institutional interest in long-term outcomes, 

they should use their accountability system to make sure that districts’ short-term interests align  
with the state’s—and support the child’s long-term interests. 
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 These factors help explain why accountability systems have encouraged the assignment of weaker  
teachers to untested grades, where they may be seen as having less impact on a school’s test scores;  
some schools have in fact made such decisions.15 As Ellen Goldring and colleagues stated in a 2014 

report:

 Many principals respond to the pressures of accountability systems that apply disproportionately 

to tested grades and subjects by moving less effective teachers into untested classrooms. 
These moves appear especially problematic in elementary schools, where reassignment of  
ineffective teachers away from tested classrooms is most easily accomplished by moving 
them to the early grades. Although these moves may benefit the school’s test score performance 
in the short term, research on the importance of early learning for children’s later schooling 
outcomes suggests that this strategy may have a negative impact on students’ learning as 
they advance through school.16

In sum, the entire accountability incentive structure has pushed local educators to focus on short-term 

fixes rather than on the long-term improvements that can be seeded in the years before 3rd grade. 

Despite these incentives, some superintendents and principals have built impressive preschool-through-

3rd-grade systems, but in doing so they have been swimming upstream against NCLB’s current.17 Many 

educators in the K–12 system—from superintendents to principals to teachers and every other kind 

of professional—undertake substantial efforts to help children regardless of what state incentive  
structures would have them do. But with states engaging in major overhauls of their accountability  
systems, now is the time to ensure that accountability incentives support, rather than impede, best prac-

tices in the years prior to 3rd grade.

II.  CREATING MEANINGFUL EDUCATION ACCOUNTABILITY FOR THE YEARS BEFORE 3RD GRADE

The ESSA opens up new possibilities for elementary school accountability that were not previously 

included in federal law. Under the ESSA, states will continue to be required to maintain school  
accountability systems, but the federal parameters for those systems have changed substantially.  
Instead of the dominating focus on test proficiency in 3rd grade and up under NCLB, the federal statute 

now requires states to incorporate multiple types of test results and a new “indicator of school quality 
or student success” (referred to below as the School Quality Indicator). State education leaders have  
indicated they intend to maintain high standards of accountability,18 although some commentators 

believe the law will lead to lowered expectations of quality.19

In addition to the School Quality Indicator, three other indicators are required in elementary school  
accountability under the ESSA. These other three focus on tests in 3rd grade or later:

> Proficiency on annual assessments
> A measure of student growth on assessments, or an alternate academic indicator
 >  Progress in achieving English language proficiency by English language learners, as  

measured by assessments20
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These three indicators will collectively be referred to below as the Assessment Indicators, and collectively 
they are required to be given “much greater weight” than the School Quality Indicator in the overall 
system.21 (The exact meaning of “much greater weight” was considered ambiguous prior to the law’s 
passage, and as of the publication date of this paper has not been resolved.22) 

The School Quality Indicator language pushes states to develop meaningful indicators of performance 
that are not based on test scores and gives states relatively broad parameters:
 

  (I)  For all public schools in the State, not less than one indicator of school quality or student  

      success that—

 (aa) allows for meaningful differentiation in school performance;
 (bb) is valid, reliable, comparable, and statewide (with the same indicator or indicators  
         used for each grade span, as such term is determined by the State); and

 (cc) may include one or more of the measures described in subclause (II).
 (II) For purposes of sub clause (I), the State may include measures of—

 (III) student engagement;

 (IV) educator engagement;

 (V) student access to and completion of advanced coursework;
 (VI) postsecondary readiness;

 (VII) school climate and safety; and

 (VIII) any other indicator the State chooses that meets the requirements of this clause.23

 

Within these parameters, there are two primary strategies states should use to make sure that educators 
have incentive to focus on the years before 3rd grade.

First, states should use the School Quality Indicator to focus on instructional quality and the key systems 
behind it. For too long, accountability systems have focused on what is easily measured, not what matters 
most. What matters most to children in the early elementary grades is the quality of their interactions 
with teachers, and accountability systems should include measures of the quality of interaction in the 
School Quality Indicator.24 In addition, the School Quality Indicator should include other measures of 
systemic quality and organizational conditions that have been linked to practices that are most important 

for students’ learning. 

