Bacice of Accacemant

A Primer for Early Childhood Educators

Oralie McAfee, Deborah J. Leong, and Elena Bodrova

Research Fellows, National Institute for Early Education Research

National Association for the Education of Young Children
Washington, DC



NAEYC wishes to thank the authors, who donated many, many hours
to this project.

Cover and inside illustrations by David Clark
Photographs and figures provided by the authors, unless credited otherwise

Copyright © 2004 by the National Association for the Education of Young Chil-
dren. All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America.

National Association for the Education of Young Children
1509 16th Street, NW

Washington, DC 20036-1426

202-232-8777 or 800-424-2460

WWW.Nnaeyc.org

Through its publications program the National Association for the Education of
Young Children (NAEYC) provides a forum for discussion of major issues and
ideas in the early childhood field, with the hope of provoking thought and promot-
ing professional growth. The views expressed or implied are not necessarily those
of the Association.

Carol Copple, publications director. Bry Pollack, senior editor.
Malini Dominey, production and design. Natalie Cavanagh, editorial associate.

Library of Congress Control Number: 2004107686
ISBN: 1-928896-18-9
NAEYC Item #257



Contents

Acknowledgments vi
About This Booklet vii

Getting Acquainted with Assessment 1

A Definition 3

The Process of Assessment 5
Why We Assess Young Children 6
Sound AssessmentIs... 9

Doing Assessment 19
Assessment in the Classroom 21
What Can (and Should) Be Assessed 23
When to Assess 29
Gathering Information about Children 34
Looking at the Information You Gathered 51
Using Your Assessment Information 67
Making Assessment a Part of Your Classroom 77

Resources 81
References 83

For More Information 85

Glossary 94



List of Boxes

The Responsibility to Assess viii

Be Sensitive to the Impact of Language and Cultural Differences 13
Be Aware of Assessment-Related Law 14

Handle Assessment Information with Care 17

What's a Standard? What’s a Benchmark? 26

Think Before You Ask—Selected vs. Constructed Responses 36
Looking at the Children as a Group 41

What Is a Portfolio? 52

Norm-Referencing vs. Criterion-Referencing 55

What “Standardized” Assessment Is and Isn't 57

How to Use (Not Misuse) Results 69

Using Assessment to Plan Teaching Strategies: An Example 71



A Definition

A ssessment is the basic process of finding out what the
children in our classroom, individually and as a group,

know and can do in relation to their optimum development and to the goals of
the program. With that knowledge of those children, we can plan appropriate
curriculum and effective instructional strategies to help them develop and
learn, monitoring their progress along the way.

In the current climate you are likely to hear the term assessment used for
almost any type of appraisal of young children for a range of purposes. Many
people use the term loosely, as a broad label for any and all of the varied ways
we might determine “where a child is” in development and learning—maybe a
vocabulary test, a brief observation, a fine motor skills checklist, a diagnostic
reading test, or a height and weight measurement.

But assessment as described in this booklet has a more specific
meaning: Assessment is the process of gathering information about
children from several forms of evidence, then organizing and inter-

evidence—An outward
sign or indication. In
child assessment, this

preting that information. would be an indication
As this basic definition makes clear, sound child assessment is of a child’s develop-
not based on a single measure. ment or learning.
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standardized test—A
test specially constructed
according to a set of
testing standards (see
AERA/APA/NCME 1999).
It requires a trained
examiner to administer
and interpret its scores.

The use of standardized tests in the early childhood class-
room is controversial. Standardized test results should never be the
sole form of evidence we look at. Too many factors make it difficult
to use standardized tests with young children successfully (more on
this in a later section). In some situations a standardized test can
contribute useful information, but one or even several such tests
alone would not constitute adequate assessment of young children.

Fortunately, everyday classroom experiences present many

opportunities for children to demonstrate their development and
learning. For example, we can appraise a child’s oral language development by
listening to her converse with other children in a variety of work and play
situations, talking with her informally, checking on her contributions to group
discussions, evaluating her ability to follow oral directions, seeing whether
other adults can understand her, and asking her to point to or name pictures on
a worksheet. Again, any one of these individual assessments would not pro-
vide enough evidence on its own.

Meaningful child assessment always involves our looking at informa-
tion from multiple sources gathered over time before drawing conclusions
about a young child’s development and learning.

