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IsaBella Johnson, 5, makes the base of a pirate ship during her free choice activity time at Pleasant Grove Elementary School in Heflin, Ala. Entry assessments for
kindergartners helped the school adjust instruction, including the incorporation of more time for play and developing social skills.

EArly Childhood education
Editor’s Note

Studies suggest that effective early-childhood education lays the foundation for
improved student achievement in the later
years. In this Spotlight, learn how schools are
using kindergarten assessments to shape
instruction, targeting early educators for
professional development in math, and
developing elementary students into global
citizens.
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—Tamika Moore for Education Week

Kindergarten students Eric Lopez and Brayden
Contreras, both 5, play on an iPad during their
free choice time at Pleasant Grove

Published October 11, 2017 in Education Week

Kindergarten Assessments
Start to Bear Fruit
By Christina A. Samuels

I

n the not-too-distant past, the kindergarten classrooms at Pleasant
Grove Elementary in Heflin, Ala.,
looked much the same as classrooms for older children.
Desks were arranged in rows. Children
worked on worksheets. “There wasn’t a lot
of differentiation in your instruction,” said
Kristi Moore, a kindergarten teacher at
the school, located halfway between Birmingham, Ala., and Atlanta. “Most of all
your children were taught the same way.”
But in recent years, the school has
tried to shift instruction in a way that
they say works better for young children.
And they credit the use of a comprehensive method of evaluating kindergarten
students, called kindergarten entry assessment, as one of the tools that allowed
them to do that.
Kindergarten entry assessments,
which some states call “kindergarten
readiness assessments” or “kindergarten entry inventories,” are intended to
guide a teacher’s instructional practice.
They may include direct assessment of
children’s skills, teacher observations, or
both. They’re intended to give teachers a
well-rounded picture of the whole child,

including his or her academic, social, and
physical development.
While these assessments are becoming
more widespread—boosted by federal support during the Obama administration—
they’re offering mixed results for teachers
and for school districts.
Supporters say they’re useful in supporting all elements of a child’s development during their important early
school days.
Others have criticized the assessments
as an additional burden that doesn’t let
teachers know what they should do with
all the data they’re expected to collect.
And the assessments also raise concerns
for some that they’ll be used for highstakes purposes, like evaluating teachers or sorting children into educational
tracks.

One School’s Experience
Even as that debate continues the assessments are a reality in most states.
Schools such as Pleasant Grove Elementary offer an example of how these
assessments can be used well, teachers
there say. Moore and other educators said

the assessment prompted them to put
aside pacing guides and highly structured
instruction that didn’t allow time for other
parts of child development, which the kindergarten entry assessment outlined as
important.
The state department of education and
its department of early-childhood education have given grants to seven Alabama
schools, including Pleasant Grove, to continue this work.
And the teachers say they appreciate
being able to adjust their methods as well.
“Now you’re free to differentiate your instruction all during the day,” Moore said,
incorporating reading, math, and other
academics into more active, developmentally appropriate learning.
As Pleasant Grove demonstrates, “We
clearly have found pockets of teachers and
of schools where they really understand
how to use these resources,” said Richard
Lambert, a professor in the department of
educational leadership at the University
of North Carolina-Charlotte.
Lambert, who also serves as the director of the university’s Center for Educational Measurement and Evaluation,
has studied the use of kindergarten entry
assessments in North Carolina and other
states. He is also a consultant to the company Teaching Strategies, which created
one of the most widely used assessment
of this type, Teaching Strategies Gold.
Nine states use this measure to evaluate
kindergarten students, or as part of their
state measure.
Lambert has conducted surveys of
teachers in North Carolina and in other
states. Getting teachers to use the information the tests yield and then to modify their teaching based on it is no small
task, he said. Teachers are sometimes
seeing these tests the way they see endof-the-year tests, rather than as measures
that are supposed to be capturing a child’s
growth over time.
There’s also more variability among
teacher evaluations of child skills than
could be explained by just differences
among children, Lambert said. That
suggests that while some teachers understand how the measurement tool is
supposed to work, others need more assistance in knowing just how to evaluate
children.
Kindergarten entry assessments or
inventories are not new, but they re-
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ceived a big push through the federal
Race to the Top Early Learning Challenge grants, which required applicants
to outline a plan of how they were going
to use these assessments to promote
school readiness. The assessments were
required to measure “language and
literacy, cognition and general knowledge, approaches to learning, physical well-being and motor development,
and social-emotional development,” the
grant said.
The U.S. Department of Education also
had a different grant program just to support state creation of kindergarten-entry
assessments.
Researchers have raised questions
about whether the assessments meet
one goal of providing an academic
boost for students. In 2016, the Regional Educational Laboratory Northeast & Islands wrote a report saying
that using kindergarten entry assessments did not produce statistically
significant improvements on students’
early reading or math skills.
But the students in that study would
have started school well before the Education Department started giving mon-

ey to states to create or improve their
entry assessments.

