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OVERVIEW

Federal and state leaders have increasingly focused on early learning as a key strategy for improving 

overall school performance.1 Because a significant percentage of the achievement gap opens before 
kindergarten entry, early learning is an essential investment to help young children at risk of poor 

outcomes achieve their long-term potential.2 When investing in the early years, policymakers should 

be focused on ensuring that early learning programs are designed and funded to achieve educational 
outcomes—including language and cognitive development, social emotional development, self-regulation, 

and other skills for learning.3  

As early learning systems have grown and matured, there has been an increase in the use of kindergarten 
readiness assessments (KRAs) that measure where children are developmentally as they transition into 

kindergarten. These KRAs are generally designed to rely on data reported by classroom teachers and 
collect a broad range of information about a child’s abilities. Kindergarten readiness assessments have 
been a valuable tool for leaders and practitioners to identify gaps in children’s knowledge and skills and to 
enhance teaching and learning. Data from KRAs has also been used to measure kindergarten readiness of 
children statewide, to inform policy decisions about early learning resources and systems.
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Two states have chosen to use kindergarten readiness assessment results as part of their 

accountability systems for early learning providers, to rate early learning programs in part on whether 
they produce stronger KRA scores. Policymakers in other states have also considered using KRA 

results in this manner. But this is a practice with potentially serious negative consequences. The 

current kindergarten readiness assessments have not been designed for this purpose, and states 
are attaching to assessment results high stakes that are inappropriate for these tools. The federal 

Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) requires the use of assessment scores for school accountability 
in 3rd grade and up, but the assessments used to produce those scores were designed to be used in 
school accountability4—unlike kindergarten readiness assessments. As states continue to refine their 
accountability and assessment policies, it is important not to misuse KRA results in ways that draw 
incorrect conclusions from results and potentially discredit a tool that can help support instructional 

improvement.

This paper is meant to help state and local education policymakers and leaders understand how to 

use KRA results appropriately—and how to avoid stretching them too far. First, the paper describes 
what kindergarten readiness is and how it is assessed. The paper then discusses the beneficial uses 
of kindergarten readiness assessment, which include providing system-level policy information and 

supporting improved instruction across that system. Finally, it explains why states should not use 

kindergarten readiness assessment results as part of an accountability system for individuals—
children, early learning providers, or teachers.*  

 

* The analysis in this paper is based on the best available research as of the time of its publication. The field of kindergarten 
readiness is rapidly evolving, with new tools being developed and new research being conducted. We assume that some of the 
research and best practices discussed here may change significantly in the coming years, and we hope to update our analysis in 
response to new information as it becomes available.

As states continue to refine their accountability and 
assessment policies, it is important not to misuse KRA results 
in ways that draw incorrect conclusions from results 

and potentially discredit a tool that can help support 
instructional improvement.
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I. KINDERGARTEN READINESS AND HOW TO ASSESS IT 

 A. WHAT IS KINDERGARTEN READINESS?*

  The vast majority of states have definitions of children’s kindergarten readiness, but these 
definitions vary in content.5 Early learning experts agree that “kindergarten readiness” is a 

complex concept to define and measure for several reasons:

 >  Readiness encompasses multiple domains of growth and development. State early learning 

standards generally take this into account, as states typically have early learning standards that 

address a wide range of domains.6 

  o  The core areas of kindergarten readiness, as defined by the congressionally appointed 
National Education Goals Panel (1998), include the domains of language and literacy 

development, cognition, and general knowledge, including early science and mathematics 

concepts, approaches toward learning, physical well-being and motor development, and 
social and emotional development.7 

 >  There is high variability in what is considered the “normal range” of child development.8 Young 

children are constantly developing and acquiring new skills, but the rate at which early learners 
acquire new concepts and skills varies significantly between children. 

 >  Young learners develop skills and abilities across all of these developmental domains in a 
highly connected, interrelated manner, building confidence and expertise as new competencies 
are mastered. But children often progress unevenly within and across domains, meaning that 

multiple data points may be needed to get a sense of a child’s developmental trajectory.9

 >  Child development and readiness are impacted by home, community, and prior early 
experiences, and are influenced by the blending of all of their previous cognitive, social-
emotional, and behavioral experiences. 

  Given these complexities, definitions of kindergarten readiness are numerous and varied. 
However, formal state definitions and those from leading national organizations are similar in 
important ways. They often include not only key knowledge and skills that are part of a child’s 
readiness for school but also the readiness of schools, educators, caregivers, and communities to 
provide optimal learning environments that support children’s diverse and evolving learning and 
development needs. Still, it is important to note that families, educators, schools, and state policy 

may differ in the ways they determine whether a child is ready for school, and thus there is not 
one standard definition for kindergarten readiness. 

*  We use the term “kindergarten readiness,” but some states use the term “school readiness” instead.
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EXAMPLES OF FORMAL KINDERGARTEN READINESS DEFINITIONS 10

KENTUCKY: “School readiness means                  that a child enters school ready to engage in and benefi t 
from early learning experiences that best promote the child’s success.              Families, early care and 
education providers, school staff  and community partners must work together to provide 
environments and developmental experiences that promote growth and learning to ensure 

that all children in Kentucky enter school eager and excited to learn. ”

GEORGIA: “School readiness must be defi ned within the context of families and how they 
live. It must be defi ned within the context of communities and the services they provide. And, 
it must be defi ned within the context of schools and their readiness for children. A child's 
readiness for school is when: possible health barriers that block learning have been detected, 
suspected physical or mental disabilities have been addressed, enthusiasm, curiosity, and 
persistence toward learning is demonstrated, feelings of both self and others are recognized, 
social and interpersonal skills are emerging, communication with others is eff ective, early 
literacy skills are evident, and a general knowledge about the world, things, places, events, 
and people has been acquired.” 

VIRGINIA: “A child's school readiness involves all aspects of development, including the ability 
to follow directions, hold a crayon, speak understandably, identify shapes/letters/numbers, 
share with others, and separate from parents without being upset.”

  Whether or not states have a formal defi nition of kindergarten readiness, they all have a 
de facto defi nition of kindergarten readiness in their learning standards. That is, all 50 states have 
learning standards that cover the pre-kindergarten years and are articulated to some degree with 

standards for kindergarten.11 These learning standards from both early learning and K–12 provide 
a guide to educators about what kindergarten readiness should entail. 

  Importantly, once kindergarten readiness is defi ned, it can be measured. Indeed, states have 
made signifi cant headway in measuring children’s kindergarten readiness. 
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NAMING KINDERGARTEN READINESS ASSESSMENTS

We use the term “kindergarten readiness assessment” because we think it is the best 
descriptor of these assessment tools: they measure whether children are ready for 
kindergarten. The term “kindergarten entry assessment” (KEA) is also used frequently, 

including by the US Department of Education in the regulations for the Race to the Top–Early 
Learning Challenge program.15 While we use the term “kindergarten readiness assessment” 

rather than “kindergarten entry assessment,” we use the department’s defi nition to defi ne 
what these tools are. Specifi c names of assessments vary across states, as many states give 
their KRA (or KEA) state-specifi c branding.16

 B. ASSESSING KINDERGARTEN READINESS

   The growing interest in tracking school readiness and the rising use of assessment with 

young children highlight the need to ensure that new assessments are being developed and 
implemented appropriately. Kindergarten readiness assessments—many of which are scored 

based on teachers’ observations and interactions with children—must be administered in a 
manner that refl ects best practice in assessing young children. States have made signifi cant 
headway in implementing KRAs, frequently using pilot tests before expanding assessments 
statewide.12

   According to leading experts in the fi eld and studies such as the National Research Council’s 
2008 report on child assessment,13 best practices in assessing kindergarten readiness include 
the following:

>  KRAs should be designed appropriately for the population being evaluated—including being 

culturally and linguistically responsive—and developed based on the intended purposes 

of the assessment. Administrators should select an assessment process that is most 

appropriate for the purposes a state, district, or school may have; use more than one tool 

as necessary if there are multiple objectives; carefully assess the reliability and validity of 
the assessment in relation to these purposes; and ensure that the process is sensitive to 

cultural and linguistic contexts and other characteristics of the children being assessed.14 

The assessment should also align with the state’s learning standards. 
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  >  Assessments to support improved instruction should be conducted by teachers in the 

child’s classroom environment throughout the kindergarten year. Frequent assessments 

conducted throughout the school year in a child’s natural setting and with adults familiar 
to the child are a critical component of responsive instruction. This process can include 

collecting examples of children’s work and observing children’s interactions, behavior, 
and performance in the classroom. Kindergarten-age children demonstrate developing 

social and intellectual skills through play and social interactions with others.

   o  Given the rapid pace at which children learn concepts and skills, administering a  

KRA one t ime at the beginning of the school year will not provide teachers with the
    current information they need to support classroom instruction throughout the year.  

     There are progress-monitoring tools and formative assessments created specifically 
for this purpose that can provide rich information about an individual child’s growth 
over time. It is important that schools and teachers understand the differences 
between assessments administered once at the beginning of the year and assessments 
administered throughout the year, and use the results of each kind of assessment 

appropriately.

   o  Assessing children early in the school year also will not allow children to acclimate 

to their new setting. At the beginning of the school year, the kindergarten classroom 

may not be the natural environment that it is for most children by the end of the 
year, and the pace at which children adjust to their new surroundings can vary 

substantially.