Deciding why we are assessing is the critical first step in the assessment
process (see the section THE PROCESS OF ASSESSMENT). A look at all the important
objectives we can meet with assessment highlights why it is so fundamental to
good teaching (see WHY WE ASSESS YOUNG CHILDREN). But any assessment, however
well-intentioned, serves children only when it is soundly constructed and
sensitively administered (see SOUND ASSESSMENT IS ....).

The push for systematic assessment and the focus on achievement are
great these days. But child assessment is not something new and wholly
different for early childhood educators. We have always observed children,
talked with them about what they were doing, noted interesting and unique
things they did and said, recorded their accomplishments in development and
learning, and shared information with families.

Basics of Assessment



The Process of Assessment

| hink of the process of assessment as a cycle of interrelated,
basic decisions. The cycle begins with how we answer the
first, critical question:

e What is our purpose for assessment?

For that purpose, then,

* What area or areas of children’s development and learning should we assess?
* When is the appropriate time to assess?

* How can we gather information about what children know and can do?

* What does the information we gather mean?

* What use do we make of the information?

This cycle gives us a systematic way of thinking about assessment, of
making adjustments as we go in light of our results. It is a way of understand-
ing where and how assessment fits into a good program for helping young
children develop and learn.
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Why We Assess
Youns Children

A sked why they do assessment, many early childhood
educators might answer, “Because it’s expected and

required.” That is often true, but there are four even more important reasons
why we might assess young children.

To monitor children’s development and learning

We assess to find out “where children are” in any particular aspect of their
growth, development, and learning—individually or as a group, at that mo-
ment and over time. For example,

Where do this child’s skills at letter recognition stand in relation to the
goals of our program?

How are these children doing compared with what we know about typical
physical development for 7- and 8-year-olds?

Some of the children started the year having trouble sharing; how have
they been doing lately?

These snapshots of growth and learning over time help us identify and
anticipate children’s strengths and needs. We cannot effectively plan and tailor
a program to build on those strengths and meet those needs without this vital
information.

Basics of Assessment



To guide our planning and decision making

We use the information we gather about these specific children in this specific
classroom to guide our planning and decision making—that is, what books to
read; what activities, experiences, and materials to provide; what instructional
strategies to use. For example,

If we find that some of the children have difficulty recalling and talking

about the main events in a story they have just heard, we plan learning
activities to help them.

If we find that Amy cannot play and work with others without constant
conflict, we figure out things to do to help her learn to get along.

If the children have large motor skills beyond what we expect for their age
but are way behind in the fine motor control necessary for school tasks,
we devise interesting ways to help them develop eye-hand coordination
and control of finger, hand, and arm muscles.

To identify children who might benefit
from special services

The early childhood years are often the occasion for hearing, vision, and
immunization checks as well as for identification of possible speech and
language impairment, emotional disturbance, physical disabilities, develop-
mental disabilities, and other conditions that call for special services. Initial
identification of a possible problem might come from the teacher,

from an alert parent, or through screening. If a potential problem is

detected, the next step is a referral for an in-depth appraisal by a screening—A brief,
specialist or team of specialists who determine whether special relatively inexpensive,
services are needed, and if so, develop a plan to assist the child. For standardized procedure

designed to quickly

example, .
appraise a large number
Buddy was not talking at all in the classroom, so his teacher referred of children to find out
him to a specialist for an in-depth evaluation. which ones should be
Ling’s vision screening prompted the school nurse to suggest to her IR BT G
assessment.

parents that Ling be checked by an eye doctor.
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program evaluation—
A process that looks at
factors relating to the
quality of the classroom.
Program evaluation
doesn’t always require
information about the
children who are in the
program.

accountability—Holding
teachers and programs
responsible for meeting a
required level of perfor-
mance. Accountability
requirements can include
what children should learn
and be able to do.

To report to and communicate with others

Some assessment information is collected to be shared among
specialists, educators, and researchers. As classroom teachers, we
must be familiar with assessment concepts and practices in order to
understand what specialists and researchers are saying and to make
useful the important evidence about children we have accumulated
day after day.

Some assessment information is to be shared with families
and community members. We must be able to explain assessment
concepts and results to them in everyday language. All early
childhood educators need to know and be able to explain why
assessing young children’s development and learning is far more
than just giving a test.

Assessment information is also used for program evaluation
and for accountability (e.g., to determine whether the program
meets state or federal mandates regarding student achievement).
Classroom teachers might help to collect information for those
purposes, especially when evidence from classroom-based assess-

ments such as those described in this booklet is required. Sometimes the
assessment is done by outside evaluators or specialists.
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