Piloting Programs
In Virginia, about half of the state’s
school divisions are piloting a program
called the Virginia Kindergarten Readiness Program. The state already requires
incoming kindergartners to be measured on
preliteracy skills. The kindergarten-readiness program adds evaluations of children’s
math, social, and self-regulation skills.
It also provides tools for teachers if
children show that they are lagging in
those areas, said Amanda Williford, an
associate professor of psychology at the
University of Virginia, who developed the
measure and is working with districts in
implementing it.
“Self-regulation and social skills are
just as important, and it’s the same kind
of skill as reading and math,” Williford
said. “It’s learned in school, just like reading and math are. If a kid was struggling
to read, we would never say they don’t belong in our classroom.”
Melita Ring, a kindergarten teacher at Amelon Elementary in Madison

Heights, Va., said she likes having the
one-on-one time with her students, and
having resources to help students right
at her fingertips.
“They’re giving you that opportunity to
not only teach the children who are struggling, but to learn other ways of doing so,”
Ring said.
Karma Hugo, the director of early
learning for Washington state, said this
fall marks the first statewide use of a kindergarten entry assessment, called Washington Kindergarten Inventory of Developing Skills, or WaKIDS. The rollout has
been rocky, she acknowledged, as teachers
learned how to make meaningful use of
the information.
But it has already borne useful results,
Hugo said. For example, the findings
helped some teachers realize they were
asking more in terms of social-emotional
growth of their young students than is appropriate for kindergarten-age students.
Other findings have helped schools realize
that their incoming students needed more
math support.
“Many of the bumps that we’ve encountered have ultimately shined lights on opportunities for improvement,” Hugo said.
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New Analysis Finds Long-Lasting Benefits From
Early-Childhood Education
By Christina Samuels

—Getty

H

igh-quality early-childhood
programs boost graduation
rates, reduce grade retention and cut down on special education placements,
according to a new analysis of several
other early-education research studies
that adds fresh fuel to long-running policy
debates about the effectiveness of pre-K.
“These results suggest that the benefits of early-childhood education programs
do in fact persist beyond the preschool
year,” said Dana Charles McCoy, an assistant professor at the Harvard Graduate
School of Education, in an email interview. McCoy was the lead author on the
analysis, which was published Thursday
in the journal Educational Researcher.
“Given how costly retention, special education, and dropout can be for both individ-
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uals and societies, our results suggest that
investments in high-quality early-childhood education programming are likely to
pay off in the long term,” McCoy said.
The findings contrast with other research, such as on the federal Head Start
program and on Tennessee’s preschool
program, that have found that the behavioral and academic benefits of those programs fade over time.

New Analysis Combines Results of
Previous Early-Childhood Research
The Head Start and Tennessee studies, however, examined child outcomes
a few years into participants’ elementary school years. In contrast, this new
analysis took a longer view; many of the
studies tracked children into high school
and beyond. The researchers found that
participants in early-childhood programs
had an 8.1 percentage point reduction on
special education placement and an 8.3
percentage point reduction in grade retention compared to similar peers. Partici-

pants also had an 11.4 percentage point
increase in high-school graduation.
The new paper combines the results
of 22 research papers on early-childhood
programs that were conducted from 1960
to 2016. The researchers included only papers that met a strict research design—
for example, the comparison groups of
children were similar at the outset, the
studies didn’t have a large percentage
of children dropping out, and there was
enough data to calculate the effects of the
early-childhood program on each of three
areas researchers were looking at.
Some of the studies included are wellknown, such as the Perry Preschool project
conducted in Ypsilanti, Mich., in the 1960s,
or the 1970-era Abecedarian early-childhood program conducted in 1970s. Those
particular programs have been well-studied for their long-lasting benefits to children. But they were particularly intensive,
and early-childhood programs don’t look
much like that anymore, critics have noted.
The new analysis, however, includes
newer research, including studies of chil-
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Supporting Math Learning
By Helping Early Educators
PD for preschool teachers improves instruction and morale
By Christina A. Samuels

A

large body of research evidence suggests that strong
math skills in young children
are a powerful predictor of
future academic success.
But early-childhood educators—the
professionals who are expected to help
impart those early-math skills—are often left out of the professional-development programs that are commonplace
for their peers who teach elementary
and later grades.
That’s slowly starting to change. School
districts and early-childhood providers
around the country, often with the support of researchers in early-math development, are making strides in reaching out
to this traditionally neglected workforce.