  >  It is important that information be collected on multiple areas of a child’s development, 

including social and emotional growth. Assessments that focus only on one 

developmental domain do not capture other important areas of competencies that are 

closely related to each other. The assessment of a child’s kindergarten readiness should 
involve either a tool that provides a comprehensive view of a child’s development 
and learning or multiple focused tools that collectively provide the same breadth of 
perspective.17 

  >  Thoughtful consideration should be given to how information is gathered and shared 

in ways that reflect the diverse special learning needs and abilities, cultural heritage, 
and linguistic background of the children being assessed—and the resulting data should 

be used to design language-, culture-, and ability-responsive learning and assessment 

experiences. Data from the assessment should then be communicated effectively  
with parents on a child’s growth and how families can reinforce classroom learning  
at home. Additionally, staff should be provided the resources that support their  
ability to effectively implement and share results of the assessment in culturally  
and linguistically responsive ways (see sidebar on ensuring equity in kindergarten 
readiness assessments).18  
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ENSURING EQUITY IN KINDERGARTEN READINESS ASSESSMENTS  

Developing and implementing a kindergarten readiness assessment that accurately assesses 

young children coming from culturally, linguistically, and ethnically diverse backgrounds 
is critical considering the value of KEAs in guiding practice, identifying an individual child’s 
abilities and needs, and informing policies and resource decision-making. Given the limited 
number of assessment instruments that have been designed or adapted with these 
populations in mind, experts have noted important considerations and challenges to ensuring 

validity and reliability in assessments.19 For example, young dual-language learners may 

be assessed in multiple languages, which raises issues around assessment availability in 
other languages and the cultural familiarity and language skills of the assessor. Assessors 

need to be fl uent in both English and the preferred or dominant language of the child and 
have appropriate versions of the same assessment to be able to administer the assessment 
eff ectively. Moreover, assessors need training on the indicators of typical language 
development for children speaking another language and guidance on how best to report 
and interpret such results from multiple languages, and they must be knowledgeable about 
the children’s cultural and community contexts.20 These considerations, along with others 

experts have identifi ed, must continue to be explored and addressed to ensure valid fi ndings 
and well-guided policy decisions that are equitable and truly benefi t young children.  

The US Department of Education defi nition of kindergarten entry assessments in its Race 
to the Top– Early Learning Challenge Fund guidance off ers similar principles. The guidance 
it has outlined explains that assessment should be administered to children during the fi rst 
few months of their admission into kindergarten; cover all core Essential Domains of School 

Readiness as recommended by the National Education Goals Panel; be used in conformance 
with the recommendations of the National Research Council reports on early childhood; 

and be valid and reliable for its intended purposes and for the target populations and 
aligned to the Early Learning and Development Standards.21 The Early Learning Challenge 

guidance documents provide a framework for rating systems for early learning providers and 

kindergarten readiness assessment but do not contemplate integrating KRA results into 
those rating systems.
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 C. CURRENT STATE AND DISTRICT PRACTICES

    Spurred by new legislative and funding opportunities such as Race to the Top–Early Learning 
Challenge,* a significant number of states have moved forward with exploring, developing,  
or implementing a kindergarten readiness assessment. While reports have estimated that  

43 states have such assessments, states are at varying points in the implementation process —

and also have meaningful differences in their actual assessment practices with regard to what 
tools are used, what areas of children’s learning is assessed, and the purposes of the  
data collected.22 For example:

  >  Colorado has recently moved from a gradual phase-in to requiring all kindergarteners in 

the most recent 2015–2016 school year to be assessed using a list of approved teacher 
observational assessments that districts can choose from that cover developmental and 
academic domains. The Colorado kindergarten readiness assessment is used to inform 

instruction and appropriate support to students.

  >  Vermont has been collecting information since 2000 on children’s readiness across five 
domains by surveying kindergarten teachers as part of a collaborative effort of the state 
Agency of Education and Departments of Children and Families and Health.23 

  >  In Utah, districts determine the kindergarten readiness assessment tool of their choosing. 

The purpose of the tool is to support Utah local education agencies in assessing the needs 

of students enrolled in their kindergarten programs and report the progress of these 

programs to the Utah State Board of Education.24 Most recently, there have been efforts 
in Utah that proposed replacing existing kindergarten readiness assessment—which, as 

noted, can vary from school to school—with a uniform state assessment as part of a bill 
to expand full-day kindergarten.25 The proposal, HB 42, was not funded in the 2016 Utah 

legislative session.26

   In 2016, the US Department of Education released a report highlighting some of the successes  

and challenges experienced by four states—Maryland, Oregon, Pennsylvania, and 
Washington—in implementing kindergarten readiness assessment.27 The report highlighted 

some key crosscutting findings:

  >  In adopting KRAs, states consider numerous criteria, including “reliability and validity, 
appropriateness for all students, usefulness for informing classroom instruction,    

 usefulness for informing early learning policies and program improvement, feasibility  
of administration by teachers, and cost.”

* As of this writing, the Department of Education has awarded Early Learning Challenge grants to three rounds of grantees, but 
there are no plans for an additional round. http://www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop-earlylearningchallenge/awards.html.
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  >  States provided professional development to support teachers learning about KRA and put 
in place systems to support consistent scoring.

  >  District officials in turn sought to provide support to teachers implementing KRA, including 
new technology.

  >  While schools and teachers intended to use KRA results to improve instructional practice 

and communicate with parents and preschool programs, at the time of the report those 

practices were largely not yet implemented.28

    As states implement their kindergarten readiness assessments, some are focused on 

making ongoing improvements to ensure the assessment system’s strength. The Enhanced 
Assessment Grants program includes a consortium of states—Connecticut, Indiana, 

Massachusetts, Michigan, Nevada, and Ohio—that have come together with a shared goal of 

enhancing a multistate, state-of-the-art assessment system.29 Maryland and Ohio did surveys 

and outreach, collecting feedback and additional recommendations from teachers to make 
improvements to their kindergarten readiness assessment that have led to reducing the 

number of items on the assessment to ensure efficiency and reliability of results.30 Continuing 

to engage in ongoing improvement processes that include making necessary refinements 
informed by key stakeholders and best practice is important to maximizing the value of 
kindergarten readiness assessment.31    

 D. HOW KRAS ARE VALIDATED, AND THE VALIDATION OF TOOLS CURRENTLY IN USE

   The best measure of the quality of a KRA is the extent to which it meets or exceeds various 
psychometric standards, including reliability and validity. 

  >  Reliability refers to the extent to which the KRA results in the same score when 
administered by different people to the same child, or to the same child at two time points 
in close succession.32 

  >  Validity refers to the extent to which KRA scores accurately capture what they intend 

to measure and produce data that are appropriate for the purpose for which they were 

collected.33 

   The validity of KRAs can be examined in several ways, including the ability of KRA scores to 
predict future outcomes (e.g., 3rd-grade test scores or grades) or the degree to which KRA 

scores are correlated with other valid and reliable assessments of the same domain of interest. 
Importantly, validation and psychometric studies should be conducted within a population 
similar to the one in which the KRA will be used; tools that are psychometrically sound 
within one population may or may not have similarly strong measurement properties when 

administered to a different population.   
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   KRAs have the strongest reliability and validity when they are used in a manner consistent 
with the specific purposes for which the tools were designed and tested. An assessment’s 
psychometric properties are compromised—that is, it will not do as good a job of reliably 
measuring what it says it does—when the assessment is used for a purpose for which it was 

not designed. Therefore, when testing the psychometric properties of a KRA, it is important to 

use the tool in the same way(s) and for the same purpose(s) as ultimately intended, including 

consideration of who assesses the child, when, how often, how much training and support is 

necessary, and how the results will be used.34

   As of this publication, some KRAs—including California’s Desired Results Developmental 
Profile-School Readiness,35 Illinois’ Kindergarten Individual Development Survey,36 and 

Maryland’s Kindergarten Readiness Assessment37—have already undergone rigorous 

psychometric testing and demonstrate high degrees of reliability and validity. Many others—
including Arizona’s Kindergarten Developmental Inventory, Delaware’s Early Learner Survey, 
and Texas’ Kindergarten Entry Assessment—are still in earlier stages of development  
and testing.

II. APPROPRIATE USES OF KINDERGARTEN READINESS ASSESSMENT

  There are two broad categories for which KRAs can be used: improving practice at the school level 
and analyzing system-wide needs at the policy level. Existing KRAs have generally been designed 
for one of these two purposes. 

 A. USING KRA TO IMPROVE PRACTICE

  >  A study of states that have put into effect some form of kindergarten readiness assessment 
found the majority indicated that improving individual instruction was a key purpose for 

implementing their assessments.38 School-level studies have found similar results.39 Within 

the broad category of improving practice, there are numerous specific efforts that KRAs can 
support:

  >  Developing Ready Schools. KRA results can be used to develop “ready schools”—that is, 
schools that are well-designed to meet the needs of their incoming kindergartners.40 Using 

KRAs in a school can inform a community conversation about the needs of the incoming 
kindergarten cohort, which can inform early learning program design and transition 

planning for children and families.41 The implementation of KRAs should also include 

teacher support to ensure quality and consistency.42

  >   Supporting Aligned Teaching Practice and Program Planning and Improvement. 

