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Research and professional best practices show us that early childhood is a place of tremendous
leverage, but it is also a place for tremendous care and consideration. Given the potentially
massive impact of appropriate, quality educational programs and interventions for children at
these tender ages, relying on the best sources of data to inform decisions is critical.
[█]

INTRODUCTION
Even for professionals who make decisions
about student assessment on a regular basis,
the arena of early childhood assessment can
be difficult to navigate. It is not enough to
simply assess earlier content using the same
approaches as those used in older grades, or
to take decisions about tools and purposes
that were made with older students in
mind and extend them to younger children.
Instead, professional standards and guidelines
for early childhood assessment must begin
with attention to the important reality that
young children are continuously and rapidly
developing, both academically and across a
wide range of other domains. The context that
informs assessment decisions for early learners
is qualitatively different from the context for
older students.
The goal of this white paper is to support
assessment and instructional leaders in
planning or reviewing their assessment
implementations in the early grades. This paper
will help readers:
• understand the ‘big ideas’ early childhood
thought leaders believe should guide
assessment decisions for the youngest
school-aged students (pre-kindergarten –
3rd Grade)
• discover what the research shows to be
effective in terms of assessment in the early
grades
• come away with a clear sense of next steps
you can take to apply the research and best
practices to your own assessment planning
process

In preparing this paper, we reviewed and
summarized key ideas from professional
guidelines on early childhood assessment.
To frame our analysis of these guidelines,
we also addressed two topics: 1) background
on assessment-related concerns in the early
childhood field and 2) evidence of the leverage
that early education and intervention provide
on later outcomes. In this context, we closely
examined professional recommendations
relating to assessment purpose and assessment
method. Finally, taking all of these important
considerations into account, we compiled a set
of questions to inform the assessment planning
process in the early grades.

REVIEWED GUIDELINES
Four seminal reports comprised the
professional guidelines reviewed. These focus,
together, on children in pre-kindergarten
through age 8. Key points from each document
are included in the Appendix.
1. National Education Goals Panel (NEGP),
1998. In 1998, the NEGP convened a working
group related to the following goal: “By the
year 2000, all children in America will start
school ready to learn.” This working group
produced a document entitled Principles
and Recommendations for Early Childhood
Assessment. These principles are included in
Appendix A.
2. National Association for the Education
of Young Children (NAEYC) and National
Association of Early Childhood Specialists
in State Departments of Education (NAECS/
SDE), 2003. In 2003, after the establishment
of the No Child Left Behind law changed the
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landscape for educational assessment, NAEYC
and the NAECS/SDE jointly drafted a position
statement entitled Early Childhood Curriculum,
Assessment, and Program Evaluation. Key
assessment recommendations and indicators of
effectiveness from this document are included
in Appendix B.
3. Division for Early Childhood (DEC),
2007. In 2007, the DEC of the Council for
Exceptional Children developed a response
to the 2003 position statement from NAEYC
and NAECS/SDE. The DEC document highlights
considerations for children with disabilities, but
encompasses recommendations applicable to
the broader community of which these children
are members. The paper is called Promoting
Positive Outcomes for Children with Disabilities:
Recommendations for Curriculum, Assessment,
and Program Evaluation. Key recommendation
and critical attributes from this document are
included in Appendix C.
4. National Research Council (NRC),
2008. The National Research Council (NRC)
was commissioned to study important
developmental outcomes for children through
age 5 and to guide the appropriate assessment
of these outcomes. In their 2008 book, Early
Childhood Assessment: Why, What and How, the
NRC committee emphasized several essential
principles. The NRC Guidelines on Purposes
of Assessment, Instrument Selection and
Implementation, and Systems are included in
Appendix D.

BIG IDEAS SHARED
ACROSS DOCUMENTS
From these guiding documents, three big ideas
emerged as central concerns for all of the
authoring groups.
1. Purposeful Assessment. The design, use, and
interpretation of assessments must be purposedriven. Too many negative outcomes derive
from assessments of young children used for
purposes for which they were not designed; the
type of inferences made from assessment

data must be determined in the context of each
specific purpose.
2. Instructionally Aligned Assessment.
Assessments must be clearly and explicitly
integrated into the overall system, including
curriculum and instruction; material assessed
must represent the valued outcomes on which
instruction is focused. This includes reaching
toward alignment to standards or curriculum,
where these exist. For classroom-based
assessments designed to inform instruction,
this also encompasses alignment to the
instructional calendar.
3. Beneficial Assessment. Assessments of
children must serve to optimize learning.
Time and resources are taken away from
instruction in order to assess—and historically,
there has been some justification for the fear
that assessment data may offer unintended
negative consequences for some children (NRC,
2008). Assessments must demonstrate solid
consequential validity: the consequence of the
time and resources invested in the assessment
should be demonstrably positive for the
children assessed.

