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his brief addresses the many questions about testing

preschool children. Our purpose is three-fold: (a) to

provide basic information about the terms and issues
surrounding assessment; (b) to add an empirical and prag-
matic perspective to what can sometimes be an impassioned
debate; and (c) to support parents, policy makers and early
childhood educators in using assessments to do what is best
for young children and support the programs and policies
that serve them.

Child assessment is a vital and necessary component of all
high-quality early childhood programs. Assessment is impor-

tant to understand and support young children’s development.

It is also essential to document and evaluate how effectively
programs are meeting young children’s educational needs,
in the broadest sense of this term. For assessment to occur,
it must be feasible. That is, it must meet reasonable criteria
regarding its efficiency, cost, and so on. If assessmen
an undue burden on programs or evaluators, it will n
undertaken at all and the lack of data will hur

bo make early
t standards.

oncern with assessment in the early childhood field is

not new. Decades of debate are summarized in the

National Association for the Education of Young
Children (NAEYC) publication Reaching Potentials:
Appropriate Curriculum and Assessment for Young Children.'
This position statement has been expanded by NAEYC and
the National Association of Early Childhood Specialists in
State Departments of Education (NAECS/SDE) in a new
document titled Early Childhood Curriculum, Assessment,
and Program Evaluation: Building an Effective, Accountable
System in Programs for Children Birth through Age 8.

What is new in this ongoing debate is the heightened attention
to testing young children as a means of holding programs
accountable for their learning. Peter Airasian’s Assessment in
the Classroom offers the following definitions:

is the process of collecting, synthesizing, and
interpreting information to aid classroom decision-making.
It includes information gathered about pupils, instruction,

BN Wpils would have
ar but Qe\e haviors.”

R O 9
estd }%rm 0 %It usually involves a series
dire, ests tolchild
) i

perform, within a set period
e, specifisgasks ed and administered by adults,
vith'predeteriin cQxrect answers. By contrast, alternative

oyms of ntmay be completed either by adults or
i eopen-ended, and often look at performance
period of time. Examples include structured
Sexxati portfolio analyses of individual and collaborative

teacher and parent ratings of children’s behavior.

n literacy and to a lesser extent numeracy. The rationale
for this initiative, advanced in the No Child Left Behind Act
and supported by the report of the National Reading Panel’,
is that young children should acquire a prescribed body of
knowledge and academic skills to be ready for school. Social
domains of school readiness, while also touted as essential in
a series of National Research Council reports’, are admittedly
neither as widely mandated nor as “testable” as their academic
counterparts. Hence, whether justified or not, they do not
figure as prominently in the testing and accountability debate.

,d
( E %urrent Head Start testing initiative focuses primarily

This brief responds to questions being asked of early
childhood leaders about the use and misuse of testing for
preschoolers 3 to 5 years old. This response is not merely
a reactive gesture nor an attempt to advance and defend a
specific position. Rather, the brief is intended as a resource
to provide information about when and how preschool
assessment in general, and testing and other forms of
assessment in particular, can be appropriately used for
purposes that include informing policy decisions about
early childhood programming.

Continued next page
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Continued from page 2
As a framework for providing this information, this policy
brief accepts two realities. First, testing is, will be, and always
has been, used to answer questions about the effectiveness
of early childhood programs. Since early childhood pro-
grams attempt to increase children’s knowledge and skills
in specific content areas, evaluators have traditionally used
testing, along with other assessment strategies, to determine
whether these educational objectives have been achieved.
Second, program accountability is essential, and testing is
one efficient means of measuring it. Numerous research
studies show that high-quality programs can enhance the
academic and lifetime achievement of children at risk of
school failure. This conclusion has resulted in an infusion of
public and private dollars in early education. It is reasonable
to ask whether this investment is achieving its goal. Testing

can play a role in answering this accountability question.
With this reality as a background, we proceed to addyess :
two questions. First, given the current perva

of tests and their administrati
“do no harm” to children and
acquire valid information? Sec

Assessment

Uses of Child Assessment

ssessment can provide four types of information for
and about children and their parents, teachers, and
programs. Child assessment can:

1. Identify children who may be in need of
specialized services. Screening children to determine
whether they would benefit from specific interventions is
appropriate when parents, teachers or other professionals
suspect a problem. When screening indicates a problem,
further assessments in several related domains are then
usually administered to the child. In addition, data from
parents and other adults involved with the child are consid-
ered in determining a diagnosis and course of treatment.