Kindergarten readiness assessments can support early learning and kindergarten 

classrooms in developing closer connections and aligning their practices by informing 



USES AND MISUSES OF KINDERGARTEN READINESS ASSESSMENT RESULTS 11

policy conversations
Conversation No. 6   Version 1.0

  February 22, 2017

teachers about the overall strengths and weaknesses of each cohort’s skills at kindergarten 
entry in relation to what will be taught in kindergarten, in order to better target instruction 
and strengthen transitions.43 In Oregon, the kindergarten readiness assessment has 

stimulated discussions about how early learning connects to later learning, and also ways 
to better serve children and families before kindergarten entry. For instance, Malheur 
County used the assessment results to make a call to action to enhance partnerships 

between local early learning providers and elementary schools—and in two communities 
of McMinnville and Gladstone, educators are utilizing assessment results as a part of 
their work to monitor progress of children’s learning from pre-k through 3rd grade. The 
assessment data collected has also played an important role in informing Oregon’s state 
and local level resource allocation, including a significant investment of $100 million in  
early learning and family supports in the 2015 legislative session.44

  >   In addition to helping to direct investments, KRA results can be a useful tool for informing 
the continuous quality improvement of programs.45 Early learning programs can benefit 
from receiving results of the KRA data by incorporating the information into their 
improvement practice efforts so that more children will arrive at school ready to learn.  
This may be especially useful data for Head Start programs, which are required under  
the Head Start Program Performance Standards to set school readiness goals.46    

  >   Delivering Individualized Instruction. KRAs can also support teachers’ understanding of 
children’s learning and advance their knowledge of child development as they document 
each child’s knowledge and competencies and identify a child’s strengths and areas in  
need of improvement.47 One Maryland teacher noted the kindergarten results helped 

to assess which students were demonstrating knowledge in academic areas and met 

developmental skills; teachers were also able to see differences between students who 
came from pre-kindergarten and those who did not.48

  >  Supporting Teacher-Parent Partnerships. Kindergarten readiness assessments can  

also foster teacher-parent partnerships. Families can be included as part of the process  
of sharing what they know about their child’s learning and also given information about 
their child’s development that can support learning needs at home. For example, California 
has included a parent-report component in its statewide assessment system; the report 

gives parents a measure of their child’s development and learning on a continuum as it 
relates to a particular domain. Moreover, Illinois’ kindergarten readiness assessment  
offers families the chance to share feedback on their child’s progress across multiple 
domains that are later discussed at parent-teacher conferences. Washington state  

has also integrated a family component to its assessment, which connects teachers  

with parents to better understand the context and experiences of a child; teachers  
meet with parents to discuss important information such as the child’s family structure, 
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living situation, and home language. These strategies not only engage families in the 

process but also, importantly, build early on a foundation for strong relationships  
between the home and school.49

  >  Screening for Special Needs Assessment. KRAs can provide useful information—along 

with results from screenings and other observations—to identify children who should be 
referred for evaluation of potential developmental delays or other special needs.50  

In addition, Lane County in Oregon is using aggregate kindergarten readiness  

assessment results to identify communities that would benefit from the expansion  
of an evidence-based intervention program that has been shown to positively impact  
the school readiness skills of children with developmental disabilities and delays,  
those in foster care, and children living in poverty.51

These practices can be very beneficial to educators and parents, but not all states have been  
able to implement them at scale. Aligning teaching practice with preschools52 and supporting  

parental engagement53 are among the strategies that have proven to be challenging for states. 
Supporting these practices at the local level will be a key element of successful statewide KRAs. 
Moreover, many schools have tried to use KRA results for multiple purposes, and states may  

want to provide supports to schools to ensure that assessments are being used only for  
appropriate purposes.54

Successfully implementing KRAs for any instructional purpose requires ongoing training and  

supports for teachers conducting the assessment; teachers administering the assessment  

should not only be trained on the tool(s) being used but also knowledgeable in child development, 
children’s capabilities and cultural and linguistic backgrounds, and guiding principles for  
assessment.55 Teachers also need training in how to use assessment data in order to make  

decisions and plan activities to support child improvement.56 Conducting ongoing cycles of 

assessment to inform instruction is time consuming for teachers and resource intensive for  

schools, and it demands that school leaders protect the time necessary to do the work correctly  

if the results are to be meaningful. Thus, an intentional investment and recognition of the  
benefits by administrators and teachers is imperative for meaningful formative use of KRAs 

to improve instruction. 
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ASSESSMENT IN EDUCARE SCHOOLS

Utilizing data in support of continuous learning and improvement of practice is a core feature 
of Educare schools, which serve children from birth through kindergarten entry.57 Educare 

schools collect, share, and engage in regular dialogue about data to identify strategies and 
inventions for strengthening program and teaching practices. The information gathered 

is then used to inform all quality improvements: in the classroom, in individual work with 
families, for program policies and systems, and for professional development. As part of this 

process, parents are also engaged in ongoing communication with program staff  concerning 
their child’s screenings and assessments and are provided with activities designed to enhance 
their child’s development based on their child’s assessment results. To support programs in 
modeling research-based program practices, Educare leaders play an integral role in fostering 
a culture of data utilization that facilitates ongoing use of real-time data within the program 
and promotes regular staff  feedback loops to inform practice and professional development.   
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PRACTICAL STEPS FOR SUCCESSFUL KRA IMPLEMENTATION

FOR STATES

States can set up districts to succeed by:
–  Choosing an assessment tool in collaboration with local leaders
–  Ensuring that the assessment tool is designed to meet the state’s goals 
–   Aligning the assessment tool to the state’s defi nition of kindergarten readiness
–   Pilot testing assessments before rolling them out at scale
–   Providing adequate time for a statewide rollout

–   Communicating clearly about the intended uses of KRA results
–   Maintaining systems to ensure reliability across raters
–    Designing supports such as eff ective training and guidance for districts and 

teachers that ensure they have the capacity to succeed

–   Integrating KRA results into state data systems and ensuring access to data 

–   Producing reports that make it easy for teachers to utilize and parents to 
 understand KRA data

FOR DISTRICTS

Districts can set up teachers to succeed by:
–    Providing training on how to conduct assessments, including considerations for 

young children with diverse backgrounds and needs
–   Ensuring early childhood teachers understand child development 

–   Off ering supports for utilizing assessment results to improve instruction
–    Supporting elementary school principals in providing instructional leadership in 

developmentally appropriate instruction

–    Avoiding unrealistic expectations of teachers that reduce their capacity to 
eff ectively administer assessments

–   Using KRAs to facilitate communication between kindergarten and preschool teachers

FOR TEACHERS

Teachers can succeed in KRA by:
–   Understanding the purposes for which the KRA is being administered
–   Accessing supports and training on how to administer KRA

–   Using KRA results to inform instruction and practice improvement

–   Communicating with parents about KRA results
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B. SYSTEM-WIDE MEASUREMENT OF KINDERGARTEN READINESS

  In many states and cities, policymakers and advocates have developed a dashboard of metrics 
that measure the quality of an entire early childhood system.58 These system-wide efforts are 
generally designed to measure whether the investments made in early learning are having the 

intended results and whether the state or city has made a sufficient investment in early learning  
to meet its overall educational goals.

  There is wide acknowledgment that it is very difficult for schools to help students catch up when 
they fall behind their grade-level expectations.59 Unfortunately, many children enter kindergarten 

already behind; socioeconomic gaps in development begin opening at birth and can be measured 
even in the first year of life.60 Understandably, system leaders at the state and local levels believe 
that early learning can be an important strategy to close the kindergarten entry gap. But in order 
to address that gap efficiently and effectively, it is helpful for system leaders to first accurately 
quantify the gap. Aggregated data from kindergarten readiness assessments can play a critical 

role in that process.