CHALLENGES IN EARLY
CHILDHOOD ASSESSMENT
While these big ideas represent significant
consensus, there is also a vein of debate
running through the early childhood field.
Some professionals voice concerns over the
increasing emphasis on assessment of young
children, often particularly focusing on
standardized tests. In order to navigate these
concerns with integrity, it is important to
understand some of what is at root.
HOW DO WE ACCOUNT FOR
DEVELOPMENTAL VARIABILITY?
Professionals in early childhood education
recognize very deeply that typical, healthy
children develop at different rates in different
domains. It is the unusual child who is not
early in developing in some domain and late
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in another—perhaps fine motor skills are
developing more slowly, while language and
social skills are zooming ahead. For some early
childhood professionals, concerns arise about
assigning younger children to static assessments
designed to compare students to a proficiency
norm, as has been common among state
assessments for older children. Typically the
information produced by a static proficiencybased test is weaker at greater distances from
the proficiency mark. Given the greater intraand inter-individual variability that younger
children exhibit, some professionals are
concerned that assessments may be used that
offer low precision or information for children
at lower and higher levels of achievement.
As the Division for Early Childhood (2007)
notes, “Very young children learn and grow at
remarkable and unpredictable rates that are
unmatched during other age periods. Because
of this, scores from assessments administered
to very young children tend to be unstable” (p.
15). This has two repercussions for those with
concerns. First, one-time snapshots are likely
to be less meaningful for younger students,
whose pace of growth exceeds that of older
children. Second, professional judgment is a key
factor in determining how ready each child is
(particularly at and before kindergarten entry)
for a certain approach to assessment.
The variability of young children’s abilities
relates to two key early childhood topics
that carry significance for assessment:
developmentally appropriate practice and
opportunity to learn. NAEYC (2003) defines
developmentally appropriate practice as
pedagogy and care drawing from three sources
of knowledge:
• what we know about child development
• what we know about each individual’s
interests, strengths, and weaknesses
• what we know about the children’s cultural
and social context
The latter two kinds of knowledge relate to the
need to be sensitive to a child’s opportunity
to learn. For instance, children who have

never had adults read books with them in
interactive ways have not yet had a chance to
develop concepts about books and print. Good
assessment practice needs to carefully attend
to inferences made about children in cases
when they are assessed on concepts they have
not had the opportunity to learn (NRC, 2008, p.
357).
WHAT GETS MEASURED?
Another concern in early childhood assessment
stems from the possibility of mismatch between
the narrow range of proficiencies that get
measured and the breadth of proficiencies that
children must develop—and programs must
support—in early childhood. What is measured
becomes what is taught, some fear; this might
leave domains such as social and emotional
development and creativity underemphasized
in an assessment-driven atmosphere.
A group of early childhood professionals voiced
this concern as the Common Core Standards in
mathematics and literacy were drafted (Alliance
for Childhood, 2010), and many continue to
work toward expanding conversations to
include other domains. To early childhood
professionals, domains such as social
development are central (NEGP, 1998; NAEYC
& NAECS/SDE, 2003; DEC, 2007; NRC, 2008).
Failure to assess these domains introduces a
risk of failing to attend to them in instructional
settings.
HOW SHOULD WE ASSESS?
Another concern is over the methods of
assessment used. The Alliance for Childhood
group has expressed concern that inappropriate
and unreliable standardized tests might be
used. Early childhood has some history of
multi-method assessment, rich in indirect tools
such as interviews and tools that don’t feel like
assessments, such as classroom observations.
Seen from this perspective, the idea of “testing”
may suggest to some a replacement of rich
multi-method assessment with a single tool
that asks students to set aside their natural
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behavior or curiosity in order to answer a set of
questions devoid of context.
However, as technology becomes more
pervasive, it is unclear whether direct
assessment can be characterized in this way. In
2012, NAEYC and the Fred Rogers Center sought
to address this issue head on by providing
seminal guidance on appropriate technology
use in early childhood. The Joan Ganz Cooney
Center at Sesame Workshop reports that
educational app use with young children is
massive and growing, for instance, and the best
of these apps make strong use of children’s
intuitive moves, curiosity, and need for rich
context (Chiong & Shuler, 2010; Shuler, 2012).
Direct assessment data is now available from
within educational activities that map less
well into a traditional “testing” schema. Such
activities can provide meaningful and objective
data about children’s characteristics without
compromising developmental appropriateness.
WHAT PURPOSES ARE APPROPRIATE?
A key consideration for any decision maker
is the notion that the use and interpretation
of assessments can have both positive and
negative effects, both intended and unintended.
No professional with integrity wants to see
assessment data result in some children losing
access to good instructional programming,
for instance. One assessment purpose which
has raised significant concern is a high-stakes
version of the kindergarten readiness or school
readiness test. As the NRC committee on early
childhood assessment (2008) notes, “Using
readiness tests to make recommendations
about children’s access to kindergarten is
especially troublesome because many of the
children recommended for delayed entry
are the ones who would most benefit from
participation in an educational program” (p. 31).
Readiness tests call upon largely discredited
models of development, which essentially
presume that cognitive development must
precede learning in an area like reading (NRC,
1998). This view draws from Piaget, but fails
to draw from social constructivist views—

now more predominant in early childhood
education—which suggest that development
is prompted through interaction with
instructional experiences (Johnston & Rogers,
2002).