In some cases, preschool teachers are
receiving stipends to support weekend
training sessions. In other programs,
coaches come to early-childhood classrooms to demonstrate ways to infuse
math learning into everyday interactions
with young children. Head Start plans to
enter the PD space in a major way by August: While not focusing solely on math,
the federally funded preschool program
for low-income children is requiring all of
its centers to offer “evidence-based” PD to
their teachers, including mentor coaching.
The goal of these programs is to help
early-childhood teachers beat back their
own math anxiety and become more adept at weaving math “talk” into conversations with their young charges. But they
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dren attending preschool in some of New
Jersey’s poorest urban districts; research
on children attending a birth-through-5
program in Tulsa, Okla., and the Chicago
Child-Parent Centers, which enrolled primarily black children from low-income
families and tracked their outcomes.
“One of the primary advantages of our
study is that we are able to include more
than five decades’ worth of programs, including recent studies that are more representative of the modern early-childhood
landscape,” McCoy said.
“With that said, because we are looking at outcomes that are only observable
years—or even decades—after children
attend preschool, we can’t necessarily
make conclusions about whether the programs that are being implemented today
will show benefits like the ones we observe
in our study.”
Even so, the early-childhood field is
“in agreement that high-quality earlyeducation does work, both for supporting
children and for supporting working families,” McCoy said.

have an additional benefit—many earlychildhood educators say they appreciate
the opportunity to hone their craft.
Megan Franke, an education professor
at the University of California, Los Angeles, has worked with several districts
in her state at bringing math PD to preschool teachers. In one Los Angeles-area
district, “honest to goodness, the teachers
cried,” Franke said. “They said, ‘This is
the first time that we have felt that we are
professionals that are contributing to our
own ongoing learning and also the learning of other people.’ ”
Franke continued, “It just made me
stop and realize how hard preschool
teachers work, and how very rarely we tell
them they’re doing some awesome work
for young people.”
But researchers have found that
young children can master sophisticated math-related content, and they
should be encouraged to do so. A frequently cited 2007 study, “School Readiness and Later Achievement,” analyzed
several large national and international
data sets that tracked children’s academic achievement. Led by University
of California, Irvine Professor Greg J.
Duncan, the researchers found that early-math skills, followed by reading skills
and then attention skills, were powerful
predictors of later learning.
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about how to sort items by size or color
or shape, it introduces the math concept
of understanding patterns. It’s a low-key
way to introduce educators to what they
already know, she said.
“We want mathematical problem-solving to feel as natural and obvious as talking about storybooks does. We want it to
be useful to people,” Ginet said.

—Robert Knapp/Erikson Institute-File

Early Educators as Professionals

Matching Expectations With
Opportunities
But while math experts have agreed
that young children should get highquality math instruction, little has
changed in the professional lives of
early-childhood educators, said Deborah
Stipek, a professor of education at Stanford University and the chairwoman of
Development and Research on Early
Math Education, a network of university
researchers advancing young children’s
opportunities to develop math skills.
The academic requirements needed
to enter the early-education field vary
widely—some early-childhood care providers can be hired with a high school
diploma; others have to have college
degrees. Preschool teachers, on average, earn 60 percent of the salaries of
kindergarten teachers. Turnover in the
field is high.
All those issues have led to a sense
among some that the workforce isn’t
worth a lot of investment, Stipek said.
“The workforce issues just haven’t
caught up with the expectations,” she
said. “My hope is that policymakers
start to realize you can’t put all these
expectations on people without providing them the support they need to meet
those expectations.”
Then there is the math anxiety, Stipek
said. Preschool teachers are often par-

Anna Cooper, shown here working with
students at the One Hope United—Bridgeport II
Early Learning Center in Chicago, is among the
teachers infusing more math into their work with
preschoolers after training with the Early Math
Collaborative at the Erikson Institute.

ticularly worried that they don’t have the
skills to provide pupils what they need.
The way to get around that is to not
think of math as a set of discrete skills,
said Lisa Ginet, the assistant director of
instruction for the Early Math Collaborative, based at the Erikson Institute in
Chicago, a graduate school in child development. (Erikson receives some funding
from the CME Group Foundation, which
also provides support to Education Week
to cover early math.)
“Learning about math is about learning how to think, it’s about learning how
to solve problems,” Ginet said. “Math is
one of the ways that we make sense of
the world.”
And preschool teachers are often already adept at helping children understand how to make sense of the world,
she said.
As part of a professional-development
activity with teachers, Ginet said, she
may ask each teacher to place two or three
items that they’re carrying with them on
a table. Then, in small groups, the teachers are asked to sort those items—but she
won’t tell them how. As the adults think