  Maryland, for example, has developed the Maryland Model for School Readiness, which provides 

parents, teachers, and early learning providers with a common goal and language for what 

children need to know and are able to do upon starting kindergarten. The Maryland model 
incorporates research-based instruction, age-appropriate assessment of children’s learning, skills, 
knowledge, behaviors, and academic accomplishments across a wide variety of curriculum areas, 
and ongoing professional development for teachers and providers to implement their teaching 

practices. By systematically measuring how children are doing in kindergarten this effort has 
helped increase understanding by policymakers, school leaders, and the public of the need for 
children to receive support before they enter kindergarten; the evaluation data teachers collect is 
included in a report to the General Assembly on the level of kindergarten readiness statewide.61 

This reporting has helped support increased public investment in early learning in Maryland—and 
scores have consistently risen over time.62 States that do not yet have kindergarten readiness 

assessment data available for this purpose have been trying to build systems like Maryland’s 
so that policymakers, school leaders, and the public can have a sense of how many children are 
entering kindergarten at readiness levels.63  

   Maryland has made new changes to administering the kindergarten readiness assessment to 

allow for more instructional time64 after teachers pushed back on the assessment, arguing that it 
took too long and was developmentally inappropriate.65 Still, system officials continue to find ways 
to maximize the data to make improvements. For example, school leaders in Washington County, 
Maryland, found they ranked last in kindergarten readiness across all counties in the state’s latest 
report. School officials there used the results to shape county-wide plans for partnership and 
action that included developing a task force specifically focused on kindergarten readiness, making 
available additional preschool classes, and collaborating more effectively with the community.66
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  In reporting data, states can present statewide aggregate data and data broken down by 
subgroups (income levels, demographic characteristics, and geographical regions to name  
three).67 Examining these data can help illuminate a more detailed picture of the needs within a 

state and over time can be used to identify patterns and trends (both positive and negative) and 
inform the allocation of resources and supports. Importantly, reporting aggregate data in a way 

that is easy to understand and interpret provides public information without attaching to the 
KRA results any specific consequence to children, providers, or teachers. States and localities may 
decide to focus resources on populations with low KRA scores, or jurisdictions with low KRA scores 

may choose to increase their investment in early childhood—decisions that are informed by data 
but not automatic consequences of the data.

  When administered by trained data collectors (teachers or others) according to the guidelines 
of the tool, KRAs are extremely well-suited to being used in this way. KRAs are generally much 
shorter than traditional assessments used by researchers to measure children’s learning and 
skills, and require less training to administer. Although this means that KRAs provide a less precise 

and detailed measurement of each individual child’s development, it also makes a KRA a good 
and economical choice when the goal is to use it to establish a “snapshot” of the kindergarten 
readiness skills of an entire cohort of children  — or to identify population-level patterns and 

trends, as described above. Indeed, this is something that KRAs have been designed to do. 

Importantly, reporting aggregate data in a way that  
is easy to understand and interpret provides public  
information without attaching to the KRA results any  
specific consequence to children, providers, or teachers.
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EXAMPLES OF QUESTIONS THAT KRAS CAN HELP ANSWER

KRA results can be used to answer basic 
descriptive questions about the kindergarten 
readiness skills of students entering 
kindergarten. These might include:

–  Is this year’s kindergarten cohort more or 
less school ready than last year’s cohort? 

– Do some racial or ethnic groups    
 demonstrate stronger kindergarten   
 readiness skills than others?

–  Do some neighborhoods or    
communities demonstrate stronger  
kindergarten readiness skills than others? 

–  How large is the gap in the kindergarten   
readiness skills demonstrated by    
students from low income families    
 compared to their higher income peers?

–  State- or district-wide, which skill areas tend 
to be strongest and weakest for incoming 
kindergarten students? How do these 
areas of strength and challenge diff er 
across communities or student subgroups?

In addition, KRA results can be used to 
answer more targeted questions about 
initiatives that states or districts have 
already implemented or that they might 
implement in the future. These could include:

–  Do students from communities in which 
we made substantial investments in 
a kindergarten transition program 
demonstrate stronger kindergarten 
readiness skills than those from 
communities in which we did not invest
in these programs? 

–  Which communities might benefi t most 
from additional kindergarten transition 
resources?

–  Which communities might benefi t most 
from additional early childhood services 
capacity or quality improvement supports?

–  State- or district-wide, which skill areas 
might kindergarten teachers need to 
focus on most? What kinds of professional 
development and support might they 
need most to do so?   

For example, the state of Oregon 
articulated the following uses for its 
aggregate KRA results:

“Statewide results are used to identify 
opportunity gaps in order to inform decision-
making in allocating resources to the 
communities with the greatest need and to 
measure statewide progress in the years to 
come. District and school level results help 
districts and schools, in partnership with local 
providers of early learning services, better 
understand the strengths and gaps in selected 
domains of development for the population 
of Oregon’s entering kindergarteners overall 
and by student subgroups. These results 
can be used to monitor patterns in district- 
and school-level data over time and identify 
opportunity gaps among student subgroups. 
This information can inform instructional 
decisions and be used to target professional 
development, resources, and supports on the 
areas of greatest need.”68   
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DISTRICT VS. STATE ASSESSMENTS

While some states have a single statewide KRA tool, other states require districts to use 

KRA without specifying a particular assessment.69 In addition, many districts voluntarily 

administer a wide range of KRA tools, regardless of whether or not the state requires or 

provides a single KRA. If administered well, these district-selected KRAs can be very valuable 
to improving practice, but they do not provide a system-wide measurement of kindergarten 
readiness. One struggle for states attempting to implement statewide KRAs has been 
resistance from districts that see statewide KRA as duplicative.70 States seeking statewide 

KRA data should be prepared to work with districts to chart a path to consistent statewide 
data that still minimizes the burden on districts, schools, and teachers. 

C.  CONCLUSION

When used as intended to inform practice and policy, KRAs are important components of 

high-quality early education. First, by providing teachers and schools with valuable information 
about individual children’s learning and development, KRAs support program planning and 
individualized instruction, stronger connections between early childhood programs and K-12 
schools, and partnerships between teachers and parents. Second, by providing districts and 
states with valuable information about the learning and development of large groups of children, 
KRAs support policymakers in tracking system-wide trends and patterns, identifying and 

addressing kindergarten readiness gaps, eff ectively allocating resources and supports, 
and making data-informed policy decisions.
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III. MISUSES OF KINDERGARTEN READINESS ASSESSMENT RESULTS   

There are three major potential misuses of kindergarten readiness assessment results that either 

have been implemented or considered by policymakers and practitioners. The first is using KRA 
results to hold individual children out of kindergarten; the second is using KRA results as an 

accountability measure for early learning providers; and the third is using KRA results as a factor  
in teacher evaluations. This section addresses each of those issues in turn.

 A. CHILD-LEVEL CONSEQUENCES

  For many years, leading experts in the field have cautioned against using kindergarten readiness 
assessment results to hold children out of kindergarten. The assessments were not designed for 

this purpose; while kindergarten readiness assessment results may be valid for multiple purposes, 
they are not valid for the high-stakes purpose of excluding children from kindergarten. Indeed, 

children who score poorly on readiness assessments may be the children who would benefit most 
from the kindergarten experience.71  

  The Early Learning Challenge prohibited using KRA results for this purpose, and districts 
implementing KRA under its grants have understood the importance of this limitation.72 

Unfortunately, some schools do appear to use KRA results in this manner.73 State training 

protocols and materials can play a valuable role in ensuring that this practice is avoided at  
the local level.74

 B. SITE-LEVEL ACCOUNTABILITY

  The fact that states are considering using KRA results in accountability systems for early learning 
sites stems in part from a convergence of trends between K–12 accountability and early learning 
accountability. Increasingly, states are looking at how to incorporate measures of child success into 
their early learning accountability, which has long been a practice in K–12. This subsection provides 
a brief summary of those trends to help explain the context in which states are considering using 
KRA results for site-level accountability. It then explains the reasons why KRA results should not be 
used for site accountability: The KRAs themselves have not been designed for that purpose, and 
the practical reality of today’s early learning system makes it impossible to utilize KRA results for 
accountability.

 1. Trends in Site-Level Accountability

   In recent years, states have been developing Quality Rating and Improvement Systems (QRIS) 
to measure the effectiveness of their early childhood providers, which frequently build on state 
child care licensing regulations.75 To date these have been comprised primarily by what are 
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known as elements of “structural quality”: observable quality standards such as  
adult-child ratio, daily schedule, curriculum, materials, and health and safety standards.76  

One important trend in site-level accountability *—particularly in QRIS—is a move toward  
the inclusion of what are known as elements of “process quality”: professional practices  
often measured through external reviews of the quality of instruction and adult-child 

interactions. For example, the most recent reauthorization of the federal Head Start  
program included scores from the Classroom Assessment Scoring System observational 
measure of the quality of classroom organization, emotional support, and instructional 
support in the criteria for grantee recompetition.77  

   Relatedly, the passage of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) in 2015 ushered in a  

new era of accountability for K–12 schools. Prior to the ESSA, schools were held accountable 
primarily based on the percentage of their students achieving proficiency on standardized 
tests; the ESSA changes the equation, requiring states to include new measures of school or 

student success.78  

   The trends in K–12 and early learning program accountability are arguably converging  
on an approach in which schools and sites are held accountable for a mix of factors that 
includes measures of (1) educational quality and (2) child outcomes. A previous Ounce  

Policy Conversation paper by two of the authors of this paper, “A Framework for Rethinking 
State Education Accountability and Support from Birth Through High School and Changing  
the Metrics of Turnaround to Encourage Early Learning Strategies,” proposed an  

accountability framework based on those two major categories of metrics. In early learning 
educational quality measures are already a core part of accountability systems, and the  
Ounce paper argues in favor of a shift toward educational quality metrics – which includes 
“process quality” measures such as measures of professional practice (see sidebar on the 
benefits of professional practice metrics).†

* We use the term “sites” here because many publicly funded providers operate multiple sites, and accountability systems  
generally show results for each individual site. 