THE CASE FOR EVIDENCEBASED EARLY INTERVENTION:
PREVENTION AS BETTER LEVERAGE
Why is it important to navigate these various
concerns and arrive at high quality assessment
in early childhood? The defensible answer
is because good data drives higher quality
outcomes for children. To allocate limited
resources with care, one must know who needs
what as well as which efforts actually succeed
in meeting each individual child’s needs. When
resources go to sound, effective prevention
and intervention efforts, early education offers
leverage that is massive in comparison to
efforts in the older grades.
The early childhood education field has a high
degree of consensus around calls for universal
access to quality preschool programming;
educators also agree that learning in the
primary grades is critically important. In
both reading and mathematics in particular,
the effectiveness of early intervention for
preventing future difficulties is well supported
in the literature (NRC, 1998; NAEYC & National
Council of Teachers of Mathematics, 2002).
Early childhood educators can point to a
number of U.S. studies supporting the economic
wisdom of investments in early intervention.
A 2005 RAND study found that investments
in early intervention programs offer a return
to society from $1.80 to as much as $17.07 for
every dollar spent. The topic gained traction in
the summer of 2010, when the New York Times
ran an article stating that economists “estimate
that a standout kindergarten teacher is worth
about $320,000 a year” based on the “additional
money that a full class of students can expect to
earn over their careers” as a result of the extra
growth that teacher caused in kindergarten
(Leonhardt, 2010).
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Longitudinal studies of high quality prekindergarten programs reveal that participating
students benefit in a multitude of ways:
increased high school graduation rates and
decreased rates of both special education
placement and crime or delinquency (Chicago
Longitudinal Study); improved performance
on standardized tests in later schooling and
decreased chances of grade retention (Yale
University Child Study Center); lower rates
of teen pregnancy (The Carolina Abecedarian
Project); and higher rates of employment and
higher wages as adults (The High/Scope Perry
Preschool Project) (Pre-K Now, 2010).
The case for early intervention in elementary
schools, beginning in kindergarten, is clearest in
the literature on how reading skills develop—or
don’t. When children enter school with poor
pre-literacy skills, they typically experience a
“Matthew Effect” (Stanovich, 1986). The effect
is named for a story from the Bible in which
the poor get poorer and the rich get richer.
In reading, starting with lower initial skills
strongly tends to lead to slower rates of growth
in reading. As Juel (1988) explains, better
readers read more words. In her renowned
study, by the end of first grade, better readers
had on average seen 18,681 words in classroom
texts, while poorer readers averaged just 9,975
words. Starting off with lower skills resulted in
about half as much practice with reading, and
half the exposure to written vocabulary.
As weak readers establish slower rates of
reading, secondary problems often begin
to emerge. Steele (2004) points to evidence
of “frustration, anxiety, behavior problems,
greater academic deficiencies, and subsequent
motivation problems” developing for weaker
readers. Perhaps in part because of these
compounding issues, academic problems not
identified prior to 3rd grade are extremely
resistant to even highly intense remedial
efforts (Torgesen et al., 2001). Good, Simmons
and Smith (1998), members of the team
creating DIBELS (Dynamic Indicators of Basic
Early Literacy Skills), conclude the following:
“[B]y the end of first grade and beginning of

second grade, students on low developmental
reading trajectories face nearly insurmountable
obstacles to catching up with their peers.
The answer lies in the early identification of
children with deficits in crucial early literacy
skills and enhancing their acquisition of those
skills.”
In mathematics, research evidence supports a
similar “Matthew Effect” wherein the students
who enter with weaknesses experience slower
growth and gaps widen (Morgan, Farkas, &
Wu, 2011). Researchers have focused on a
critical early building block, number sense,
which differentiates students at risk in terms
of mathematical achievement as early as
kindergarten (Jordan, Glutting, & Ramineni,
2010). When students begin school with a weak
sense of how number and quantity work, their
growth tends to be slowed across a breadth
of mathematical topics. Fortunately, early
screening for mathematical risk is becoming
more and more accurate (Gersten et al., 2012),
and interventions for kindergarten and first
grade students at risk are proving increasingly
successful at remediating skill deficits (e.g.,
Fuchs, Fuchs & Compton, 2012).
When assessment data can work to
match students at risk with effective
early interventions, action is imperative;
mathematics achievement is increasingly
important in our society. Low mathematical
achievement in school decreases a student’s
chances of post-secondary educational
opportunity and increases risk for lifelong social
and economic difficulties (Rivera-Batiz, 1992;
National Mathematics Advisory Panel, 2008).
Two critical social concerns drive much of the
push for the early identification of academic
risk: 1) prevention of academic disabilities,
and 2) closure of academic achievement
gaps across racial and socioeconomic
groups. Given good child-level data on the
foundational proficiencies which are known
to strongly predict future achievement in
mathematics or literacy, disabilities can be
prevented (Fletcher et al., 2007; Steele, 2004).
A preventive framework which uses early and
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ongoing assessment to drive intervention can
substantially reduce the number of students
with learning disabilities (Gibbons, 2008).

be enlisted in a high-stakes program evaluation
decision unless another review of the tool, with
respect to this new purpose, is accomplished.

Groups focused on achievement gaps have
increasingly determined what the Association
for Supervision and Curriculum Development
(ASCD) stated in their 2006 Infobrief: “Early
intervention is the most cost-effective
approach to closing the achievement gap” (p.
3). Perez-Johnson and Maynard (2007) note
about their own research efforts, “Our focus
on the period of early childhood stems from
two critical research-based observations. First,
early childhood is when achievement gaps first
emerge. Second, early childhood represents
an optimal period for intervention, because
gaps compound and become more costly and
difficult to address as time passes by” (p. 588).