The Erikson Institute’s work has focused on a “whole teacher” approach,
which simultaneously addresses early
educators’ attitudes, knowledge, and practice. Some early research shows that the
approach has a promising positive impact
on children’s math skills.
In a district-based preschool program,
Allyson Krogmann-Jordan, an earlylearning coach for the 11,000-student
Santa Monica-Malibu Unified district in
California, offers another technique for
providing PD to the early-childhood educators she works with. Rather than suggesting their current practice could be
better, she models a lesson for them and
then asks for feedback. That opens a conversation that doesn’t leave a teacher feeling criticized. Santa Monica-Malibu is one
of the districts that Franke, the UCLA
professor, has worked with.
“A lot of the resistance to having visitors in the classroom is that [teachers]
don’t want the focus on them. They are
feeling uncomfortable or insecure with
their own skills,” said Krogmann-Jordan.
“At the end of the day, they all work so incredibly hard. I think that they just need
that validation that they do know a lot,
and they’re professionals.”
But even in a district that is willing to
make the effort, offering PD to preschool
teachers presents logistical challenges.
For the preschool programs that are
placed at district schools, Santa MonicaMalibu is able to provide PD time for some
teachers. For preschool programs offered
in other centers, it’s hard to get substitute
teachers to fill in and allow those teachers
the chance to participate.
Patty Romo, a preschool teacher at
Santa Monica-Malibu since 1994, has
had an opportunity to get math PD along
with teachers in the early-elementary
grades. Before the training, “I thought,
math, you sit down at a table and you do
counting or you do little math problems.
After taking this, I realized that math is
everywhere,” she said. “It helped me use
every little moment in the classroom as a
teachable moment.”
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Pre-K Access and Aid Tick Up,
While Quality Varies
By Marva Hinton

S

tate preschool funding has returned to pre-Recession levels,
and slightly more students are
enrolling, but the quality of
these programs continues to
vary widely, concludes the latest analysis
by the National Institute for Early Education Research.
“It’s the first year that we really see
a clear bounce back from the recession,”
said W. Steven Barnett, the director of
NIEER, based at Rutgers University.
“Spending is up considerably over preRecession levels for the first time. Quality
standards had been moving down, [and]
are now back up.”
During the 2015-16 school year, state
spending on preschool jumped to almost
$7.4 billion, a $564 million increase from
the previous school year, the institute’s
annual “State of Preschool” report calculated. California and Texas led the way
with increases of $200 million and $100
million, respectively.
But those increases didn’t always
equate to higher-quality programs. In its
report, NIEER rolled out 10 new benchmarks for program quality, which it said
more closely align with the latest research
on what constitutes an effective preschool
program. Only two states—Alabama and
Rhode Island—met all 10.
Enrollment increased nationwide from
the previous school year by more than
40,000 for 4-year-olds and more than
2,700 for 3-year-olds. In all, nearly 1.5
million children attended state-funded
preschool. Of that number, nearly 1.3 million were 4-year-olds.

Funding, Quality Markers
Average state preschool funding per
child stood at nearly $5,000, not including
local and federal contributions. Half of the
states increased funding, with 12 states
upping their spending by $10 million dollars or more. Just three years ago, state
preschool funding was about $4,000 per
child, the lowest level in a decade.
The federal government stepped in to
help 18 states provide more money for pre-

school programs through Preschool Development Grants. These grants provided
states with nearly $210 million during the
2015-16 school year.
The District of Columbia came out on
top when it comes to spending percentage
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on state preschool. New Jersey, Oregon,
Washington, and Minnesota round out
the top five.
Barnett said NIEER made the decision
to adopt new quality standards this year
in part because states had made progress
on the old standards, which were designed
to be minimums.
The new benchmarks aim to go beyond
criteria that are easy to quantify, such
as class size, student-teacher ratio, and
teacher qualifications.
Under the new benchmarks, programs
are expected to provide comprehensive
early-learning and development standards that are aligned with child assessments and with kindergarten through
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3rd grade and—eventually—college- and
career-ready standards and infant and
toddler standards. These standards are
also required to be culturally sensitive
and supported through professional development.
Programs are also required to have
continuous quality improvement systems in place, which include structured
observations of classroom quality. These
observations must be used to develop an
improvement plan with teacher feedback.
“These are more directly related to
what happens in the classroom, which
determines how much kids benefit from
programs,” said Barnett. “A fair number
of states don’t do well on those.” Fifteen
states met five or fewer.
The new standards do have some critics.
Dale Farran, senior associate director of the Peabody Research Institute
at Vanderbilt University, is a big fan of
NIEER’s annual report, but said there’s
too much room for error under the new
standards. “I think those things are exceptionally difficult to get a report from