2. Plan instruction for individuals and groups
of children. Assessment data can be used by teachers to
support the development of individual children, as well as
to plan instructional activities for the class as a whole. In
addition, information on developmental progress can and
should be shared with parents to help them understand
what and how their children are learning in the classroom
and how they can extend this learning at home.

rovement and staff

at benefit program and staff
to areas of the curricu-

At10 | resources or areas
: opment. If children
% g Nt making progress

d V ains, it is possible that the
ion or that teachers need some

nducting formative evaluations,
ata bined with program data that
@ uality, fidelity to curriculum implemen-
{om’sta Qﬂ s and specific teaching practices.
ow well a program is meeting goals
children. 1t is this fourth purpose, sometimes called
ome or summative evaluation, that is the primary
cus of this paper. Note that it is the program, not the
young child, who should be held accountable through
assessment. Although data may be collected on individual
children, data should be aggregated to determine whether
the program is achieving its desired outcomes. These
outcomes may be defined by the program itself and/or
by national, state, or district standards. How the outcomes
are measured is determined by the inherent link between
curriculum and assessment. Ideally, if a curriculum has
clear learning objectives, those will drive the form and
content of the measures. Conversely, thoughtful design
of an appropriate assessment tool can encourage program
developers to consider what and how adults should be
teaching young children.
s




Preschool Policy Matters

July 2004

General Issues in Assessment (onsinued)

Reliability and Validity

ny formal assessment tool or method should
A meet established criteria for validity and reliability.”

Reliability refers to the consistency, or reproducibility
of measurements. A sufficiently reliable test will yield
similar results across time for a single child, even if different
examiners or different forms of the test are used. Reliability
is expressed as a coefficient between 0 (absence of reliability)
and 1 (perfect reliability). Generally, for individualized tests
of cognitive or special abilities, a reliability coefficient of .80
or higher is considered acceptable.

Validity is the degree to which a test measures what it is
supposed to measure. Because tests are only valid for a
specific purpose and assessments are conducted for so
many different reasons, there is no single type of validity

ura
. . . - ge h ro
to the extent to which the items on an instrument are xepre
sentative of the key aspects of the domain it i

ity hav @ B
and prédictive = [ "
SO '

content validity. Face validity deals with app:
than content. A test has face V@ity if rappea
what it purports to measure.

children being assessed. Predicti
between a test score and future perfo

associated with a high level of achievement later in school.
The criterion to which test performance is compared may
be another test or an indicator such as grade retention,
special education placement or high school graduation.

A test must be reliable in order to be valid but not all
reliable tests are valid.

Principles and Recommendations for Early Childhood
Assessments, a report to the National Education Goals

Panel, noted that “the younger the child, the more difficult

it is to obtain reliable and valid assessment data. It is particu-
larly difficult to assess children’s cognitive abilities accurately
before age 6.”* One prominent expert on early childhood
assessment concludes, “research demonstrates that no more
than 25 per cent of early academic or cognitive performance
i i wation obtained from preschool or

kindergarten tes
episodic a
Per enced by children’s emotional and moti-

ds and caveats about the
t<an be drawn from the results.

ce@uip@and ns are explored in the following.
‘
qv '
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he quality of an assessment depends in part upon deci-

sions made before any measure is administered to a

child. Before selecting an instrument for use with a
given population of children, project designers should be able
to explain why that specific measure is being used and what
they hope to learn from the results. Selection of instruments
is guided by the purposes and goals of the assessment.
Assessment strategies lie along a continuum ranging from
formal to informal. Types of measures that might be selected
to represent either extreme include standardized testing (for-
mal) and naturalistic observation (informal). The fundamen-
tal difference between formal and informal assessment is the
degree of constraint placed on children’s behavior, or level of
intrusiveness into their lives."