Broadly, the major documents agree that
assessment purposes cluster around three
main objectives: eligibility determination,
instructional planning, and evaluation. The
NEGP (1998, p. 7) offers these four categories:

PURSUING ASSESSMENTS
FOR EARLY LEARNING AND
INTERVENTION
The remainder of this document takes the view
that there is high potential value in reliable and
valid data on student proficiencies, including
in literacy and mathematics, and that direct
assessments of students in pre-kindergarten
through 3rd grade have an appropriate role
in generating such data. The four sets of
professional guidelines mentioned earlier, all of
which also take this view, are referenced here in
greater detail for their guidance on assessment
purposes and methods.
PURPOSES OF ASSESSMENT
Recommendations from all of the major
documents reviewed include an emphasis on
purpose-driven assessment. Purposes should be
explicit and public (NRC, 2008), specific (NAEYC/
SDE, 2003), and beneficial (NEGP 1998; NAEYC/
NAECS/SDE 2003, DEC 2007, NRC 2008). All
groups note that technical adequacy demands
necessarily vary across purposes. For this
reason, an assessment appropriate to a purpose
like classroom instructional planning should not

• assessments to support learning
• assessments for identification of special
needs
• assessments for program evaluation and
monitoring trends
• assessments for high-stakes accountability
The set is further elaborated into seven specific
purposes for children with disabilities by the
DEC (2007). Most of these pertain as well to all
students:
1. screening
2. diagnosis (or identification) of delay or
disability
3. eligibility determination for early
intervention or special education services
4. instructional program planning/intervention
assessment
5. placement
6. progress monitoring
7. program evaluation
Decisions for Classroom Instruction
Within the purposes which most closely pertain
to classroom instruction (1, 4, and 6 above),
three different questions about students are
important. Screening addresses a question
highly pertinent to schools using a Response to
Intervention (RTI) model: Which students are
at risk of poor outcomes in which areas, and
should be offered more intensity of instruction?
A variety of test and non-test assessment
information addresses another question for
instructional or intervention planning: What
do I still need to teach to my students or a
particular student? Finally, when instruction or

Early Childhood Assessment: Implementing Effective Practice

6

interventions are underway, a question about
effectiveness emerges: How much student
progress is occurring?
The National Research Council committee on
early childhood assessment (2008) describes
it this way: “In addition to using assessment
information to establish a descriptive picture of
children’s strengths and needs and to plan for
instruction… teachers… need to collect ongoing
assessment information to track their learning
over time” (p. 32).
METHODS OF ASSESSMENT
In early childhood, debate over assessment
methods is strong. Nonetheless, from the
four major sets of guidelines consulted here,
consensus is evident around two main themes.
First, assessment in early childhood should
employ a variety of methods. Second, methods
need to reach toward authentic assessment.
Multiple Methods
To begin considering the principle of using
multiple methods, we need to first know what
methods make up the range of approaches used
in early childhood assessment.
• NAEYC and NAECS/SDE (2003) list five
methods in their definition of assessment:
“Assessment: A systematic procedure for
obtaining information from observation,
interviews, portfolios, projects, tests, and
other sources that can be used to make
judgments about children’s characteristics”
(p. 27).
• The DEC (2007) offers the following list:
“Potential assessment tools include: (1)
record review/developmental history, (2)
interviews, (3) observations, (4) checklists/
rating scales, (5) portfolios, and (6) tests” (p.
13).
• The NRC committee on early mathematics
learning recommendations (2009) offers
three broad categories of assessment
methods useful for formative purposes:

observations, tasks, and interviews. Tasks
include those on tests.
All of the major sets of guidelines call for
reliance upon a variety of assessment methods.
In part, this point relates to the need for
matching assessment purpose to assessment
tool; different purposes will require different
approaches. More particularly, good assessment
will produce evidence about both what children
can do and how children think about concepts.
Both behaviors and cognitive explanations are
valuable sources for the purpose of generating
a comprehensive picture (NRC, 2009).
Tasks, including tests, tend to give evidence
of what children can do, particularly when
those tests are flexible or adaptive enough to
reach toward a student’s particular abilities.
When insufficiently flexible, a test may result
only in evidence of what a child cannot do;
adaptive tests may offer greater reach toward
showing where a child can succeed. Scaffolded
tasks reach beyond what the child can do
independently to show what the child is ready
to do. Observations can also show what children
can do, with some allowing children more
latitude to initiate what kind of learning they
are engaging with, with the assessment tool
following their lead. Interviews allow teachers
and students to “go beyond observation and
tasks to probe the child’s thinking” (NRC, 2009,
p. 262). Assessment of young children should
balance the task approach, observations, and
interviews to robustly capture what students
understand and can do (NEGP, 1998; NAEYC &
NAECS/SDE, 2003; DEC, 2007; NRC, 2008; NRC,
2009).
Authentic Assessment
In addition to a call for multiple methods
of assessment, the four major guideline
documents also call for some version of
“authenticity” in assessment methods. DEC
(2007) explains that this encompasses tests as
well as other methods: “Tests may be normreferenced, criterion-referenced or curriculum-
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based; however, the most reliable outcomes
for young children are generated when these
tools are used within an authentic assessment
model” (p. 13).
NAEYC and NAECS/SDE (2003) emphasize that
assessment data should be gathered from
“realistic settings and situations that reflect
children’s actual performance.” Authentic
assessment includes observations and tasks
that occur in the context of regular play or
activities, in settings typical to the child. They
are “child-centered and interactive,” resulting
in more easily generalized information about
“the child’s ability to interact with the everyday
environment.” Authentic assessments capture