each state each year about,” Farran said.
“I applaud their effort, but I think it’s going to be quite misleading.”
At least one state that ranked well on
the report is using it as a source for selfreflection.
North Carolina’s state preschool program, NC Pre-K, is administered by the
state Department of Health and Human
Services. The state was one of five to meet
the 10 previous benchmarks for minimum
state preschool quality standards. It also
met nine of the 10 new benchmarks for
quality standards.
Susan Perry-Manning is the state’s
deputy secretary for human services. She
said although North Carolina receives
high rankings for its quality standards,
the state still needs to do more to ensure
that all eligible children have access to
the program.
“Currently, approximately 40 percent
of eligible 4-year-olds are being served,”
Perry-Manning wrote in an email. “In addition, a recent study identified the need
for more funding to maintain the current
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quality standards—particularly investments that help prepare, support, and retain qualified teachers.”

Challenges Remain
Small enrollment numbers remain a
problem for several states. Fifteen states
serve less than 5 percent of eligible 4-yearolds, NIEER found, including seven that
do not provide any state-funded preschool.
Fourteen states are bucking this trend
by enrolling more than 50 percent of
4-year-olds.
Many states in this report are doing well
in one aspect but not another. For example,
Florida ranks second for offering its statefunded preschool program to the highest
percentage of children. But the state ranks
near the bottom when it comes to spending
and meets few quality benchmarks.
“It’s not just about providing seats,”
said Barnett. “They have to be high quality. You can’t just articulate high standards—you have to actually put money
behind it.
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More Than Two Hours of TV Daily Affects
Children’s School Readiness, Study Finds
By Christina Samuels

Y

oung children who watch
more than two hours a day
of television show decreased
skills in math and executive functioning—the collective term for cognitive abilities related to
attention, focus, and self-control—with
low-income children faring the worst compared to children from higher-income families who viewed the same amount of TV.
The study was published online in
February by the Journal of Developmental and Behavioral Pediatrics. The association between television viewing and a
child’s math and executive functioning
skills was highest for children in families earning at or below about $21,200
a year, which was the poverty line at
the time the data was collected about 8
years ago. The effects on middle-income
children, which in this study was defined
as an average of $74,200 in earnings an-

nually for a family of four, were smaller
than for less-affluent children, but statistically significant. But no effect on
school readiness was noted on televisionwatching children who came from families earning at or above $127,200 a year,
according to the research.

The study did not find any effect on
preliteracy skills for children, regardless
of their parents’ income. And watching
more than two hours of television appeared to be the tipping point when the
effects were most apparent. In guidelines
released last year, the American Acad-
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WE CAN DO BETTER:

5 guiding principles for improving
fluency assessment
Cindy Jiban, PhD
Oral reading fluency assessment is now commonplace in American primary grades
classrooms. Getting to this point has been an incredible victory for data-based problem
solving in education. However, given some of the side-effects that have emerged, it is
clear that oral reading fluency assessment is due for significant structural improvement.
In the 1980s, classroom literacy assessment included
informal approaches to listening to kids read aloud.
Analysis was largely focused on accuracy of word
reading in passages, with little if any emphasis on
rate. But the concept of fluency grabbed attention:
reading with rate, accuracy, and expression that
sounds more like smooth speech. An alternative
began to emerge from special education: plotting
how a student’s number of words correct per minute
(WCPM) climbed in response to different instructional
approaches (Deno, 1985). By the late 2000s, these
fluency procedures were often supporting data-based
problem-solving models like Response to Intervention.
But there have been unwanted side effects. First, we
have lost clarity about the ultimate goal in literacy
instruction: comprehension, not fluency itself. Second,
we have oversold WCPM as the appropriate gauge
of meaningful growth—both for high performing
and for not-yet readers. And finally, we have grown
accustomed to a tremendous time cost that robs kids
of interactive literacy instruction.

NWEA® recently tackled the problem of next
generation fluency assessment in developing MAP®
Reading Fluency™. In the process, we talked about
these very issues. Here, we offer the conceptual
framework that drove the design of our new K–3
assessment, MAP Reading Fluency.