† In this paper, the term “metrics” means data that captures an outcome, and “measures” means the method by which that  
metric is collected—the same definition used in the Ounce paper cited above.
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BENEFITS OF PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE METRICS

Professional practice metrics are measures of educational inputs—such as the routines, 
instruction, relationships, and interactions between and among adults and children 
in classrooms and schools—that support learning. Some of the benefi ts of these 
metrics include:

–  These types of measures can be used at any age of education, starting at birth. Current   
 K–12 accountability systems rely heavily on student test scores and therefore place a   
disproportionate weight on the tested years (3rd grade and up). This means that the short-
term incentives for school leaders will always pressure them to invest in those years as 
opposed to the earlier years. Under the ESSA, states can use professional practice metrics 
to create meaningful accountability measures for the K–2 years, which fundamentally 
changes the incentives acting on local leaders when making decisions about investment in 
kindergarten through 2nd grade.79

 –  They can focus schools on the practices that really matter. The most important way 
that early learning schools can contribute to child development is through outstanding 
instruction. The quality of instruction (and the systems that support it) can be measured 
by external observation, but previous generations of early learning accountability systems 
typically did not include a suffi  cient focus on instruction; the trend in recent years has been 
to strengthen that focus. 

 –  Relatedly, they provide actionable information. External reviews provide feedback on 
school systems and instruction, and the only way for schools to improve their performance 
is to improve their systems and the quality of their instruction. This is a signifi cant 
departure from previous early learning accountability systems, which incentivized 
improvements that might not be tied to instructional quality; it is also a signifi cant 
departure from previous K–12 accountability systems, which provided essentially no 
feedback to schools on how to improve instruction.
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While education quality metrics can play a valuable role in accountability systems, improvements 
in instruction are ultimately intended to improve child outcomes. Accordingly, valid and reliable 
information about children’s learning and development across multiple domains is key to our 
understanding of education quality. Indeed, measures of child outcomes currently feature 

prominently in K–12 school accountability and may also have a role in early childhood accountability.80 

However, an ongoing challenge in school accountability is the issue of what child outcome metrics 
should be used prior to 3rd grade. Our “Framework” paper acknowledged that a great deal of work  

was likely necessary to develop better metrics for child outcomes in the pre-3rd-grade years. 

Some states have considered filling this void by using kindergarten readiness assessment scores 
as a child outcome metric,* an understandable instinct given the paucity of measures and the 
prevalence of test scores as a child outcome metric in later years. On the surface it seems logical to 

use kindergarten readiness assessment results in site-level accountability for early learning programs. 
After all, school-level accountability should include child outcome measures, and kindergarten 
readiness assessments are the most prominent measurement of child skills and abilities in the early 
learning field. 

But measuring skills and abilities is not always the same as measuring outcomes: In order to consider 
skills and abilities “outcomes,” it must be possible to reliably attribute them to the educational 
intervention being held accountable. The nature of how young children develop and how we currently 
assess their learning, as well as the complexity of our current early childhood system, make it 

impossible to reliably make this attribution for all incoming kindergarteners. Thus it is unwise to 
include kindergarten readiness assessment results as an outcome measure in site-level early  

learning accountability systems: Kindergarten readiness assessments have not been designed  
for that purpose, and it is not practical to administer kindergarten readiness assessments in a way 

that would make its results reliable for accountability purposes.†

* We use the term “child outcome metric” here noting that it can be used to describe both direct outcomes that are meaningful 
(e.g., graduation rates, avoiding incarceration, or higher lifetime earnings) and also indicators that are predictive of those direct 
outcomes. In either case, the metric should be objective and comparable across multiple settings. In both definitions, the metric 
is something that is (a) objective, (b) linked to positive life outcomes, and (c) comparable across children from different class-
rooms/schools.

† As noted previously, two of the authors have argued that early learning accountability should focus on the quality of early learn-
ing practice. Regenstein, E. and Romero-Jurado, R. ( June 2014). “A Framework for Rethinking State Education Accountability and 
Support from Birth through High School,” 26. In that vein, we do think it would be appropriate for schools to be held accountable 
for implementing best practices in assessment—that is, for the quality of the teacher practices in administering assessments 
and acting on the results. That kind of accountability would be focused solely on the quality of professional practice, not on the 
scores obtained from children in the assessment.
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 YOU GET WHAT YOU PAY FOR

The research base on early childhood programs is clear: High-quality early learning increases 
the odds of positive long-term results, and lower-quality early learning does not.81 But many 

large-scale early learning programs are not designed or implemented in a manner likely to 

lead to improved long-term outcomes, frequently because they are not funded to meet the 
standards they are being held to.82 Thus, accountability systems for early learning programs 
will generally need to do more than just inform targeted assistance to underperforming 

programs—they will need to inform systemic changes that provide programs the supports 

and resources necessary to actually deliver quality.83

 2.  Kindergarten Readiness Assessments Are Not Designed to Produce Results 

Suitable for Use in Accountability Systems

   Assessment tools should be used for the specifi c purposes for which they were designed, 
and no current kindergarten readiness assessment was designed for the purpose of holding 

individual early learning sites accountable.* As discussed above, current KRAs have been 
validated for the purpose of informing instruction, identifying children with learning needs, 

and providing information to families, but they have not been validated for use as a program- 
or teacher-accountability tool. Because KRAs were designed to evaluate children’s skills to 
help teachers target and individualize instruction, using KRA results for the entirely diff erent 
purpose of assessing program accountability would be an invalid use of the KRA instrument.

   According to the National Education Goals Panel, “using student and school-level data for 

accountability purposes requires a higher level of technical accuracy.”84 Assessment validity is 

achieved when instruments accurately measure the variables they were designed and intended 
to evaluate. Thus, the selection or design of an instrument should be based on its intended 
purpose. 

*  We express no opinion here as to whether this is possible or advisable.
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   The panel found that using assessment data for nonvalidated purposes—such as with high-

stakes decision-making—provides misleading information. High-stakes assessments are 

those in which results are used to make impactful decisions, such as those used to determine 

children’s entry into kindergarten, funding or licensing for early learning programs, or 
teacher or school evaluations. The panel strongly recommends, “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).”85 Since the panel issued its report, other researchers have noted the extreme level of 

care necessary in designing high-stakes accountability and the challenges of including child 
assessment results from young children in high-stakes accountability86—including at the 

school, principal, and teacher levels.

   Given these challenges, to our knowledge at this time no state or other entity has ever 

even attempted to develop an assessment valid for high-stakes program accountability use 
with children under age 8—including the states that are using assessments for high-stakes 

purposes. 

 3.  It Is Not Practical to Administer a Kindergarten Readiness Assessment in  

a Way That Would Make Its Results Reliable for Provider Accountability Purposes

    If a state did develop a kindergarten readiness assessment suitable for use in accountability 
systems, it would still face multiple practical challenges in implementing that assessment  

in a way that produced reliable data. These include ensuring consistency among all 
kindergarten teachers in conducting ratings, safeguarding against incentives for teachers 

to exaggerate child assessment results, and developing a scoring scale that appropriately 

accounts for proficiency or growth in the early learning assessment environment.

  a.  Ensuring That Teacher-Reported KRAs Are Administered Consistently Would  

Require an Enormous Investment

    If states take the time and energy to develop KRAs meant for early learning provider 

accountability, they would need to implement statewide systems to ensure reliability in 
how those assessments were administered and children’s learning evaluated and scored. 
This scoring reliability would have to look very different than the systems used to score 
existing accountability tests used in 3rd grade and up. 
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    As discussed above, KRAs are typically teacher reported—that is, they are administered by 
individual kindergarten teachers observing and collecting children’s work samples, often 
based on state learning standards. Unlike with direct assessments (such as standardized 
tests) often used for older children, obtaining reliable information from teacher-reported 
assessments requires ensuring not only that the assessment tool itself is reliable but that 
the teachers who use it also meet reliability requirements to do so. That is, if KRA results 
were being used for program accountability purposes, then in fairness to the rated early 
learning providers—and to collect reliable, accurate data—states would have to have 
extensive training and reliability systems in place to ensure that all kindergarten teachers 
in the state score assessment results consistently. Otherwise, the inevitable inconsistency 
among teacher reporters could have dramatic effects on individual child scores,87 and if 

those child scores are being used to rate the early learning sites children attended, that 
inconsistency among teacher reporters would lead to inaccurate and unfair ratings. 

    Because to date the primary purposes of existing kindergarten readiness assessments 

have not been high stakes, successfully implementing those assessments has required  
less-rigorous training and reliability standards, and thus there have not been statewide 
efforts to create such a high  level of data reliability.88 For example, in order for information 

about a child’s kindergarten readiness to be useful to a teacher or school, it matters less 
whether that information was collected in exactly the same way that another teacher in 

another part of the state collected equally useful information about a different child. For 
aggregated information about a group of children to be useful to a school district’s planning 
processes, it is important that the information was collected in the same way from each 

child within the district—but it is less important that the information be collected in exactly 
the same way as it is in another school district. 