Second, states should make the early years count by weighting them separately in the School Quality 
Indicator. One of the successes of NCLB that was carried into the ESSA is a focus on disaggregating 
data when aggregated data might mask disparities in performance among different groups of students.  
Analogously, states should require the disaggregation of data within the School Quality Indicator to 
highlight the quality of education that schools are delivering at each grade level. Doing so will allow  
for the implementation of an accountability system that places sufficient weight on the quality of  
education in the early elementary years to make it meaningful to the school’s overall rating—and  
incentivize high-quality instruction for the youngest students.
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 A. Focusing on Instructional Quality in the School Quality Indicator

In designing the School Quality Indicator, states must be thoughtful about creating the right incentives 
for improvement in school quality and child learning. To maximize the impact of the School Quality 
Indicator, states should use measures that focus directly on the quality of professional practice. Improved 
professional practice leads to improved student outcomes, and so using measures focused on practice 

creates the right incentives for educators and gives them helpful feedback on how to improve.25 One 

concern about NCLB was that it gave educators a “strong incentive to game the system.”26 Ideally, the 

School Quality Indicator in the ESSA will help remove those perverse incentives and replace them with 
incentives to improve practice.

Accountability for professional practice is increasingly a part of early learning accountability, has long 

been used for voluntary accreditation in K–12, and is starting to be used in K–12 accountability systems.27  

Politically, it is a practice that has been described favorably by education reformers and traditional  

labor and school-management groups; state superintendents also included the idea in their 

next-generation accountability principles.28 Importantly, measuring the quality of professional practice is  

something that can be done across all grades. 

To implement practice-based accountability in a manner that leads to improved education, states developing 

their School Quality Indicators should focus on two key questions: (1) What is the quality of instructional 
practice in classrooms?, and (2) What is the quality of the systems behind those classrooms that are 

meant to ensure consistently high-quality interactions between teachers and students?

 1. The Quality of Classroom Instruction

A significant body of research shows that the quality of teaching is the most critical influence schools 
have on long-term child outcomes.29 In addition to being broadly true about schooling as a whole, it has 
been shown to be true for specific age ranges, including the early elementary grades30 and early learning.31 

In short, a School Quality Indicator that does not measure the quality of teaching is not measuring what 
matters most.

Measuring the quality of teaching is not a new practice. Indeed, scientifically validated and reliable  
observational tools have long been used to measure the quality of teaching in classrooms across the 

United States. In preschool, scores from these observations are used in a variety of ways, including  
ensuring that Head Start programs meet federal quality standards,32 determining state Quality Rating 
and Improvement System scores for early learning programs,33 and informing professional development  

and quality improvement efforts.34 Tools such as the Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS 

Pre-K)35 have been used to monitor, publicly rate, and improve the quality of preschool classrooms 

across the country for many years. 
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Although use of observational measures of teaching quality in elementary grades for accountability 

purposes has typically received less emphasis under NCLB, similarly valid and reliable observational 

tools—such as the CLASS K–336 and Danielson Framework37—can be used effectively to rate and 

improve the quality of teaching in elementary school classrooms nationwide.38 Importantly, administering 

these observations such that scores can be used in a high-stakes manner, such as in the School Quality  
Indicator, requires extensive observer training and ongoing reliability calibration among observers. 
When implemented correctly, observational measures of teaching quality and student surveys in later 

elementary grades are significant predictors of how much students learn. 39 

Including instructional quality in the School Quality Indicator could instigate a potentially valuable 
statewide conversation about exactly what quality instruction entails.40 Some states have already  

begun these conversations in designing teacher evaluation systems. Importantly, teaching practice  
will not look identical across the years; indeed, early childhood experts and advocates have expressed 

concern that teaching practices prior to 3rd grade do not reflect developmental best practices for  
children in those years.41 Part of the problem for teachers of young children is that they may lack 

instructional leadership and support: A significant majority of elementary school principals have 

indicated that they are not confident in their level of understanding of child development in the early 

years.42 Developing a greater statewide understanding of what quality teaching looks like in the  
early years would have significant value to educators, and a state-level commitment to including 

classroom instructional quality in the ESSA School Quality Indicator could help facilitate the 

process of building knowledge and capacity in this area, as well as spark the development of innovative 

new observational tools that more precisely measure the elements of teaching that matter most.