The ideal testing environment, as well as who is best qualified
to administer measures, will depend in part on where along
the formal-informal continuum an assessment lies.
dardized test is most effective when delivered by an e
who has specialized training and experience with that

For example, one effective approach to ideéntifying special
needs (e.g., disabilities) is to use standardized tests to screen
all children. These tools can be quickly and inexpensively
administered to large populations of children. Children
identified as potentially at risk or in need of further
intervention can then receive follow-up evaluations using
more intensive assessments including informal measures.
Methods such as observation, parent interviews, analysis

of work samples, or teacher ratings can lead to collection
of in-depth and authentic data that reflect a “whole child”
approach to the estimation of competence and need.

A comprehensive assessment normally requires a multi-
method approach in order to encompass the many dimen-
sions of children’s skills and abilities. Formal and informal
assessment strategies each have strengths and weaknesses, so
an approach that combines or balances the two is most likely
to provide a thorough evaluation of children across their cog-
nitive, emotional, social, and biological strengths and needs.
A repeated measures design is also preferable, especially with
standardized tests formance of young children on
assessment task ate according to mood and envi-
rongent, as 2 and sporadic development.
Xed tests he most formal extreme
assessnént ¢ um because they place the
strafnts On children’s behavior. These tests
ictly controlled, standard conditions so

ible, each child is assessed in exactly
rdized test scores allow for fair compar-

11

his type of assessment.

dardized tests can be used to obtain information on
hether a program is achieving its desired outcomes and are
thus often integral components of systems of accountability.
They are considered objective, time- and cost-efficient, and
suitable for making quantitative comparisons of aggregated
data across groups. Testing will only meet these expectations
fully if the standard of comparison is developmentally and
culturally appropriate. When used appropriately, standard-
ized tests can effectively eliminate biases in assessment of
individual children.

There is some concern about how well standardized tests
work with young children. The younger the child, the more
difficult it can be to obtain valid scores. Preschoolers may
not understand the demands of the testing situation, and
may respond unpredictably to the testing conditions.
Performance is highly influenced by children’s emotional
states and experience, so that test scores across time may
be relatively unstable. To address these limitations,
examiners may choose to supplement standardized

test scores with results from informal measures.
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Assessment Methods (oninued)

Informal Assessment Methods

nformal methods offer another approach to assessment.
These other methods often fall under the banner of
“authentic” or “naturalistic” assessments. They engage
or evaluate children on tasks that are personally meaningful,
take place in real life contexts, and are grounded in naturally
occurring instructional activities. They offer multiple ways
of evaluating students’ learning, as well as their motivation,
achievement, and attitudes.

This type of assessment should be consistent with the goals,

curriculum, and instructional practices of the classroom or

program with which it is associated." Authentic assessments
do not rely on unrealistic or arbitrary time constraints, nor

do they emphasize instant recall or depend on lucky guesses.
Progress toward mastery is the key, and content is mastered
as a means, not as an end."” To document accompli
assessments must be designed to be longitudinal, to
the baseline, the increment, and the preserve
change that follow from instruction.”

measures must meet reasonab.
reliability and validity, though les

coding, entry, and analysis are
time- and cost-intensive. This
investment can be seen as
reasonable and necessary,
however, if the goal is to
produce information about
children’s competencies on
real-life tasks in natural and
authentic settings. Informal child
assessment procedures that can
meet acceptable levels of reliability
and validity include observations,
portfolios and ratings of children
by teachers and parents.

=

Observations

n assessing young children, the principal alternative to
testing is systematic observation of children’s activities
in their day-to-day settings. Observation fits an interactive
style of curriculum, in which give-and-take between teacher
and child is the norm. Although careful observation
requires effort, the approach has high ecological validity
and intrudes minj into what children are doing.