“a large number of behaviors across multiple
domains…[and] allow the child multiple
opportunities to demonstrate a behavior or skill
in multiple settings with preferred and multiple
partners, objects, and materials, resulting in a
more valid estimate of developmental status”
(DEC, 2007, p. 14).
When students’ performance on standard
tasks or protocols is complemented with
observations about what a child can do in ‘realworld’ environments or with particular people,
the resulting rich data may offer educators
more insight into each child’s unique strengths
and needs.
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BUILDING AN EARLY CHILDHOOD ASSESSMENT PLAN
The goal of planning a quality assessment solution for early learners can be met by applying the
research and best practices reviewed above. To do so, a team of assessment and instructional leaders
might work through assessment considerations in three related and cumulative steps. These steps are
to consider alignment of assessment tools to:
1. domains of instruction or intervention
2. assessment purposes
3. assessment methods
To support assessment and instructional leaders in each of these three steps, sample tables are
offered below as a framework for discussion and consideration.
STEP 1: DOMAINS: INSTRUCTION & ASSESSMENT
In starting to plan assessment implementations in the early grades (pre-kindergarten – 3rd grade),
it is important to begin with the educational program’s goals for instruction and intervention as a
starting point. Instruction and assessment should be aligned. Using the chart below, make explicit
how what will be measured compares with what will be taught. Which domains are taught but may not
be assessed? For each area assessed, is there an opportunity to learn? Sometimes we assess in areas
outside of learning—many programs screen for vision and hearing, for instance—but an intervention
such as communication with families is the goal.

WHAT IS THE DOMAIN OF FOCUS?

Example: Mathematics skill development

WILL THIS BE A GOAL
FOR INSTRUCTION
OR INTERVENTION?

WILL THIS BE
ASSESSED?

Yes, both
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STEP 2: ASSESSMENT PURPOSE: INFORMING EXPLICIT DECISIONS
In building a plan for assessment in each domain of interest, purpose is an important starting point.
Purposes should translate clearly into decisions. In sorting out purposes for assessment, one might
ask: What decisions should be informed by the resulting data? By pinning these down, it becomes
possible to see whether and how each decision results in clear benefit to the students being assessed.
We can think of assessment purposes as clustering broadly into decisions about eligibility, instructional
planning, and effectiveness (evaluation). For each of these three categories, in the three tables below,
list which decisions should be informed by data, which type of assessment is designed for this purpose
and which specific assessment tools you are considering. An example is offered in the domain of early
literacy, drawing from a tiered intervention model like Response to Intervention (RTI).

ELIGIBILITY

WHAT DATA-DRIVEN DECISION DO
WE NEED TO MAKE?

Example: Which students may need intervention in
early literacy?

WHAT TYPE OF
ASSESSMENT CAN
HELP INFORM THIS
DECISION?

WHAT ARE THE
CANDIDATE ASSESSMENT
TOOLS WE CAN USE?

Screening
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INSTRUCTIONAL PLANNING

WHAT DATA-DRIVEN DECISION DO
WE NEED TO MAKE?

Example: In which specific areas of literacy does the
student need intervention?

WHAT TYPE OF
ASSESSMENT CAN
HELP INFORM THIS
DECISION?

WHAT ARE THE
CANDIDATE ASSESSMENT
TOOLS WE CAN USE?

Instructional
planning / skills
diagnostics

EFFECTIVENESS (EVALUATION)

WHAT DATA-DRIVEN DECISION DO
WE NEED TO MAKE?

WHAT TYPE OF
ASSESSMENT CAN
HELP INFORM THIS
DECISION?

Example: How much progress are students making in
the intervention program?

Progress Monitoring

WHAT ARE THE
CANDIDATE ASSESSMENT
TOOLS WE CAN USE?
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STEP 3: ASSESSMENT METHODS: MULTIPLE AND AUTHENTIC
Once the decisions that need to be informed by assessment data have been inventoried across all
domains, the full list of candidate assessments can be reviewed. A review should certainly include a
hard look at technical adequacy: does a particular tool have the level of reliability, validity, and other
properties required for informing a particular decision?
Another important review of candidate tools, though, should focus on the method of assessment
itself. For instance, are all of the candidate tools tests, or do some enlist observations, interviews, or
embedded tasks? Which make use of technology? Which provide evidence of what a student can do,
or is ready to do, as compared with what a student cannot do? Which reach most toward authenticity
by making use of realistic and everyday situations, incorporating an element of interaction or
accommodating multiple behaviors across multiple settings and situations? It is important to
note that authenticity does not simply go hand in hand with a particular method. Each method of
assessment, whether an observational tool or a test, may incorporate more or fewer features of
authenticity (such as use of feedback or of activities and materials that are similar to those used in the
classroom or home setting).
For each of the candidate tools identified in Step 2, fill in the table below to paint a clear picture of
the various assessment methods under consideration, as well as the degree to which the various tools
incorporate authentic features.

WHAT IS THE
CANDIDATE
ASSESSMENT
TOOL?

Example:
Learning
behaviors
checklist

WHAT IS THE
ASSESSMENT
METHOD USED?

Observation

WHERE /
HOW IS IT
ADMINISTERED?

Classroom;
teacher completes
checklist on
paper

WHAT
INFORMATION/
EVIDENCE DOES IT
PROVIDE ABOUT
STUDENTS (I.E.
CAN DO, CANNOT
DO, READY TO DO)?