   Of course, when the goal is to aggregate scores across districts to examine kindergarten  

    readiness statewide, it becomes more important that teachers in all districts are closely 
following assessment administration guidelines. Still, in each of these examples, there will 

be some measurement error introduced because of slight variations in the ways teachers 
interpret the assessment tools and collect information about children. When kindergarten 
readiness information is used as described above to inform program improvement and 
understand system-wide needs, small amounts of measurement error are relatively 

inconsequential; the information is useful even when it provides only a ballpark estimate 
of children’s actual skills—surrounded by what is called a confidence interval, or the range 
within which a true score is most likely to fall. 
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    However, when kindergarten readiness information is used for high-stakes accountability, 
this kind of measurement error becomes deeply problematic. When small differences 
in scores lead to highly consequential policy decisions, there is no room for error. To be 
valid for these high-stakes uses, the assessments themselves must be sensitive enough 
to capture small differences and improvements in skills and must be administered at 
the same time and in exactly the same way from child to child and teacher to teacher. To 

ensure such consistency across a large group of assessors is no small task. Developing a 

system of reliability training involving every kindergarten teacher in a state would require 
an enormous investment of funds and sophisticated training far more involved than any 

professional development currently being attempted in states.  

    In sum, if a KRA existed that could in theory be used for early learning provider 
accountability, implementing that assessment and collecting data for accountability 
purposes would require an unprecedented investment in ensuring consistency across 

assessors. That expensive effort to ensure consistency in rating would constantly 
be battling the fact that teachers know exactly which colleagues have a stake in the 
outcome of their assessments, meaning that community pressures could weigh heavily 

on them during the process. In a cost-benefit analysis of the investments necessary to 
implement a reliable scoring system for KRAs to use in program accountability, it appears 
likely that the costs would be extremely high and the benefits of consistent scoring 
would be unlikely to materialize—meaning that this investment likely would be seen by 
early learning professionals as having a high opportunity cost given other needs and 

priorities in early learning professional development. And even that assumes that having 

genuinely consistent KRA results could actually form the basis of a well-designed provider 
accountability system—which, as discussed further in section c below, is not the case.

  b.  Safeguarding Against Incentives for Teachers to Exaggerate KRA Results  

Would Require New Kinds of Assessment Tools

    No matter how much training is provided, using the results of teacher-reported KRAs 

in accountability systems gives teachers incentives to adjust the data. Large-scale 
assessments currently used in K–12 accountability measure students’ knowledge and 
skills directly, and test results are scored anonymously by people with no stake in their 
outcome. By contrast, most current kindergarten readiness assessments are designed 

such that scores consist of a reporter’s best judgment of a child’s knowledge and skills—
which are necessarily reported by teachers who know the children and are part of the 
same community as the programs that previously served those children. Even the most 

expensive and rigorous system of teacher training on completing teacher-reported 

assessments may not completely counteract the natural human tendency to bias the 
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results based on the incentives created by how those results will be used. Similar  
challenges are well-documented within the context of large-scale implementation of  

an observational measure of classroom quality.89 

    Efforts are underway to develop new assessment tools that may expand the kind of 
information that teachers can reliably collect from young children in classrooms.90 For 

example, promising new technology-assisted tools have begun to make it easier for 
teachers to collect, organize, and score valid and reliable observational data and work 
samples that demonstrate children’s knowledge and skills. In addition, another promising 
set of assessment tools—many aided by technology such as tablet computers—may 
help to eliminate some of the training burden and address concerns about incentives by 
enabling teachers to quickly assess children’s skills directly, rather than relying on their own 
observations and impressions. 

    One example of technology-based assessment is the Measures of Academic Progress (MAP) 
for Primary Grades (MPG), an early childhood assessment aimed at kindergarten to grade 

2 developed by the Northwest Evaluation Association. The MPG includes a computer-based 
skills checklist and screening assessment that covers the areas of reading and math and 

allows for measurement of student growth over time. More than ever before, data is being 
produced that is comparable across students in a way that teacher-reported kindergarten 
readiness assessment data is not.

    Promising tools like these may eventually enable teachers to collect information about 
young children’s learning with a level of rigor that was once only possible via highly trained 
and expensive external data collectors and researchers. However, computer-based direct 
assessments are not able to address some important domains of development  
(e.g., social-emotional and behavioral skills); using these tests in accountability systems 
could cause teachers to improperly narrow the focus of their instruction. Moreover,  

many of these new assessments were designed for formative or research uses and  

remain untested for use in high-stakes accountability. Thus, as of this publication, the 
potential validity of either set of technology-assisted tools for accountability purposes 
remains unknown.    

    While the results of computer-based assessments administered directly to students are 
more comparable across students than are the results of teacher-reported assessments, 
they are not appropriate for inclusion in program accountability. These new assessments 
do hold significant promise for improving teaching and instruction but also present 
significant challenges that must be addressed. States should support their development 
and testing while ensuring that they are used only for appropriate purposes. 
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  c.  Proficiency and Growth Measures Are Problematic as Early Learning   
Accountability Measures

    If states decide to proceed with developing KRAs meant for early learning provider 

accountability, states would then be confronted with the same choice they face in K–12 
accountability: Should the use of student assessment scores in school-level accountability 
focus on proficiency or growth? Proficiency refers to whether a child has met or exceeded 
specific minimum standards or expectations. In contrast, growth refers to how much a 
child’s assessment results have improved in a given period of time. In K–12, proficiency was 
the law of the land for many years, but the ESSA requires states to use both proficiency and 
growth measures.91 With early learners, however, both choices are unsatisfactory.

   i.  USING PROFICIENCY SCORES CREATES INAPPROPRIATE INCENTIVES  

AND IS DIFFICULT TO ATTRIBUTE

     Consistent with how K–12 accountability worked under No Child Left Behind, states 
may think of KRA accountability based on proficiency, or having all children meet 
a predetermined level of skill. In this model, states would define a threshold for 
kindergarten readiness assessment; early learning providers would be given credit for 
children who achieve that threshold level. 

      Two states have made provision to use proficiency measures in their early learning 
accountability systems, Florida and Mississippi. 

    >  Florida formerly used results from its Florida Kindergarten Readiness Screener 

to calculate the kindergarten readiness rate for providers in its Voluntary 

Prekindergarten (VPK) Program, which measured how well a VPK provider 

prepared 4-year-olds for kindergarten.92 When the kindergarten readiness rate 

was last approved and calculated, the Florida State Board of Education adopted 

70% as the minimum acceptable readiness rate for a VPK provider—meaning 
that 70% of a provider’s children had to be identified as ready based on both a 
teacher observational tool measuring a child’s skills and learning across multiple 
developmental domains and assessment in reading.93 VPK providers who did not 

meet the readiness rate were subject to probation and were required to submit and 
implement an improvement or professional development plan.94 

        During the 2016 legislative session, a bill was passed directing the state’s Office of 
Early Learning to not adopt any kindergarten readiness assessment rates for VPK 

during the 2014–15 and 2015–16 program years. This was based on changes in the 
kindergarten readiness assessment screening and on increased concerns about the 
not number and range of assessments in public schools.95 The changes in law and 

policy have made identifying readiness rates for VPK sites an ongoing challenge.96
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    >  Mississippi law requires the state’s Department of Education to evaluate the 
effectiveness of early childhood collaboratives. The department is authorized to 
adopt a statewide kindergarten readiness screening tool, and if it chooses to do 

so is required to “adopt a minimum rate of readiness that each prekindergarten 

provider must meet in order to remain eligible for prekindergarten program funds.” 
All children enrolled in state-funded pre-k must take the kindergarten screener even 

if they are not attending kindergarten in a public school.97 The state KRA, which 

focuses solely on literacy, is scored on a scale of 300 to 900,  

and the department has set a kindergarten readiness benchmark score of 498 
(which falls in the “Late Emergent Reader” category).98 Statewide, 34.6% of children 

exceeded this benchmark in the fall of 2014.99 A program’s ratings are adversely 
affected if more than a third of its children fail to reach the 498 benchmark, or if 
children fail to show above-average growth.100 

      Mississippi has released results of a Pre-Kindergarten Readiness Assessment 

administered to children at the beginning and end of the school year in  
2014–15101 and 2015–16.102  Statewide almost every provider showed significant 
improvement from the beginning to the end of each academic year.103

     There are at least two major problems with this approach: 

     1.  Inappropriate incentives. If early learning providers are being held accountable 
for their children reaching proficiency, that gives them a very strong incentive 
to seek out children who are likely to be proficient—and to not serve children 
who are unlikely to be proficient. This “creaming” problem is potentially huge 
in an early learning context where enrollment is voluntary and programs are 

not obligated to enroll any particular child, unlike K–12, where neighborhood 
schools are generally obligated to enroll any child who lives in their attendance 
area.104 This means, perversely, that early learning might not serve children with 

the highest needs, who would most benefit from participating in a high-quality 
program. Given that in many states early learning has been positioned as a 
strategy for closing the readiness gap— 

or at least a strategy for lifting the achievement of children at risk of  

school failure—using proficiency for accountability would seriously undermine 
that goal.*

* As three of this paper’s authors acknowledged in “Valuing the Early Years in State Accountability Systems Under the Every  
Student Succeeds Act,” the presence of state-level incentives does not always drive local action. Even if state policy gives  
providers an incentive not to enroll the most at-risk children, many providers would enroll them anyway. Our argument is that 
it is bad policy for the state to create those disincentives to enrollment, and the provision of service to the most at-risk children 
should not be dependent on providers fighting their way past those disincentives.
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       Mississippi’s law attempts to address this issue by requiring early learning 
providers to comply with antidiscrimination requirements. Providers can turn 

away children based on their usual eligibility guidelines as long as the guidelines 
themselves do not violate the antidiscrimination requirements.105 Given the 

relatively fluid nature of enrollment at many early childhood providers, it is 
extremely unlikely that this language would be enough to prevent providers from 
consciously or unconsciously turning away children likely to bring down their 
scores—and it would likely take zealous oversight from the state to ensure that 
this is not an issue. While the program is too new for data to be available, it is 
unlikely that this language in the statute is enough to solve this problem.