evelopmental scales of proven

an approach permits children

y time and anywhere that teachers

es categories of acceptable answers

right answers. It expects the teacher to

S ampWwork for children to initiate their own activities.
a broad definition of child development that

b
mludss not only language and mathematics but also
1ve, social relations, physical skills and the arts. It is
turally sensitive when teachers are trained observers who

focus on objective, culturally neutral descriptions of behavior
(for example, “Pat hit Bob”) rather than subjective, culturally
loaded interpretations (for example, “Pat was very angry with
Bob”). Finally, it empowers teachers by recognizing their

judgment as essential to accurate assessment.
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ne of the most fitting ways to undertake authentic,

meaningful evaluation is through the use of a well-

constructed portfolio system. Arter and Spandel
define a portfolio as “a purposeful collection of student work
that tells the story of the student’s efforts, progress, or achieve-
ment in (a) given area(s). This collection must include student
participation in selection of portfolio content, the guidelines
for selection, the criteria for judging merit, and evidence of

student self-reflection.”™

Portfolios describe both a place (the physical space where they
are stored) and a process. The process provides richer informa-
tion than standardized tests, involves multiple sources and
methods of data collection, and occurs over a representative
period of time."”

In addition, they encourage two- and three-way collaboygatig
between students, teachers, and parents; promote ownexshi
and motivation; integrate assessment with instructia
learning; and establish a quantitative an
of progress over time." They can provide
evidence of students’ learning and develop

e products
and to design evaluative rubrics for prég tability.
There are also programs that merely ents collect work
that is important to them as a personal, now-evaluative record
of their achievements. When portfolios are not used to judge
ability in some agreed-upon fashion, they are usually not
highly structured and may not even include reflective pieces
that demonstrate student growth and understanding.

Portfolios are most commonly thought of as an assessment
approach appropriate in elementary and secondary schools.
Yet they have long been used in preschools to document and
share children’s progress with parents, administrators and
others. For portfolios to be used for program accountability, as
well as student learning and reflection, the evaluated outcomes
must be aligned with curriculum and instruction. Children
must have some choice about what to include if they are to
feel ownership and pride. Portfolios should document the

creative or problem-solving process as they display the product,
encouraging children to reflect on their actions. Conversations
with children about their portfolios engage them in the
evaluation process and escalate their desire to demonstrate
their increasing knowledge and skills. Sharing portfolios

with parents can help teachers connect school activities to

the home and involve parents in their children’s education.

a way to organize teacher perceptions
ito scales for which

sessed. Children’s grades
ntype of teacher rating
eschool years, teacher

0 to assess children’s social

ent. However, teacher ratings also

s chifdfen’s cognitive and language

ings can be specifically related to other
sments including scores on standardized
dated assessment tools, concrete and specific

N

A

ivities, ability to recognize the letters in one’s name),

al assessments of children’s traits (e.g., cooperative,
E le, hard-working). Research shows that teacher ratings

an have considerable short- and long-term predictive validity
throughout later school years and even into adulthood.”

arent ratings are a way to organize parent perceptions
of children’s development into scales for which reliability
and validity can be assessed. Soliciting parent ratings
is an excellent way for teachers to involve them as partners
in the assessment of their children’s performance. The very
process of completing scales can inform parents about the
kinds of behaviors and milestones that are important in young
children’s development. It also encourages parents to observe
and listen to their children as they gather the data needed
to rate their performance. An example of the use of parent
ratings is the Head Start Family and Child Experiences Survey
(FACES) study, in which parents’ ratings of their children’s
abilities and progress were related to measures of classroom
quality and child outcomes.”
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Criteria of Reliable and Valid Preschool Assessment

oth the content and administration of measures must asked. If time-distributed measurements are not feasible,
B respect young children’s developmental characteristics. then testers should note unusual circumstances in the
Otherwise the resulting data will be neither reliable situation (e.g., noise) or child (e.g., fatigue) that could
nor valid. Worse, the testing experience may be negative for render single-encounter results invalid and should
the child. Further, the knowledge and skills measured in the either schedule a re-assessment or discount the results
testing situation must be transferable and applicable in such cases.

to real-world challenges that a child may face at home or at
school. Otherwise the information gathered has no practical
value. To produce meaningful data and minimize the risk
of creating a harmful situation, all assessment tools for
preschool-age children, whether formal or informal, should
satisfy the following criteria:

3. An attempt should be made to obtain information
on the same content area from multiple and
ecially when repeated

ering are not feasible
lgetary constraints). Just
different styles of learning, so
their knowledge and
ent. For example,
t of language ability
classroom observation
uring ability using multiple
they do not know. Examiners should be able to r 8,928 t plan is also less likely to
sensitively to each child’s reactions to the testing sityatiol idus Qrurally biased.