Let’s keep comprehension central
In many systems, oral reading fluency is assessed in
isolation—without comprehension checks on what
the student reads aloud. This means that instead
of adjusting their rate to best support their own
understanding, most kids aim to read as quickly as
possible. If we want to keep reading comprehension as
the central goal in literacy instruction, then we need to
attend to the message we are sending kids. It’s not that
better reading is faster reading; instead, better reading
means getting more from the text.
When oral reading fluency is positioned as a gauge
of word automaticity, the downward extensions

ADVERTISEMENT

follow suit: they focus only on skills that support
word decoding. We see early fluency measures galore
focused on letter, sound, and word decoding skills.
We do not, however, see much downward extension
for comprehension. This is tragic given what we know
from research: early oral language comprehension
is a crucial predictor of later success in reading
comprehension.
01 P
 rinciple for improvement: Emphasize
comprehension across the board. We need
to ask kids to show comprehension of what
they read aloud. In assessing kids who can’t
yet read passages, we need to incorporate
oral language comprehension, not just early
decoding skills.

Let’s adapt to assess where growth
is meaningful
Increases in words correct per minute (WCPM)
are most meaningful as kids are developing some
automaticity with words. The sweet spot is from about
10 WCPM to about 90 WCPM; this growth is important
in freeing up some mental space, so that a student’s
attention is no longer fully spent on sounding out,
re-trying, and self-correcting at the single word level.
Tuning into the meaning becomes possible when words
are more automatic.

But is faster forever a meaningful proxy for better?
No. For kids who are reading smoothly from gradelevel text—and understanding it—we don’t care if they
can read faster. For these kids, meaningful growth is
about handling harder and harder texts with good
comprehension.
02 P
 rinciple for improvement: Adapt text level
for passage readers. If we don’t want to
send the message that faster is better, then
we need to get beyond the one-size-fits-all
approach of assessing all kids only on grade
level text.
Oral reading fluency assessment can fail kids on the
lower end of reading development, too. Some not-yetreading kids are at zero words per minute in the fall,
and still at zero in winter. So—no growth in literacy?
That’s typically not the case. We know that for these
kids, meaningful growth is happening in foundational
decoding skills (e.g., phonemic awareness, letter
knowledge, and word recognition) and in oral language
comprehension (e.g., vocabulary and syntax).
03 P
 rinciple for improvement: Adapt to measure
emergent readers where they are growing.
When a reader can’t yet identify enough
words to handle connected text, time is
better spent assessing what’s useful now in
instruction: foundational decoding and oral
language skills.

Let’s minimize the time spent on testing
In many schools, all students in first and second grades
are given oral reading fluency assessments one on one.
An efficient teacher might do her whole class in three
days of reading block time; and then do that again in
winter and in spring. It’s easy to see how several days
of good literacy support, characterized by high-quality
teacher-student interactions, can be lost to assessment.
In some schools, the classroom teacher is off the hook;
this is because the Title 1 or special education teacher
collects WCPM data on all kids. That can spell the loss
of weeks of intervention for kids who need it most.
Finally, in some schools the WCPM approach has been
supplanted with richer (though often less reliable),
informal one-to-one literacy assessments. These tools
typically include running records, comprehension checks,
and adapting text level based on student performance.
For most of these tools, half an hour per child is typical.
But teachers want this richer data, and they want
assessment that centers on kids reading out loud.
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04 P
 rinciple for improvement: Assess efficiently.
We need to support high-quality teacherstudent interactions in literacy instruction.

Let’s use tools to advance rather
than duplicate
Let’s be real: nothing about fluency assessment looks
much different than it did 25 years ago. The only
difference is this: instead of writing down that WCPM
on paper, we now write it on our screen. But trading
a pencil for a stylus is not enough to give us back
significant time for interactive instruction. That trade
is not enough to focus on comprehension, and it’s not
enough to accomplish adapting to where each student
is progressing in their reading development.
Today, more than half of American teachers report
using 1:1 computing, where each student has a laptop
or tablet. Today, we all have a phone (or even a
little smart speaker) that processes speech input
masterfully. It’s clearly time to use technology to
redesign fluency assessment for the better.

© NWEA 2018. NWEA and MAP are registered trademarks, and
MAP Reading Fluency is a trademark of NWEA in the US and
other countries.

