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I.  II.  INTRODUCTIONNTRODUCTION    
Assessment is a systematic procedure for observing, recording and assessing children’s 
development and progress.  Ongoing and meaningful assessment of children’s growth and learning 
helps guide the planning and design of curriculum and instruction.   

Best Practices in Early Childhood Assessment has been developed to support the implementation of an 
ongoing, comprehensive assessment system that benefits every child.  As illustrated in the diagram 
on page 7, assessment practices are organized into five areas.  These five areas are:   

1.  Aligning curriculum with Massachusetts’ Guidelines for Preschool Learning Experiences 

2. Organizing and implementing a child assessment system 

3. Observing and recording data to document what children know 

4. Analyzing and interpreting assessment data 

5. Using assessment results to guide in instruction, interactions with children, progress 
reports and continuous improvement plans. 

Combined, these practices represent an integrated approach to teaching, assessment and learning 
linked to the Massachusetts’ Guidelines for Preschool Learning Experiences and the four state approved 
child outcome assessment tools:  The Creative Curriculum, High Scope’s Child Observation Record, Work 
Sampling and Ages and Stages.   

Central to these assessment practices are appropriate assessment materials, meaning professional development 
and mentoring, and appropriate use of assessment information.  The success or effectiveness of these 
practices is influenced by human potential (administrators, teachers and parents).  All contribute 
and play a part in the assessment process.  

Assessment of young children relies heavily on the results of observations of children’s 
development, descriptive data, collections of work by children, and demonstrated performance 
during authentic, not contrived, activities.  Input from families as well as children’s evaluations of 
their own work are part of the overall assessment strategy. Young children’s development is 
strongly interconnected; a child’s performance in one domain is often influenced by skills and 
knowledge in other domains.   

While ultimately it is important to integrate the assessment information to form a whole picture of 
the child,  in this Resource, we have linked illustrations of practices to specific developmental 
domains (e.g., cognition, language, social emotional, fine and gross motor).  

The assessment strategies presented focus on the use of informal tools and appropriate assessment 
practices for documenting a child’s development within the context of daily interactions and 
experiences. Data is collected while children engage in typical daily routines: adult-directed activities 
such as story time; child-initiated activities such as dramatic or block play and routines such as 
snack time.  Teachers assess both individual and groups of children by observing and documenting 
children’s individual and group work as well as their collaborative efforts. These techniques address 
not only what children can do independently but also what they can do with assistance from other 
children or adults.    
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Assessing in this way enables you to: 

1. Collect information by observing and recording observations, and collecting work samples. 

2. Reflect on data collected to learn more about each child’s interest, learning styles, and 
problem solving abilities and to monitor each child’s developmental progress overtime. 

3. Use data to inform curriculum planning and instructional practices. 

4. Make informed decisions about the learning environment and experiences provided to 
children to determine the appropriate setting and the level of  support a child needs to  
practice or acquire knowledge or skills.  

The Guidelines for Preschool Learning Experiences (Massachusetts Department of Early Education and 
Care) are designed to be used by teachers and program administrators in planning and evaluating 
their curriculum.  The Guidelines are based on what is known about how children develop and learn 
and are linked to the Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks.   

The content areas addressed in the Guidelines are: 

 English Language Arts – Language; Reading & Literature 

 Mathematics – Number Sense; Patterns & Relations; Shapes & Spatial Sense; Data 
Collection & Analysis 

 Science and Technology and Engineering – Inquiry Skills; Earth & Space Sciences; 
Life Sciences; Living Things & Their  Environment; The Physical Sciences; Technology 
& Engineering 

 History and Social Science - Community Life & Civic Identity  

 Health Education – Physical Development; Social & Emotional Health; Safety & 
Health Care 

 The Arts – Movement & Dance; Music; Theatre Arts; Visual Arts. 