WHICH FEATURES
OF THIS TOOL
REACH TOWARD
AUTHENTICITY?

Can the student
do the learning
behaviors (e.g.,
following directions,
asking questions)?

Takes place in
student’s everyday
context, across
multiple settings
and situations,
with multiple
opportunities for
evidence.

(table continues on next page)
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WHAT IS THE
CANDIDATE
ASSESSMENT
TOOL?

WHAT IS THE
ASSESSMENT
METHOD USED?

WHERE /
HOW IS IT
ADMINISTERED?

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER
Research and professional best practices
show us that early childhood is a place of
tremendous leverage, but it is also a place for
tremendous care and consideration. Given
the potentially massive impact of appropriate,
quality educational programs and interventions
for children at these tender ages, relying on
the best sources of data to inform decisions is
critical.
In the early grades, an ideal assessment
plan makes use of tools appropriate to each
purpose and to young children; it also draws

WHAT
INFORMATION/
EVIDENCE DOES IT
PROVIDE ABOUT
STUDENTS (I.E.
CAN DO, CANNOT
DO, READY TO DO)?

WHICH FEATURES
OF THIS TOOL
REACH TOWARD
AUTHENTICITY?

from multiple and authentic methods. It
is designed to inform explicit decisions
about eligibility, instructional planning, and
effectiveness within domains that align to the
educational program’s goals for instruction and
intervention. Most importantly, all aspects of
the plan aim to clearly and effectively benefit
the children assessed, while ensuring that no
negative consequences are introduced. Good
assessment planning and review provide a
unique opportunity to do right by children and
positively influence important outcomes in the
near and long term.
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APPENDIX: PROFESSIONAL GUIDELINES ON
EARLY CHILDHOOD ASSESSMENT
APPENDIX A: NEGP ASSESSMENT PRINCIPLES
National Education Goals Panel (NEGP), 1998, pp. 5-6
• Assessment should bring about benefits for children. Gathering accurate information from young
children is difficult and potentially stressful. Formal assessments may also be costly and take
resources that could otherwise be spent directly on programs and services for young children. To
warrant conducting assessments, there must be a clear benefit—either in direct services to the
child or in improved quality.
• Assessments should be tailored to a specific purpose and should be reliable, valid, and fair for
that purpose. Assessments designed for one purpose are not necessarily valid if used for other
purposes. In the past, many of the abuses of testing with young children have occurred because
of misuse. The recommendations in the sections that follow are tailored to specific assessment
purposes.
• Assessment policies should be designed recognizing that reliability and validity of assessments
increase with children’s age. The younger the child, the more difficult it is to obtain reliable and
valid assessment data. It is particularly difficult to assess children’s cognitive abilities accurately
before age 6. Because of problems with reliability and validity, some types of assessment should be
postponed until children are older, while other types of assessment can be pursued, but only with
necessary safeguards.
• Assessments should be age-appropriate in both content and the method of data collection.
Assessments of young children should address the full range of early learning and development,
including physical well-being and motor development; social and emotional development;
approaches toward learning; language development; and cognition and general knowledge.
Methods of assessment should recognize that children need familiar contexts in order to be able
to demonstrate their abilities. Abstract paper-and-pencil tasks may make it especially difficult for
young children to show what they know.
• Assessments should be linguistically appropriate, recognizing that to some extent all assessments
are measures of language. Regardless of whether an assessment is intended to measure early
reading skills, knowledge of color names, or learning potential, assessment results are easily
confounded by language proficiency, especially for children who come from home backgrounds
with limited exposure to English, for whom the assessment would essentially be an assessment of
their English proficiency. Each child’s first- and second-language development should be taken into
account when determining appropriate assessment methods and in interpreting the meaning of
assessment results.
• Parents should be a valued source of assessment information, as well as an audience for
assessment results. Because of the fallibility of direct measures of young children, assessments
should include multiple sources of evidence, especially reports from parents and teachers.
Assessment results should be shared with parents as part of an ongoing process that involves
parents in their child’s education.
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APPENDIX B: NAEYC AND NAECS/SDE RECOMMENDATION AND INDICATORS OF ASSESSMENT
EFFECTIVENESS
National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) and National Association of Early
Childhood Specialists in State Departments of Education (NAECS/SDE), 2003, pp.10-11
Key Recommendation: Make ethical, appropriate, valid, and reliable assessment a central part of all
early childhood programs. To assess young children’s strengths, progress, and needs, use assessment
methods that are developmentally appropriate, culturally and linguistically responsive, tied to
children’s daily activities, supported by professional development, inclusive of families, and connected
to specific, beneficial purposes: (1) making sound decisions about teaching and learning, (2) identifying
significant concerns that may require focused intervention for individual children, and (3) helping
programs improve their educational and developmental interventions.
Indicators of Effectiveness:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Ethical principles guide assessment practices.
Assessment instruments are used for their intended purposes.
Assessments are appropriate for ages and other characteristics of children being assessed.
Assessment instruments are in compliance with professional criteria for quality.
What is assessed is developmentally and educationally significant.
Assessment evidence is used to understand and improve learning.
Assessment evidence is gathered from realistic settings and situations that reflect children’s actual
performance.
Assessments use multiple sources of evidence gathered over time.
Screening is always linked to follow-up.
Use of individually administered, norm-referenced tests is limited.
Staff and families are knowledgeable about assessment.