     2.  Attribution. Young children bring a wide range of experiences and competencies 
at kindergarten entry that reflect their cumulative experiences—experiences at 
home, in programs, and in their communities.106 Many children with experiences 

in early learning settings have been served by multiple programs; the voluntary 
nature of programs and the nature of early learning funding—including child 

care policies that can make it difficult for children to remain continuously at 
the same program—are among the many reasons children switch programs. 

While continuity in a program is good for children, many children make frequent 

transitions in and out of programs, particularly in high-mobility families. So 
states would face the enormously complex challenge of figuring out just how 
to attribute “success” to the one or more programs that served a child prior to 
kindergarten entry. 

       This problem could in theory be addressed – but given the complex reality of 
how children develop and how they are served, whatever solutions are chosen 

would most likely be arbitrary. And even if a policy framework for attribution can 
be developed, actually implementing it would require state-level data systems 
far more advanced than what states have. Indeed, as of 2013, only one state 

(Pennsylvania) could even provide an unduplicated head count between its pre-k 
program and child care program.107 Comprehensive data systems that include a 

wide range of early childhood programs could have significant positive impacts 
on states well beyond the program accountability context,108 but the current 
status of state efforts suggests it will be many years before states have the 
kind of robust data systems that could track program entry and exit in a timely 
manner for accountability attribution purposes. 
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   ii.   STATES LACK THE INFRASTRUCTURE TO PROPERLY USE  

GROWTH SCORES

     The ESSA’s codification of a requirement that states use growth measures in school 
accountability was a conscious rejection of No Child Left Behind’s focus on using 
proficiency to measure school effectiveness. One rationale for incorporating growth 
is that proficiency is often strongly correlated with socio-economic status; thus, it may 
improperly penalize schools serving high-poverty, high-need populations but doing 
great work to meet the needs of their students. For example, if a student entered a 

school in 5th grade reading at a 1st-grade level, and in one year that child improved to 

reading at a 4th-grade level, a proficiency measure would still show that the school 
“failed” that child. But using a growth measure would give the school credit for  

providing three years of improvement in a single year. Growth is seen by many as a 
better measure of how well a school actually did at helping a child learn and develop.109 

     Measuring growth requires two assessments, one at the beginning of the period  
of accountability and another at the end. For purposes of holding early learning 
programs accountable KRA would by definition be the assessment that comes after  
the end of a child’s pre-kindergarten experiences – meaning states would have to 
develop a complete system of assessments to be administered at  the “beginning,” 
which would have to be some defined point in the child’s pre-kindergarten  
experience. This would mean:

    >  Developing a whole new set of accountability assessments suitable for  
use at younger ages. 

    >    Creating a system of reliability training for teacher-reporters and data  
collectors that is designed to ensure consistent assessment and scoring procedures, 

which would need to include all early learning settings being  
held accountable and account for the fact that teachers administering the 
assessment might have a direct interest in the outcome. 

    >  Ensuring the assessments are administered every time a child changes  

programs (itself an enormous undertaking given child mobility rates) and developing 
a system that defines how much of the change in child  
assessment results is attributed to the program given the duration of  
the child’s enrollment and other factors in the child’s development.

    >  Maintaining a state data system that could track all of the assessment information 

as children enter, exit, and switch programs. 
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     All of these systems would need to be in place to fully implement a growth-oriented 
assessment-based accountability system in early childhood. States may choose to 
develop some of these systems for reasons other than using KRAs in accountability—
indeed, more robust assessment systems and stronger state data systems might have 
positive impacts on statewide practice and policy. Until those systems are actually built 
out, however, a growth-oriented assessment-based accountability system is simply not 
possible.

   School-Level Accountability: Summing Up

     In sum, it is not appropriate to use kindergarten readiness assessments 

for provider-level accountability. We encourage systems to use current kindergarten 
readiness assessments to hold themselves accountable to providing sufficient supports 
and resources to programs. But while the temptation to also use kindergarten readiness 

assessment results as a child outcome metric in school accountability is real, the practical 
reality cautions against it.   

    As proponents of  using child outcome measures in accountability systems, we acknowledge 
that it would be easier to accept this conclusion if there were other readily available 
alternatives. At this time, however, there is no emerging consensus about what metrics of 
child success can be used appropriately in accountability systems for individual providers 
and schools prior to 3rd grade. As we have argued previously, we believe that chronic 
absenteeism is a promising measure of school quality and that more work is needed to 
develop additional metrics that can be used for this purpose.110 In the meantime, program-

level accountability might be more appropriately based on practice-oriented metrics, which 
provide valuable insight to educators and can support continuous improvement while 
better metrics of child success are developed. 

    Figure 1 on the following page is a decision tree that that provides a graphical 

representation of our argument. It is meant to be helpful for policymakers and advocates 
as a simple visual representation of the argument made here; each of the points made 

on it is addressed in greater detail in this paper. We acknowledge that all branches of 
the decision tree lead to the same conclusion—KRA results should not be used for early 
learning provider accountability—but hope that the graphic will help decision-makers 
understand why that is the case. 
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No state has a system of this kind, because it would 
be incredibly expensive to develop and maintain, 
and would be undermined by the fact that the
teachers conducting the assessments may feel they 
have a stake in the results.

No existing direct assessment covers the full range of 
domains that are essential to understanding child 
readiness, including domains such as approaches 
toward learning, physical well-being and motor 
development, and social and emotional development.

NO NO 

DO WE HAVE A TEST THAT HAS BEEN 

VALIDATED FOR ACCOUNTABILITY PURPOSES?

IS THE INSTRUMENT A DIRECT ASSESSMENT, 

OR IS IT SCORED BASED ON INFORMATION 

REPORTED BY THE TEACHER ADMINISTERING IT?

IF THE INSTRUMENT IS TEACHER-REPORTED, 

IS THERE A SYSTEM FOR ENSURING THAT 

SCORING IS CONSISTENT ACROSS ALL OF

THE STATE’S KINDERGARTEN TEACHERS?

IF THE INSTRUMENT IS A DIRECT ASSESSMENT, 

DOES IT COVER THE FULL RANGE OF DOMAINS 

THAT ARE ESSENTIAL TO UNDERSTANDING 

CHILD READINESS?

IS EITHER PROFICIENCY OR GROWTH 

AN APPROPRIATE MEASURE FOR 

ACCOUNTABILITY PURPOSES?

No one has ever created a kindergarten 
readiness assessment instrument that is valid 
for accountability purposes.

NO 

BUT SOME MIGHT PROCEED ANYWAY
by using an existing instrument despite the fact that 
it has not been validated for accountability purposes.

BUT SOME MIGHT PROCEED ANYWAY
and potentially supplement the KRA data with 
our other measures.

BUT SOME MIGHT PROCEED ANYWAY

PROFICIENCY IS NOT

Using proficiency as a measure discourages programs from 
enrolling the children who need early learning the most.  
States also don't have the mechanisms needed to attribute 
results to individual sites.

GROWTH IS NOT

Using growth requires (1) the use of 'pre-tests' every time a 
child joins an early learning program, (2) a system of attribution, 
and (3) a data system to support that system of attribution. 
No state has any of those systems, let alone all three.

DO NOT USE KRA RESULTS FOR 

PROGRAM ACCOUNTABILITY

FIGURE 1.  KINDERGARTEN READINESS ASSESSMENT (KRA) 
FOR ACCOUNTABILITY PURPOSES
A decision tree in which many incorrect decisions are needed to end up using
KRA results for program accountability.
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 C. TEACHER EVALUATION

   The third potential misuse of KRA results we address here is in teacher evaluation. The central 

role that assessment results play in state-level accountability for schools was reconfirmed 
by the ESSA.111 But the statute does not require assessment results to be a part of teacher 
evaluation systems and indeed specifically prohibits the US Secretary of Education from adding 
that requirement administratively.112 Since the 2009 report “The Widget Effect” called attention 
to the fact that teacher evaluation systems generally gave positive ratings to all teachers even 

in low-performing schools,113 most states and districts have worked to integrate student 

assessment results into teacher evaluation systems.114 The shift toward including assessment 

results in teacher evaluation systems accelerated with the US Department of Education’s 
process for granting waivers from the accountability requirements of No Child Left Behind, 
which required states to use student growth as a “significant factor” in teacher evaluations.115 

However, the passage of the ESSA formally shifts the question of whether to use assessment 

results in teacher evaluation back to individual states and districts, some of which remain 
committed to the practice while others will likely change direction with this new flexibility.116

   Utilizing student data in teacher evaluation systems is enormously challenging for teachers 
in grades prior to 3rd grade, when accountability testing begins.117 In states and districts that 

use assessment results in teacher evaluations, there may be a temptation to use kindergarten 
readiness results to evaluate kindergarten or preschool teachers. The most basic problem 
with this approach is that as with school accountability, existing kindergarten readiness 
assessments have not been validated for this purpose, and therefore the results cannot 
currently be used in this way. But even if such a validated assessment was created, as with 
school accountability there would still be a number of practical obstacles to implementation.