The Guidelines are intended to be implemented through developmentally  appropriate adult-led and 
child-initiated active experiences in preschool settings serving children 3-5 years of age.  These 
experiences are applicable to all children – including those at-risk,  with disabilities, and those 
learning a second language.  When teachers understand what to expect from preschool age children 
and how to support their growth and development, they can better nurture the skills needed for 
success in school. Teaching should be intentional, and programs should establish goals for ensuring 
that each child achieves his or her full potential. Our integrated approach to ongoing assessment 
and teaching emphasizes that the foundation of teaching rests not just on what teachers do but on 
what children learn and know as a result.   
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CONSIDERATIONSCONSIDERATIONS  

To ensure effective use of these Assessment Practices some clarification of terms is essential.  
Important terms appear in boldface the first time they are used;  terms are defined and explained in 
a glossary.   

The terms -“parent/parents” & “family/families”- are used to refer to all primary caregivers: parent
(s), grandparent(s), foster parent(s), guardian(s), and all other adults who take primary responsibility 
for a child outside of the preschool environment. 

The terms- “preschool” and “classroom” - are used to encompass all styles and types of programs 
serving preschoolers including: family child care homes, center-based programs, and school-based 
preschool classroom settings. 

Additional resources and website links are presented at the end of this Best Practices in Assessment 
Resource. 
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II. ALIGNING PRESCHOOL  II. ALIGNING PRESCHOOL    
LEARNING EXPERIENCES AND LEARNING EXPERIENCES AND 
CURRICULUMCURRICULUM  
 

Teachers can provide instructional support by: 
 

 Organizing and adapting materials and the classroom environment 

 Making specific, constructive comments 

 Asking open-ended questions that encourage conversation  

 Joining in play while following the children’s lead 

 Facilitating interactions among children. 

 

The following principles are the foundation on which the Guidelines for Preschool Learning 
Experiences  are based: 
 

 All young children are capable of learning 

 Children show individual differences in development 

 Knowledge of child growth and development is essential for program development and 
implementation 

 Children’s language skills are the best predictors of academic success 

 Developmental domains are highly interrelated 

 Young children learn by doing 

 Families are the primary caregivers and educators of their young children. 

Each day opportunities for learning are presented in preschool classrooms to engage children in 
activities designed to support the acquisition of specific knowledge and skills. Reading stories or 
using detailed descriptive language in conversations helps children expand and acquire 
vocabulary.      Opportunities for learning include painting at an easel to help children achieve 
strength in fine motor skills, self-expression, and appreciation of the arts. Strategically placed 
materials such as paper and writing materials in the block corner, dramatic play area and science 
center offer children opportunities to write in meaningful ways while developing literacy and 
print awareness.  

You can download the Guidelines for Preschool Learning Experiences  

from the Early Education and Care website 

(www.eec.state.ma.us) 
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The Guidelines focus on what staff should do to help young children develop needed skills and 
knowledge rather than on what children are expected to know and do at the age of three, four, or 
five. Although the Guidelines include individual content areas, they should be integrated for 
curriculum planning. 

 
Alignment is a process of putting various approaches into a coherent, practical system. The 
Guidelines can assist programs and staff in organizing and supplementing existing curriculum to 
equip children with the skills and knowledge they need to be successful in the early grades. The 
goal is to align a providers’ curriculum, instructional practices and assessment system into a 
coherent practical system using the Guidelines for Preschool Learning Experiences as a tool to ensure that 
all children are presented with opportunities for learning across content areas and developmental 
domains. 
 
Kagan (2006) defines alignment in early childhood education using the following three definitions: 

1. Horizontal alignment: Synchronization among standards, assessment, and curriculum 
within a  given age level. 

2. Vertical alignment: Synchronization among standard, assessment, curriculum between 
age levels. 

3. System alignment: Synchronization among standards established for teachers, children 
and programs.  

 
As the field becomes more professionalized,  foundational principles such as valuing a holistic view 
of child development and curriculum are important to articulate to both families and the 
community. With alignment it is possible for us to gauge what we want children to know and be 
able to do and to measure the effectiveness of what we teach in preschool classrooms.  Without 
analysis of assessment data, programs may remain unaware of their own strengths and weakness 
and  inadvertently limit some children’s access to valuable learning experiences in a particular 
domain or content area. 