  

                                 BEST PRACTICE TEACHING IN THE EARLY YEARS

Best practice teaching in the early years requires trusting, supportive relationships 

in a language- and content-rich environment.43 Effective teachers are knowledgeable 
about best practices in child development and engage skillfully with children and  
parents.44 Activities are tailored to a child’s individual needs,45 with adults conducting 

conversations with children that respond thoughtfully to a child’s questions.46 Teachers 

also need to support dual language learners, and research shows that the most  
effective way to do that is to help them simultaneously develop skills in English and 
their home language.47
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 2. The Quality of Schoolwide Systems

For children to consistently experience quality instruction throughout their educational progression 

requires schools that are set up to systemically deliver that quality instruction schoolwide.  A previous 
Ounce Policy Conversation, A Framework for Rethinking State Education Accountability and Support From 

Birth Through High School, lays out an approach to practice-based accountability grounded in the five 
“essential elements” identified by the Consortium on Chicago School Research as critical to school success:

1.  A coherent instructional guidance system
2.  Professional capacity
3.  Strong parent-community-school ties
4.  A student-centered learning climate
5.  Leadership to drive change48

Research has shown that the absence of any of these conditions threatens the likelihood that a school 
will be able to consistently produce strong student outcomes. Thus, if a School Quality Indicator  
measures how schools are doing in these areas, that will give schools an incentive to show improvement 
in these areas, which research shows are the areas where improvement has the greatest impact on 
school and student success.49 For example, strong leadership at a school is a critical driver of every other 

change a school needs to make,50 and family and community engagement are also key elements of  

long-term school success.51 A robust School Quality Indicator that includes these factors will provide  
more valuable information that helps support meaningful ongoing improvement. 

As is true for the quality of instruction, the quality of schoolwide systems can also be assessed  
using scientifically validated and reliable measurement tools.52 Measures of schoolwide systems 
quality most often include document review and/or teacher, parent, and (in later grades) student  
surveys. Although widespread focus on these organizational conditions is comparatively new, both  
New York City and Illinois have been monitoring the quality of these elements in all public schools  
for at least a decade.53 Using rigorously tested and universally distributed teacher- and (in New  
York City) parent-based surveys on the five essential elements framework, both jurisdictions have 

successfully collected valuable information about the quality of schoolwide systems in their 

elementary schools. The state of the art in this area is still emerging, and the development of 
new measures of the quality of organizational conditions in preschool programs—such as 

the Five Essentials-Early Education Measurement System and Supportive Environmental 

Quality Underlying Adult Learning tool—will likely facilitate increased focus on the importance 

of these schoolwide systems in the preschool years as well.54 



VALUING THE EARLY YEARS IN STATE ACCOUNTABILITY SYSTEMS UNDER THE EVERY STUDENT SUCCEEDS ACT                                     10   

policy conversations
Conversation No. 5   Version 1.0 

February 16, 2016

                             GOING BEYOND THE STATUTORY MINIMUM

The ESSA statutory language governing the School Quality Indicator does list some  
measures that states may include in their School Quality Indicator. These include  

student and educator engagement, access to and completion of advanced course-

work, postsecondary readiness, and school climate. The five essential elements  

encompass at least three of these (student engagement, educator engagement, 

and school climate), and the advanced coursework and postsecondary readiness  

indicators are not likely to apply to elementary schools in any case. The statute also 
clearly authorizes the state to add other indicators if it chooses, so states have broad  

latitude to design a School Quality Indicator that encompasses multiple research- 
based measures of school quality.

As noted in II.A.2 above, it is also important for states to align the School Quality Indicator with their  
accountability systems in early learning, commonly known as Quality Rating and Improvement  
Systems.55 These systems have historically been grounded in the child-care system, which can look 
very different from the public schools; however, they are increasingly being applied to more education- 
focused programs like state pre-k.56 These systems are also in a period of rapid evolution in many 

states, and a conversation about aligning Quality Rating and Improvement Systems with School Quality  
Indicators could prove to be valuable for both early learning and K–12.

 3. Pulling It Together: The School Quality Indicator

Measuring the quality of instruction and the quality of schoolwide systems should be a best  
practice for states and for all K–12 schools, regardless of whether states are trying specifically to  
increase the emphasis on the early elementary years. This approach can be used in all grades; it is just as  
possible to measure the quality of kindergarten teaching as it is to measure the quality of an Advanced  

Placement calculus class. Unlike the Assessment Indicators, which will focus on 3rd grade and up, the School  

Quality Indicator allows states to directly measure quality in all grades.