  1. KRAs Do Not Measure the Growth Produced by Pre-k Teachers

    Because KRAs are by definition conducted at the beginning of kindergarten, this one 
“snapshot” could theoretically be used to measure children’s proficiency at this point in 
time. But in teacher evaluation, assessment data are typically used to show growth, not 

proficiency. That is, teachers are evaluated in part on how much growth they were able to 
produce in students over the course of their year together.118  

    In theory, KRA results could be used to show growth for pre-k teachers if there were a 
baseline assessment prior to the pre-k year, although as noted above we are not aware  
of any state with such an assessment. However, even if states had such an assessment, 

this approach would still be ill advised because the assessments used to evaluate teachers 
should be administered during the year the teacher is with the child. Waiting until the 
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beginning of kindergarten to measure pre-k teaching means that well-documented summer 
learning loss would result in underestimating how much children learned in pre-k. To make 

matters worse, the severity of this underestimate is likely to vary systematically by student 
disadvantage: Research shows that children from disadvantaged backgrounds tend to lose 
more over the summer than do their more-advantaged peers.119  

    Moreover, this approach would have the same implementation challenges described in 
the sections above on school accountability. Even the basic data linkage needed to tie KRA 
results back to a pre-k teacher is not currently available in many states,120 and without 

that linkage, KRA results cannot be connected to the teacher being evaluated. States are 
working to strengthen the linkages between early learning and K–12 data but until those 
systems are developed this essential connection is missing.

    Finally, it is important to note that the teaching workforce in pre-k looks very different in 
many states from the K–12 teaching workforce. Many children who attend preschool do so 
in private-provider settings or in Head Start, settings that are not necessarily connected in 

any formal way to the schools where their students ultimately attend kindergarten and that 

would likely fall outside of state teacher evaluation requirements. Indeed, only 23 states 

require that preschool teachers have a bachelor’s degree.121 Even assuming that there is an 

instructional leader in these programs qualified to administer teacher evaluations, there 
are significant challenges to evaluating pre-k teachers in the same manner as K–12 teachers 
when they have not been trained and supported in the same way. We hope that in time, 
early learning teachers will be treated with a level of professionalism commensurate with 
that of K–12 teachers and that teacher evaluation systems will evolve to reflect that.

  2.  KRAs Do Not Reliably and Comprehensively Measure the Growth Produced by 

Kindergarten Teachers 

    Because KRAs measure readiness at the beginning of the kindergarten year and not 
growth over the course of that year, KRA results (at least on their own) cannot be used for 
kindergarten teacher evaluations. Importantly, this problem cannot be solved by simply 
readministering KRAs at the end of kindergarten. Because KRAs are designed to measure 

readiness, they are scaled such that well-prepared children will score very high on the 

assessment in the fall of their kindergarten year. As those children continue to learn new 

skills during the kindergarten year, they quickly “outgrow” the KRA. That is, they will learn 

kindergarten-level skills that KRAs are not designed to measure and thus that KRA scores 

cannot adequately reflect. For example, on a hypothetical scale of 1 to 10, a well-prepared 
child who enters kindergarten with a score of 9 or 10 is likely to be at 11 (or 15) by the 
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middle of the kindergarten year, but because the scale only goes up to 10, he or she (and 
thus his or her teacher) cannot receive credit for those additional skills learned. Statisticians 

call this measurement problem a "ceiling effect."

    Another growth-related challenge in using KRA results as part of an accountability system 
is that readiness scores are poor predictors of academic achievement in elementary 

school.122 Importantly, this may stem from the very reason that we measure readiness 

in the first place. As described previously, because KRAs are intended to improve and 
target instruction, they are inherently a poor predictor of later academic achievement. 

That is, one goal of KRAs is to help teachers, schools, districts, and communities meet the 

learning needs of each kindergartener by providing additional support on foundational 
skills to children who enter kindergarten farther behind. Success of these efforts is thus 
measured by the extent to which the readiness disparities that existed at the beginning of 
the year have been reduced or eliminated by the end. Therefore, those children who enter 
kindergarten at risk may show greater growth on the skills measured by KRAs than their 
peers who entered kindergarten better prepared, precisely because they scored lower 
initially.

    These challenges are present whether schools are using teacher-reported assessments 

that rely on teachers’ observations and impressions, technology-aided direct assessments 
that make it easier for teachers (or others) to assess children’s knowledge and skills directly, 
or a combination of both. There are, however, additional barriers to integrating KRAs into 
teacher evaluations of kindergarten teachers that are unique to each type of assessment. 

   a. Teacher-Reported KRAs Will Never Be Appropriate for Evaluation Purposes

      The problem with using KRAs that rely on teachers’ observations and perceptions of 
children’s skills for evaluation purposes is fundamental. If a teacher is conducting an 
assessment in which he or she has a stake in the outcome, the likelihood of obtaining 
accurate and reliable data may drop substantially.123 Instituting this kind of evaluation 

system would give teachers a strong incentive to (consciously or unconsciously) 

underestimate a child’s skills and development at the beginning of the year and then 
overestimate them at the end of the year, thus artificially inflating estimates of children’s 
learning. 

     Some states have attempted to account for this issue of using teacher-reported 

assessments for accountability by avoiding using the assessment scores directly.  
For example, Delaware and Kentucky have each developed a K–12 teacher evaluation 
system that uses a rubric-based, collaborative peer and/or supervisor evaluation 
process to appraise teachers’ performance on several metrics, including students’ 
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growth on teacher-designed and/or -administered assessments or “growth goals” (most 
of the other metrics pertain to observed elements of process quality) in untested grade 
levels or subjects.124 However, more research is needed to determine whether these 

systems indeed reduce incentives for teachers to overestimate their students’ learning 
on teacher-scored assessments such as KRAs. 

   b.   Technology-Aided Direct KRAs Are Not Yet Valid for Teacher Evaluation and 

Will Need to be Used Carefully If They Are

     Technology-enabled KRAs that directly assess children’s skills are not yet specifically 
designed and validated for use in teacher evaluation systems. If this option ever does 

become available,* then as with any teacher assessment data, it will be important to 
place these data in proper context. For example, using KRAs that focus solely on reading 

or math proficiency—arguably domains that are among the easiest to assess directly 
in young children—could pressure teachers to focus on those areas to the exclusion 

of other critical areas of development, including social and emotional development.125 

Moreover, in order to use growth scores, the KRAs would have to be designed 
specifically to measure growth and then be administered more than once during 
the kindergarten year. If KRAs that are appropriate for use in kindergarten teacher 

evaluation are ever created, states choosing to use them should have a thoughtful 

process of engagement with key stakeholders—particularly the teachers themselves 

and the principals who will be evaluating them—to discuss how those results can be 
used to improve the quality of kindergarten education rather than detracting from it.

  3. Teacher Evaluation: Summing Up

    Kindergarten readiness assessments have a valuable role to play in teacher professional 
development. Indeed, KRA results can form the basis of important conversations between 
principals and teachers about how children are progressing.126 However, at the time of  

this publication, KRA results are not validated for use as a formal component of the  
scoring of teacher evaluations. Furthermore, if and when they are, it will be a very heavy 
lift for most states to create the systems needed to use KRAs appropriately in teacher 

evaluation systems. 

*  We express no opinion here as to whether this is possible or advisable.
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CONCLUSION

We are strong supporters of kindergarten readiness assessments and of early learning accountability. 
But we do not believe it is appropriate for kindergarten readiness assessments to be a part of school- 
or teacher-level early learning accountability. 

The results of KRAs are sufficiently precise and reliable enough to inform how teachers and school 
leaders work with children. Indeed, KRAs are a critical strategy for improving the quality of teaching 

and other supports in early learning and are also valuable as a system-wide measure of progress. 
However, they are not validated for external accountability purposes. School-level accountability for 
early learning should focus on measures of practice quality and valid child outcome metrics, and the 

field should continue to work toward improved metrics that will fill the gaps that fuel temptation to 
misuse the results of kindergarten readiness assessment.

In the meantime, KRAs that are implemented effectively and used for appropriate purposes can 
continue to provide policymakers, school leaders, teachers, and parents with valuable information 
about young children’s learning and development. At the local level, they can provide educators with 
information they can use to improve instruction in their own classrooms and build relationships 
across educational settings. At a system level, they can provide valuable data about how children 
are doing when they enter kindergarten, allowing for more thoughtful system-wide investment and 

regional and local targeting of resources. States should continue to implement them in ways that 

help achieve important educational goals. Policymakers should facilitate that work by continuing to 
support and fund kindergarten readiness assessment efforts and by ensuring that the results of those 
assessments are used only as intended.
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