APPENDIX C: DEC RECOMMENDATION AND CRITICAL ATTRIBUTES FOR ASSESSMENT
Division for Early Childhood (DEC), 2007, pp. 10-15
Key Recommendation: Assessment is a shared experience between families and professionals in
which information and ideas are exchanged to benefit a child’s growth and development. Assessment
practices should be integrated and individualized in order to: (a) answer the questions posed by the
assessment team
(including family members); (b) integrate the child’s everyday routines, interests, materials, caregivers,
and play partners within the assessment process; and (c) develop a system for shared partnerships
with professionals and families for the communication and collection of ongoing information valuable
for teaching and learning. Therefore, assessment teams should implement a child- and familycentered, team based, and ecologically valid assessment process. This process should be designed to
address each child’s unique strengths and needs through authentic, developmentally appropriate,
culturally and linguistically responsive, multidimensional assessment methods. The methods should
be matched to the purpose for the assessment, linked to curriculum and intervention, and supported
by professional development.
Critical Attributes:
• Assessment tools have utility and are used for specific purposes.
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• Assessment tools are authentic.
• Assessment tools have good psychometric qualities.
APPENDIX D: NRC GUIDELINES ON PURPOSES OF ASSESSMENT,
INSTRUMENT SELECTION AND IMPLEMENTATION, AND SYSTEMS
National Research Council (NRC), 2008, p. 5-12
Guidelines on Purposes of Assessment
• (P-1) Public and private entities undertaking the assessment of young children should make the
purposes of assessment explicit and public.
• (P-2) The assessment strategy—which assessments to use, how often to administer them, how long
they should be, how the domain of items or children or programs should be sampled—should
match the stated purpose and require the minimum amount of time to obtain valid results for that
purpose. Even assessments that do not directly involve children, such as classroom observations,
teacher rating forms, and collection of work products, impose a burden on adults and will require
advance planning for using the information.
• (P-3) Those charged with selecting assessments need to weigh options carefully, considering
the appropriateness of candidate assessments for the desired purpose and for use with all the
subgroups of children to be included. Although the same measure may be used for more than one
purpose, prior consideration of all potential purposes is essential, as is careful analysis of the actual
content of the assessment instrument. Direct examination of the assessment items is important
because the title of a measure does not always reflect the content.
Guidelines on Instrument Selection and Implementation
• (I-1) Selection of a tool or instrument should always include careful attention to its psychometric
properties.
A. Assessment tools should be chosen that have been shown to have acceptable levels
of validity and reliability evidence for the purposes for which they will be used and the
populations that will be assessed.
B. Those charged with implementing assessment systems need to make sure that procedures
are in place to examine validity data as part of instrument selection and then to examine the
data being produced with the instrument to ensure that the scores being generated are valid
for the purposes for which they are being used.
C. Test developers and others need to collect and make available evidence about the validity of
inferences for language and cultural minority groups and for children with disabilities.
D. Program directors, policy makers, and others who select instruments for assessments
should receive instruction in how to select and use assessment instruments.
• (I-2) Assessments should not be given without clear plans for follow-up steps that use the
information productively and appropriately.
• (I-3) When assessments are carried out, primary caregivers should be informed in advance about
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their purposes and focus. When assessments are for screening purposes, primary caregivers should
be informed promptly about the results, in particular whether they indicate a need for further
diagnostic assessment.
• (I-4) Pediatricians, primary medical caregivers, and other qualified personnel should screen
for maternal or family factors that might impact child outcomes—child abuse risk, maternal
depression, and other factors known to relate to later outcomes.
• (I-5) Screening assessment should be done only when the available instruments are informative
and have good predictive validity.
• (I-6) Assessors, teachers, and program administrators should be able to articulate the purpose of
assessments to parents and others.
• (I-7) Assessors should be trained to meet a clearly specified level of expertise in administering
assessments, should be monitored systematically, and should be reevaluated occasionally. Teachers
or other program staff may administer assessments if they are carefully supervised and if reliability
checks and monitoring are in place to ensure adherence to approved procedures.
• (I-8) States or other groups selecting high-stakes assessments should leave an audit trail—a public
record of the decision making that was part of the design and development of the assessment
system. These decisions would include why the assessment data are being collected, why a
particular set of outcomes was selected for assessment, why the particular tools were selected,
how the results will be reported and to whom, as well as how the assessors were trained and the
assessment process was monitored.
• (I-9) For large-scale assessment systems, decisions regarding instrument selection or development
for young children should be made by individuals with the requisite programmatic and technical
knowledge and after careful consideration of a variety of factors, including existing research,
recommended practice, and available resources. Given the broad-based knowledge needed to make
such decisions wisely, they cannot be made by a single individual or by fiat in legislation. Policy and
legislation should allow for the adoption of new instruments as they are developed and validated.
• (I-10) Assessment tools should be constructed and selected for use in accordance with principles
of universal design, so they will be accessible to, valid, and appropriate for the greatest possible
number of children. Children with disabilities may still need accommodations, but this need should
be minimized.
• (I-11) Extreme caution needs to be exercised in reaching conclusions about the status and progress
of, as well as the effectiveness of programs serving, young children with special needs, children
from language-minority homes, and other children from groups not well represented in norming
or validation samples, until more information about assessment use is available and better
measures are developed.
Guidelines on Systems
• (S-1) An effective early childhood assessment system must be part of a larger system with a strong
infrastructure to support children’s care and education. The infrastructure is the foundation on
which the assessment systems rest and is critical to its smooth and effective functioning. The