05 P
 rinciple for improvement: Use technology
to raise the bar. Instead of just replicating
what we’ve done for decades onto an
electronic screen, let’s use technology to do
things smarter and more efficiently. Computer
adaptive testing and speech recognition offer
two obvious places to start.
We honor the research and the leadership that got
us to where we are today in oral reading fluency
assessment. Now, we’ve made it even better; check out
nwea.org/MAPReadingFluency to learn more.
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emy of Pediatrics recommended that
children ages 2 to 5 should be watching no more than one hour a day of
“high quality” programming, such
as “Sesame Street.”
The findings are based on a group
of 5-year-olds in Massachusetts who
were recruited for a kindergarten
intervention in the fall of 2008 and
2009. Notably, the children were recruited before the invention of the
iPad, which hit the market in 2010.
This study captures only the hours
spent passively viewing television—
it does not measure the hours spent
listening to television in the background, or time that children spent
using electronic games or on interactive screen-based technologies.
The study also does not capture the
content of the television that children
were watching.
The study asked parents to report how many hours their children
spent watching television, and the
children were given a battery of tests
measuring their literacy, math, and
executive functioning skills.
Andrew Ribner,
a doctoral student at New
York University and the
lead author
of the study,
said that one
surprising result was that
children from more
affluent families seemed not to have
any measurable deficits that could
be connected to television watching.
Because the families did not report
what the children were watching,
this study could not test these hypotheses, but Ribner said one factor
in these results could be that children in more affluent households
were watching more age-appropriate, educational programming. Another hypothesis is that adults in
more affluent households engaged
more often with children as they
watched television, he said.
Ribner said the findings suggest
that parents should not worry too
much about occasional viewing of ageappropriate programming, but should
be mindful of how much television
their children may be watching.
“Children just shouldn’t be watching a lot of television, but a little bit is
OK,” he said.
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Encouraging Creativity and Play:
Lessons from Korea
By Monica Schnee

S

outh Korea consistently ranks
among the top performing
countries in the Program for
International Student Assessment or PISA, and it’s known
for both academic excellence and for
deeply valuing education and the teaching profession.
Today, Korean children are raised to
become professional students with the
goal of entering the most prestigious universities. These demands begin at a young
age. Children study at school from textbooks that follow the national curriculum
and they still write on notebooks instead
of using laptops. However, in the land
where education and hard work reign,
there is one place where the rigor lessens
and children are allowed to be creative
and feel free. That place is kindergarten.

Early Childhood and
Kindergarten Education
Based on my experience working
with Korean families in New Jersey, I
had learned two significant facts about
early/primary education in Korea: formal
schooling begins in first grade and Korean
age is calculated by adding one more year
because babies are considered one year
old at birth. This is extremely relevant in
terms of child development and readiness
to learn the skills of reading and writing.
Once in Korea, I learned that kindergarten education is based on the Montessori philosophy and follows the “Nuri
(World)” state curriculum adopted in
2012. The goals set in the Korean Proclamation of the Ministry of Education
and Human Resources Development,
2007 are still relevant today and help
shed light on how Korea sees education
at this grade level:
1. To promote healthy development of the
mind and body and acquire basic living
habits.
2. To acquire skills for living together and
love for traditional culture.

3. To enable young children to express
their own thoughts and feelings in creative ways.
4. To develop language skills for communication and proper language use.
5. To explore the environment with curiosity and to respect nature.
My visits to two different kindergartens in Seoul, one public and one private, allowed me to observe classroom
practices that aligned with these goals.
The visits were followed by conversations
with the principals, teachers, and staff.
In addition, I interviewed educators at
other private schools.
The private kindergarten is “an attached school.” Many universities in Korea are affiliated with private schools.
These schools generally provide English
language instruction beginning in grade
1, whereas public schools begin teaching
English in grade 3.
The public kindergarten is part of the
elementary school and like the private
one, it is housed in a separate building
for children ages 3-6. Both schools had
up to 20 students per class with one
teacher and one aide.
The classrooms were filled with musical instruments, toys, science centers with
pets, plants, rocks, shells, puzzles, and
tables and chairs made for “little bodies”
very close to the floor. The private school
had no computers or screens, while the
public school had one computer and a large
screen used to display children’s work or
to play music. There were no teachers’
desks—teachers work in a central office,
and the rooms are for the children.
Both schools implement a play-oriented, child-centered approach with an emphasis on autonomy, creativity, and the
encouragement to express feelings. The
development of mind and body and learning about traditional culture take center
stage in kindergarten.
In both schools, language, literacy, and
numeracy are taught through play, songs,
read-alouds, and crafts. Baskets filled
with play foods, containers with beads for
sorting, beans in bowls with chopsticks,
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yarn and needles to be threaded were all
set out to develop fine motor skills and
dexterity. In addition, each room contained an abacus and real money to teach
math and social studies; rocks and leaves
to teach science; traditional dolls and puppets to teach about history and traditions;
and papers, markers, and white boards to
encourage writing.
No charts are on the walls, no phonics
rules or alphabet charts. These skills are
taught in first grade. Korean kindergarten teachers do not administer formal
summative assessments of reading, writing, and math skills. Assessments are
observational through checklists, narratives, and portfolios.