 
ALIGNING ALIGNING GUIDELINESGUIDELINES  WITH CURRICULUM  WITH CURRICULUM  

Curriculum alignment, although straightforward, requires some time and thought. Program 
administrators, staff, and parents can: 

 Discuss how various components of the Guidelines relate to their current curriculum and use it 
as a tool for planning and evaluating curriculum.  For instance, examine what goes on in a 
typical day and across the year. 

 Discuss how learning can be articulated to others parents, the community, and specialists. 
 
 Explore how the curriculum might be expanded across content areas or developmental 

domains. 
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Use a portion of each staff meeting to talk about the links between the Guidelines and your 
program’s current curriculum and assessment system. Consider the following: 

 How does your program’s curriculum currently address each content area? 

 How does your curriculum change in each content area over time? 

 Does your program have established goals and benchmarks for student learning outcomes 
for 3, 4, and 5 year old children?  

 What opportunities are provided to children to support their development, knowledge, and 
skills in meeting established goals and benchmarks? 

 How does your curriculum support all learners to extend learning? 

Compare and discuss staff’s expectations for children at various ages and stages of development. 
Consider the following: 

 How does your program systematically document children’s knowledge and skills? 

 What are the expectations for children and how reasonable are their expectations based on 
current research, developmental norms, and variations in individual children’s development 
and experiences? 

 How does staff observe and document children’s demonstrated skills and collect evidence 
of student learning? 

 How often is assessment data used to inform curriculum planning? 

 How can we extend our use of assessment data to systematically plan curriculum and 
scaffold learning  experiences to meet the needs of all children? 

Integrate The Guidelines for Preschool Learning Experiences  across the curriculum by incorporating  
the Guidelines into various parts of your daily schedule and learning centers. Consider the 
following: 

 How are various content areas addressed within whole and small group activities? 

 What opportunities are planned for teachers to explicitly teach concepts espoused in 
English Language Arts, Mathematics, Science and Technology/Engineering, History and 
Social Science, Health Education, and the Arts? 

 Are transitions and routine times used as opportunities for learning and teach able 
moments? 

 What opportunities are available (in learning centers and other routines) to help children 
construct new knowledge and skills across content areas and developmental domains? 

 Reflect on current practices and beliefs to see how they mesh with the Guidelines. 

 Map curriculum across age ranges and grade levels. 
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Discuss how learning experiences are sequenced across the school year to extend learning and to 
support children’s construction of new knowledge and skills. 

How is the construction and mastery of new knowledge and skills reflected in the scope and 
sequence of the curriculum? 

How is assessment data used to inform instruction to extend learning? 

Do staff regularly plan activities to challenge children thinking and language skills? 

What differentiates your curriculum across the school year and age levels? 

Are teachers and teams given the opportunity to reflect on their knowledge of individual 
children and jointly plan curriculum?  

  

Develop plans for sharing curriculum and assessment data with families.  Use the Early Childhood  

Program Standards for Three and Four Year Olds to guide practice. Communicate the value of various 
learning activities and centers on their child’s development and learning.  Encourage parent 
participation in the classroom. Provide parents with opportunities to extending learning at home. 

Link suggested activities for parents to do at home to  the Guidelines. Empower all parents to see 

themselves as their child’s first teacher. Support and strengthen the family’s role in constructing a 
strong foundation for learning at home and in their community. 
 

Both the Guidelines and the Early Childhood Program Standards for 3 and 4 Year Olds can be used as 

tools to begin a discussion on curriculum and assessment alignment.  Use the chart on the 
following page to consider horizontal alignment between your program’s curriculum and   
assessment tools.   Discuss how each age group aligns vertically.  This type of discussion can ensure 

smooth transitions between classrooms and programs. Finally, discuss  expectations with teachers.  

 What areas of development, skills and knowledge can be observed and documented as 
children engage in various segments of your program’s daily schedule or while actively 
participating in learning centers? 
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  HHORIZONTALORIZONTAL  ALIGNMENTALIGNMENT   

Use the Guidelines to reflect 
on learning  opportunities 
provided throughout the 
curriculum  across a 
particular age group. 