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infrastructure should encompass several components that together form the system:
A. Standards: A comprehensive, well-articulated set of standards for both program quality
and children’s learning that are aligned to one another and that define the constructs of
interest as well as child outcomes that demonstrate that the learning described in the
standard has occurred.
B. Assessments: Multiple approaches to documenting child development and learning and
reviewing program quality that are of high quality and connect to one another in well-defined
ways, from which strategic selection can be made depending on specific purposes.
C. Reporting: Maintenance of an integrated database of assessment instruments and results
(with appropriate safeguards of confidentiality) that is accessible to potential users, that
provides information about how the instruments and scores relate to standards, and that can
generate reports for varied audiences and purposes.
D. Professional development: Ongoing opportunities provided to those at all levels (policy
makers, program directors, assessment administrators, practitioners) to understand the
standards and the assessments and to learn to use the data and data reports with integrity for
their own purposes.
E. Opportunity to learn: Procedures to assess whether the environments in which children
are spending time offer high-quality support for development and learning, as well as safety,
enjoyment, and affectively positive relationships, and to direct support to those that fall short.
F. Inclusion: Methods and procedures for ensuring that all children served by the program
will be assessed fairly, regardless of their language, culture, or disabilities, and with tools that
provide useful information for fostering their development and learning.
G. Resources: The assurance that the financial resources needed to ensure the development
and implementation of the system components will be available.
H. Monitoring and evaluation: Continuous monitoring of the system itself to ensure that it
is operating effectively and that all elements are working together to serve the interests of
the children. This entire infrastructure must be in place to create and sustain an assessment
subsystem within a larger system of early childhood care and education.
• (S-2) A successful system of assessments must be coherent in a variety of ways. It should be
horizontally coherent, with the curriculum, instruction, and assessment all aligned with the early
learning and development standards and with the program standards, targeting the same goals
for learning, and working together to support children’s developing knowledge and skill across all
domains. It should be vertically coherent, with a shared understanding at all levels of the system of
the goals for children’s learning and development that underlie the standards, as well as consensus
about the purposes and uses of assessment. It should be developmentally coherent, taking into
account what is known about how children’s skills and understanding develop over time and the
content knowledge, abilities, and understanding that are needed for learning to progress at each
stage of the process. The California Desired Results Developmental Profile provides an example
of movement toward a multiply coherent system. These coherences drive the design of all the
subsystems. For example, the development of early learning standards, curriculum, and the design
of teaching practices and assessments should be guided by the same framework for understanding
what is being attempted in the classroom that informs the training of beginning teachers and the
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continuing professional development of experienced teachers. The reporting of assessment results
to parents, teachers, and other stakeholders should also be based on this same framework, as
should the evaluations of effectiveness built into all systems. Each child should have an equivalent
opportunity to achieve the defined goals, and the allocation of resources should reflect those goals.
• (S-3) Following the best possible assessment practices is especially crucial in cases in which
assessment can have significant consequences for children, teachers, or programs. The 1999 NRC
report High Stakes: Testing for Tracking, Promotion, and Graduation urged extreme caution in
basing high-stakes decisions on assessment outcomes, and we conclude that even more extreme
caution is needed when dealing with young children from birth to age 5 and with the early care
and education system. We emphasize that a primary purpose of assessing children or classrooms is
to improve the quality of early childhood care and education by identifying where more support,
professional development, or funding is needed and by providing classroom personnel with tools
to track children’s growth and adjust instruction.
• (S-4) Accountability is another important purpose for assessment, especially when significant
state or federal investments are made in early childhood programs. Program level accountability
should involve high stakes only under very well-defined conditions: (a) data about input factors
are fully taken into account, (b) quality rating systems or other program quality information has
been considered in conjunction with child measures, (c) the programs have been provided with
all the supports needed to improve, and (d) it is clear that restructuring or shutting the program
down will not have worse consequences for children than leaving it open. Similarly, high stakes for
teachers should not be imposed on the basis of classroom functioning or child outcomes alone.
Information about access to resources and support for teachers should be gathered and carefully
considered in all such decisions, because sanctioning teachers for the failure of the system to
support them is inappropriate.
• (S-5) Performance (classroom-based) assessments of children can be used for accountability, if
objectivity is ensured by checking a sample of the assessments for reliability and consistency,
if the results are appropriately contextualized in information about the program, and if careful
safeguards are in place to prevent misuse of information.
• (S-6) Minimizing the burdens of assessment is an important goal; being clear about purpose and
embedding any individual assessment decision into a larger system can limit the time and money
invested in assessment.
• (S-7) It is important to establish a common way of identifying children for services across the early
care and education, family support, health, and welfare sectors.
• (S-8) Implementing assessment procedures requires skilled administrators who have been carefully
trained in the assessment procedures to be implemented; because direct assessments with young
children can be particularly challenging, more training may be required for such assessments.
• (S-9) Implementation of a system-level approach requires having services available to meet the
needs of all children identified through screening, as well as requiring follow-up with more indepth assessments.
• (S-10) If services are not available, it can be appropriate to use screening assessments and then use
the results to argue for expansion of services. Failure to screen when services are not available may
lead to underestimation of the need for services.Assessment tools are authentic.
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