Focus, Focus, Focus
As the children come into the classroom, they join their friends or play by
themselves. After 30 minutes, they sit in
a circle to sing a hello song. There is a lot
of movement as children get up and walk
around as needed. In both schools where
I observed, children and teachers left the
rooms freely, but most children did not appear to feel they needed to leave the room.
The kindergartners in the public school
had planted sweet potato seeds in the spring.
Attentively watching themselves on the big
screen, they retold all the steps they followed
in order to plant and harvest the vegetables.
They were using science content language,
sequential words, and taking turns as they
described the different visuals. The next
science lesson was washing, cutting, and
cooking the sweet potatoes. Learning was
authentic, meaningful, and owned by the
students. They were proud and excited to
taste the “fruits of their labor!”
As I observed the dynamics in both
classrooms, I noticed that class management was not a problem. There was no
raising one’s hand to participate in conversations, no assigned seating, no shifting from block to block. Focusing issues
and hyperactivity were strikingly absent
from the classrooms. The more relaxed environment, the freedom to move around,
the stress on independence, and the attention required to work on tasks demanding
dexterity benefited the children in many
different ways. Such a setting promotes
the development of the skills, diligence,
and endurance that will be expected of
students as they go up the grades.
Small group instruction was “organic.” Students picked an area where they
worked together and the teacher moved
from group to group. They were not leveled
by ability but they gravitated toward their

interests, which in some ways differentiated the instruction. Teachers were facilitators of learning in a country where instruction is teacher centered beginning in first
grade. Teachers are in charge of teaching
all subject areas including gym, music, and
art. Specialists come in to support teaching of certain subjects, but teachers must
be present during those classes.

Building Community
As lunchtime approached, the teachers
asked the children to write today’s menu.
Children ran to the white boards to write
the soup, vegetable, meat, kimchi, rice,
and dessert for the day. Those who did not
write the menu sat down to write stories
or moved to a different area.
Both schools offered lunch in the classroom. As a rule, teachers at all grade levels eat with their students either in their
classrooms or cafeterias for the upper
grades. Everyone eats the same food, a
balanced diet. Everyone cleans their trays
disposing of the food in a composting bin
and stacking trays and utensils in a particular order. This daily routine develops
communal responsibility, care for the environment, and an appreciation for meal
times. Lunch takes approximately one
hour not including recess, stressing the
importance of food. All schools have a nutritionist on staff.
Lunch at the public school is free for
students and teachers pay a nominal fee.
There are no students who forget their
lunches, no food allergy tables. If a student can’t eat something, the nutritionist
knows and takes care of it individually.
There are no lunch duties and recess duties for teachers. Everyone is part of the
community of learners.

After lunch, everyone, including teachers, brushed their teeth during “gargle
time.” Each child was responsible for
their own toothbrush and cup. They were
taught to take their time to brush their
teeth properly, promoting hygiene and independence in a communal setting.
The end of the kindergarten school day
at the public school was 1:30 pm, right
after lunch. The private school dismissed
students at 2:00 pm. Both schools gave
children a chance to play outside before
going home. Outdoor play is part of the
curriculum.
Although many children stay for afterschool programs until their parents get
them or go to private academies, many
children go home. No matter what they
do after school, their school day gives
them the chance to be children, to learn
through play.
Teachers stay in school until 4:00 pm
preparing lessons, working collaboratively with peers, learning from different professional development opportunities, and
communicating with parents.
Kindergarten in Korea lays the foundation for independence and helps children build focus and stamina for the rigor
they will face in the higher grades while
respecting the differences in cognitive
development at the beginning of the K-12
continuum.
Monica Schnee, English as a Second Language
(ESL) Program Coordinator at the River Edge
Public School District in New Jersey, traveled to
Korea as a Fulbright Distinguished Awards in
Teaching Program recipient. In Korea, she researched English language education in the elementary grades and English language teacher
preparation. Here she shares some of her observations on kindergarten.
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Wanted: Ways to Assess
the Majority of Teachers
By Stephen Sawchuk

T

he debate about “value added” measures of teaching may
be the most divisive topic in teacher-quality policy today.
It has generated sharp-tongued exchanges in public forums,
in news stories, and on editorial
pages. And it has produced enough
policy briefs to fell whole forests.
But for most of the nation’s
teachers, who do not teach subjects or grades in which valueadded data are available, that
debate is also largely irrelevant. Now, teachers’ unions,
content-area experts, and
administrators in many states
and communities are hard at work
examining measures that could be
used to weigh teachers’ contributions to
learning in subjects ranging from career and technical
education to art, music, and history—the subjects,
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