To effectively implement a School Quality Indicator that combines instructional quality and schoolwide 
systemic quality effectively, states will have to do the following:

 >  Develop a Composite Indicator. Developing a composite indicator requires some thought, as 
states will need to balance multiple measures to design a successful School Quality Indicator  
(as, indeed, they will have to do in the accountability system writ large). One important  
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aspect of that design (discussed further in II.B.1, below) is that the instructional quality  
subindicator can be disaggregated by grade, whereas the school systems sub-indicator —  
which measures the quality of schoolwide practices — probably cannot be. 

   States should consider including attendance in the composite indicator. Research shows that 
there are substantial short- and long-term negative consequences associated with excessive 

school absences in the early grades, including lower achievement, increased behavioral  
issues, lower social development, greater chances of grade retention, and greater risk of  
future absenteeism.57 Simply put, if children are not in school, they cannot reap the benefits of 
quality instruction. As discussed further in II.B.1, attendance is also a sub-indicator that can be 
disaggregated by grade. 

   Some districts have already been using non-test data—including attendance data and survey 

results—to measure quality,58 and states may look to build on those efforts in developing 
the School Quality Indicator. These efforts clearly have value, but concerns have been raised 
about how some of this data might be gamed.59  Moreover, almost any indicator that states 

would want to use in an education accountability system could be influenced by income and 
other social factors; observational measures and attendance measures are certainly not  

immune.60 In designing an effective inspection system, states must be thoughtful about the  
potential biases in any indicator and how to manage the potential impact most effectively.

 The state data systems that have been used to manage accountability will need to be updated to 
reflect the demands of the School Quality Indicator. 

 >  Develop an Inspection System. States cannot expect to have a meaningful impact on school  
improvement if their only focus in developing the School Quality Indicator is on how to  
execute it as inexpensively as possible. Collecting meaningful information will likely require  
investment in an intentionally designed information-collection system.61 This practice is well  
established in early learning, and inspectorates used in several other countries have shown that 
thoughtful evaluations of school quality are likely to provide actionable information to state and 

local education leaders.62 

 >   Develop an Improvement System. Measuring quality and identifying needs for improvement is 

essential but not sufficient. The real value of an accountability system should be its support for 
ongoing improvement.63 The ESSA gives states new flexibility in how they provide supports to 
low-performing schools,64 which creates an opportunity for states to design new systems for 
supporting school improvement and building educator capacity.

    States can make the early years a more integral part of school improvement by requiring 

alignment with early learning as part of school-improvement planning, quantifying the  
kindergarten entry gap in low-performing schools, using data systems to build a better  
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understanding of child experiences prior to entering kindergarten, and supporting school efforts 
to partner with early learning providers.65

  B. Disaggregating Data About the Early Years

One of the most universally acknowledged successes of NCLB—and one of the key aspects of the law 
preserved in the ESSA—is its focus on disaggregating data. NCLB’s major contribution was requiring that 
test scores that had historically been reported for entire schools and districts be broken down into sub-

groups. This disaggregated data revealed achievement gaps based on race or income that districts had 
previously been able to mask. 

States should approach the School Quality Indicator in the same spirit and require that school scores 
be a composite of individual grade scores. Doing so will give schools specific incentive to focus on the 
quality of instruction in each grade level, not just those that are tested. Choosing to give specific weight 
to individual grades could ensure that real weight is placed on the years prior to 3rd grade in state ac-

countability systems and provide specific feedback to school leaders on the quality of their offerings in 
those years. If states choose this approach, they will face two important choices: (1) how much weight to 
give to each grade and (2) whether to include preschool.

 1. Weighing the K-2 Grades as Part of Elementary School Accountability

The simplest way to weigh the grades is to give them all equal weight. For example, if the state  
determined that the Assessment Indicators would count for 70% of an elementary school’s grade 

and the School Quality Indicator would count for 30%, it could choose to count each grade K–5  
as 5% of the school’s grade (Figure 2).

 

     Figure 2. Equal Weighting of School Quality Indicators Across Grades

 

In this scenario, the K–2 years would count for 15% of a school’s overall accountability score.

Assessment Indicators

School Quality Indicator K–2
(5% per year)

School Quality Indicator 3–5
(5% per year)

70%

15%

15%
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Another option for states is to place additional weight on the K–2 years because there are no other  
indicators for those years, whereas there are for the later years. For example, using the same 70/30 split 
between the Assessment Indicators and the School Quality Indicators, a state could choose to weigh the 
School Quality Indicator for K–2 at 7% per year, and 3–5 at 3% per year (Figure 3).
 