1. Assessment should not make children feel , J
anxious or scared. It should not threaten their aryirfg mod
self-esteem or make them feel they have failed. Tests
should acknowledge what children know—or have the

Idren’s interests and attention spans.
gsment period should probably not exceed 35-45
s. Further, testers should be sensitive to children’s
ort and engagement levels, and take a break or
ntinue the test at another time if the child cannot

or does not want to proceed.

or distorted data. For example, a child m
or distracted at the moment.of testifig.]

5. Testing for purposes of program accountability
should employ appropriate sampling methods
whenever feasible. Testing a representative sample
of the children who participate in a program avoids
the need to test every child. Sampling strategies reduce
the overall time spent in testing and minimize the
chances for placing undue stress on children and
burden on teachers and classrooms.
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validity of measures depend on the type of measure

being used. Decisions on where testing should take
place, who should administer the assessment, and the types
of skills to be evaluated will differ for standardized tests and
informal measures. For standardized test scores to be reliable
and valid, the following criteria should be met:

O ther conditions that contribute to the reliability and

1. Standardized tests should contain enough items
to allow scores to represent a diverse range of
individual ability. In order to identify and distinguish
among children of low, average and high levels of ability,
standard scores must be applicable to children at either
end of the spectrum and be sensitive to relatively minor
differences in skill level.

2. Testing should take place in a controlled environ-
ment that at least approximates the conditions
experienced by the population on which the
measure was standardized. Most tests need to

aging ¢ A

adsess

e settl I
% ssor shauld

Creating a valid informal assessment for young children is

a difficult task that demands unique considerations. It

must be meaningful and authentic, evaluate a valid sample
of behavior, be based on performance standards that are
genuine benchmarks, and have authentic scoring. If scores on
these measures are to resemble natural performance, it is
incumbent upon the creators of informal assessment tools

to design instruments that accomplish the following:

P

‘nowledgeable regarding
SS| aterials and the children
. Idgally, the person administering the

ssment, it is best if the individual(s) spend time

e classroom beforehand, becoming a familiar and
iendly figure to the children. Assessors who are not
familiar with a child should learn what the child’s typical
interactions with adults are like.

3. Assessment should measure real knowledge
in the context of real activities. In other words, the
assessment activities as well as the setting should not be
contrived. They should resemble children’s ordinary activi-
ties as closely as possible, for example, discussing a book as
an adult reads it. Parent or teacher ratings should evaluate
naturally occurring samples of behavior.

4. To the extent possible, assessments should be
conducted as a natural part of daily activities rather
than as a time-added or pullout activity. Meeting this
criterion helps to satisfy the earlier standards of a familiar
place and assessor, especially if the assessment can be
administered in the context of a normal part of the daily
routine (for example, assessing book knowledge during
a regular reading period). In addition, assessment that
is integrated into standard routines avoids placing an
additional burden on teachers or detracting from
children’s instructional time.
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Conclusion

Recent years have seen a growing public interest in early Policy Recommendations
childhood education. Along with that support has come

the use of “high stakes” assessment to justify the expense * Require that measures included in an assessment
and apportion the dollars. With so much at stake—the future be selected by qualified professionals to ensure
of our nation’s children—it is imperative that we proceed that they are reliable, valid and appropriate for
correctly. Above all, we must guarantee that assessment the children being assessed.

reflects our highest educational goals for young children
and neither restricts nor distorts the substance of their
early learning. This brief sets forth the criteria for a
comprehensive and balanced assessment system that meets
the need for accountability while respecting the well-being
and development of young children. Such a system can
include testing, provided it measures applicable knowledge
and skills in a safe and child-affirming situation. It can
also include informal assessments, provided they too

meet psychometric standards of reliability and validity. s in the assessment
Developing and implementing a balanced approack Yo ocesgRoNtirat ch ’s behaviors and abilities can
assessment is not an easy or inexpensive undertakin b¢ unde in xgrious contexts and so cooperative

relati@ g families and school staff can be
fi

1d9 jraining for early childhood teachers
n inistrators to understand and interpret
ardized tests and other measures of learning
d development. Emphasize precautions specific
to the assessment of young children.

analyses so that test scores are
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