    Figure 3. Greater Weighting of School Quality Indicators in Earlier Grades

This approach might be particularly valuable in states that place a heavy emphasis on growth within 

the Assessment Indicator. A growth indicator would give schools an incentive to game the system 
by putting their best teachers in the tested grades and their weakest teachers in the early years— 

potentially the most effective strategy for showing growth. To counterbalance this incentive, states  
can place disproportionate emphasis on the instructional quality of the early elementary years, giving 

school leaders an incentive to put strong teachers in those grades.

Given the requirement that the Assessment Indicators must account for the majority of a school’s  
accountability score, the School Quality Indicator for K–2 will likely represent at most 15–25% of 
a school’s score, regardless of whether K–2 is weighted equally to 3–5 or even greater. At this point, 
gauging the exact impact of that weighting is speculative. It seems likely that this percentage would  
be substantial enough to inspire at least some focus on these years, but application of that principle 

will likely vary. This is almost certainly an area where states will have to learn over time and monitor the 
impact to understand how much difference this weighting makes.

Finally, this disaggregation may be possible even if states design their School Quality Indicator in a  
manner radically different from that described in II.A above. There are many kinds of data about school 
climate, student engagement, and teacher engagement that can be broken down by grade. If states are 
using a composite measure that includes some factors easily disaggregated by grade and others that 

Assessment Indicators

School Quality Indicator K–2
(7% per year)

School Quality Indicator 3–5
(3% per year)

9%

21%

70%
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are not—which is what II.A proposes—then the composite score can be designed to show differentiation 
among grades even when some variables are held constant throughout an entire school. It is also worth 
noting that the law appears to allow states to use different indicators for different school years as long 
as the indicators are consistent within a “grade span” as defined by a state, meaning that a composite 
indicator for elementary schools might be composed of different sub-indicators than the indicator for 
high schools. 

 2. Should Preschool Be Included?

Under the language of the ESSA, there is nothing to preclude states from including pre-kindergarten 

classes in a school’s School Quality Indicator. For example, a state could decide that if a school offers 
pre-kindergarten, those classes would be included as a grade for purposes of the school’s School  
Quality Indicator Rating. At a school with a preschool program for 4-year-olds, that might look  
something like Figure 4.

    Figure 4. Equal Weighting of School Quality Indicators Across Grades,  

    Including Pre-kindergaren

By including pre-k in their accountability systems, states would send a clear message that they value 
high-quality early learning and expect schools to deliver that quality. By making pre-k a core part of how 
schools are graded—rather than just an unaccountable add-on—states would reinforce that early learning 
is part of a larger progression, not just a separate, stand-alone project.

Some of the key considerations for states contemplating this option will be:

 >	 	Reflecting	 the	 State’s	 Funding	 Approach. Including preschoolers in school accountability may 

make more sense for states that fund pre-k through their school-funding formula, where it is 
easier to consider pre-k part of school. But states that do not include pre-k in their funding  
formula may want to use this opportunity to provide greater incentive for schools to engage in 
early learning.

Assessment Indicators

School Quality Indicator K-2
(7% per year)

School Quality Indicator 3-5
(3% per year)

School Quality Indicator pre-K
(5% per year)

65%

5%

15%

15%
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>  Addressing Funding Outside the State Formula. Schools frequently provide pre-k funded by 

one or more sources outside the state funding formula; these can include Head Start, Title I, 

and local discretionary dollars. Children served in these programs are not always counted 

as part of a school’s listed enrollment, even if they attend classes in the school building.  
Reconciling how states and districts track these children is a worthwhile exercise regardless of 
whether the children’s preschool program ends up part of the state’s education accountability  
system—and conversations about the state’s accountability system could help create  
momentum for that work.

>  Addressing Non-providers. Even in states with large pre-k programs, not all districts and 
schools provide pre-k. If some districts and schools have a pre-k year it their School 
Quality Indicator and some schools do not, the overall accountability formula will have to ac-

count for that difference. This should not be deeply problematic, however, as states will already 
have to account for the fact that schools may serve a wide variety of grade ranges (such as K–4, 
K–5, or K–8).

>  Incentivizing Achievable Quality. If a state’s accountability system makes it too hard for schools to 
improve their overall scores by providing pre-k, that might be a disincentive to providing pre-k in 

the first place. But if the state’s accountability system makes it too easy for schools to improve 
their overall scores by providing pre-k, that might lead schools to offer low-quality pre-k—which 
doesn’t produce positive long-term impacts.66 States will have to be careful about striking the 
right balance. 

>  Ensuring Alignment With Early Learning Accountability. Most states have some existing system 

for rating the quality of early learning, and indeed many states have been aggressively 

expanding those systems in recent years. Aligning early learning and K–12 accountability 

systems is an outstanding opportunity to strengthen the connections between schools and  
early learning and to reinforce best practices that affect the entire birth-to-3rd-grade continuum.

   In many states, the early learning accountability cuts across multiple programs—including 

state-funded pre-k, Head Start, and child care. If states include pre-k in their School  
Quality Indicator they must make sure it does not contradict the requirements of other  
preschool funding sources. Poor alignment can subject pre-k providers to confusing,  
conflicting, or unduly burdensome requirements that make the program hard to administer.

  While school accountability is always overseen by the state education agency, quality control 
of early learning programs (including preschool) is frequently overseen by a different agency.67 

In states where that is the case, state education agencies would have to partner with those 
agencies to effectively ensure alignment between early learning accountability and early 

elementary accountability.
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>  Supporting Mixed Delivery. As noted earlier, it will be important to consider the impact of  
including early learning in School Quality Indicators on community providers. States will 
have to consider how responsible districts and schools should be for the quality of ser-

vice by community providers subcontracted to provide early learning. They will also have to  
review definitions of quality carefully to consider whether the accountability system is  
creating incentives or disincentives for schools to partner with community providers.

All the questions raised here are ones that states would have to wrestle with if they are considering 
including early learning in their School Quality Indicator, but the existence of these questions should 
not be a deterrent to having the conversation. Indeed, the development of new accountability systems 
under the ESSA will likely require state education agencies to engage multiple stakeholders to address 
numerous questions about every element of the new accountability system, including but not limited 
to the School Quality Indicator. The decision on whether to include pre-k in the School Quality Indicator 

will play out in that larger context. The positive aspect of this is that the agencies will already be  
engaging stakeholders in resolving previously unanswered policy questions; the negative aspect  
is that agencies will have limited bandwidth to answer a wide range of questions, and this issue  
might be easy  to ignore (given that the simplest approach is to simply continue excluding preschool  

from state systems). But this is a potentially significant opportunity to give local schools greater  
incentive to launch high-quality early learning programs, and it would be valuable for states to at  
least explore this possibility to see what they might accomplish. That exploration should include 

not only school districts but also other early learning providers and community stakeholders, who can 
strategize together about how to have the most positive impact. 

The bottom line is that understanding the likely impact on schools of including this indicator will take 
some discussion —and it is very likely that if states try this approach, their initial attempt to strike the  

right balance may miss in one direction or another. That should not be a reason not to try, as simply  
ignoring the issue may have a significant adverse impact on the accountability system.  If states go this  
route, they need to be prepared to monitor and tweak their approach as they go forward to ensure  
that state-level policies are having the intended school-level impact. 

Conclusion

The early years matter to a child’s success in real life, but they did not matter to school accountability 
under NCLB. Faced with NCLB’s ongoing pressure to increase test scores, district and school leaders by 
and large made the rational choice to focus their improvement efforts on the tested years. Now the ESSA 
gives states the opportunity to change the paradigm in which district and school leaders operate:

 >  States can build an incentive structure for schools that measures the quality of their  

instruction and the systems that support their instruction. Measuring the things that really  
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matter gives schools the right incentives and also means that accountability systems are more 

likely to give schools actionable feedback.

 >  States can put specific weight on the K–2 years to make sure there is a focus on quality  
practices in those years. One of the key successes of federal education law has been  
disaggregating data to help surface inconsistencies in quality; by disaggregating data about  

instructional quality in different grades, states can help make sure that the K–2 years, and  
potentially preschool, are given the attention they deserve.

The ESSA represents an opportunity to create meaningful accountability for educationally important 

years that have previously been ignored by state accountability systems. As states embark on designing 

next-generation accountability systems, they should ensure that their systems take advantage 

of new federal flexibility to include measures for the years prior to 3rd grade. If states take the right 
steps to make the early years matter, and design indicators that support ongoing improvement, they 

can encourage districts and schools to focus on those years in a manner that leads to long-term 

improvement for schools and long-term positive outcomes for children.
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