 Identify strengths and develop a 
continuous improvement plan for the 
curriculum.   

Use the Guidelines as a tool to augment  
curriculum in under-represented content 
areas or domains.  

Align curriculum with  your 
assessment tool.  

Reflect on student learning 
outcomes.  Develop plans for   
continuous  improvement and 
professional development. 

  VVERTICALERTICAL  ALIGNMENTALIGNMENT   

Collect background                
information on children’s 
prior development, health, 
and  learning experiences 
upon entrance into the 
program.   

 Screen within 45 days. 

Use the Guidelines to set  learning goals  
for  3, 4, and 5  year olds. 

Articulate how the curriculum is     
differentiated among programs or across 
age groups. 

 Become aware of the local school 
districts’  kindergarten curriculum 
to ensure a seamless transition.  

  SSYSTEMYSTEM  ALIGNMENTALIGNMENT   

Determine what every 
teacher should  be able to 
know and do regarding: 
Curriculum, Screening,       
Assessment  and Referrals. 

 

Use child level data to  monitor what each 
child is able to know and do. 

Ensure each child has access to  an 
appropriate program, services, and 
supports if progress is not being made. 

Use data to improve program 
quality and  to promote positive 
student learning outcomes. 

 Build relationships with    
community partners to support 
children and families.  

APPLYING CURRICULUM AND ASSESSMENT DATA TO THE APPLYING CURRICULUM AND ASSESSMENT DATA TO THE 
ARTS ARTS   

The goal of Art Education is to develop and sustain natural curiosity, expressiveness and creativity. 
Arts Education begins with a foundation that emphasizes exploration, experimentation and 
engagement of the senses.  Young children use the Arts to explore sensation and their 
understanding of real and imagined events, to learn basic techniques and to begin to develop 
aesthetic preferences (Guidelines for Preschool Learning Experiences).   

Art work benefits all aspects of children’s development.  As children draw, paint and make 
collages, they experiment with color, line, shape and size.  They use paints, fabrics and chalk to 
make choices, try out ideas, plan and experiment. They learn about cause and effect when they mix 
colors.   
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The following chart illustrates a beginning alignment between the Creative Curriculum Assessment 
items and the Preschool Guidelines. 

Objective for                          
Social-Emotional                  

Development 

Preschool Learning              
Experiences in the Arts 

What teachers can  observe and        
document? 

Express Feelings 
(select colors for painting 

to express mood) 

ELA #21 Explore how color can convey 
mood and emotion 

Talk about how different colors make 
individuals feel. 

ELA #3 Communicate personal experiences or 
interest. 

ELA #16 Uses their own words or illustrations 
to describe personal experience. 

Learns to channel 
frustration & anger in 
a  socially acceptable 

way 
(punching or pounding 

clay) 

#6 Act out ways that movement and 
dance can show feelings. 

Explore and discuss various movements 
and facial express that express emotion. 

Social & Emotional Health #16 Recognize and 
describe or represent emotions such as 
happiness, surprise, anger , fear, and sadness. 

Document each child’s ability to handle conflict 
and his/her ability to express feelings to peers 
and adults. 

Assert individuality 
(make mobile to hang in   

classroom) 

#18 Explore a variety of age appropriate 
materials and media to create two and 
three-dimensional artwork.  

Health Education #8 Strengthen hand grasp 
and flexibility. 

Experiences pride 
(paints at easel) 

# 27 Choose art work for display in the 
classroom, school or community or for a 
personal book, class book, or portfolio 
and explain why they chose it. 

Document children’s contribution to portfolios. 

Informal data collected during regular classroom activities can be used to inform future planning.  
If the data collected on a particular child indicates that she is having a difficult time handling 
conflict with peers in the classroom and that she is unable to recognize and describe various 
emotions, the teacher might plan additional activities to increase the child’s vocabulary in labeling 
emotions or engage the child in small group discussion to model and discuss appropriate strategies 
for dealing with emotions. 
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Just as children’s learning is an ongoing process so is assessment.  When 
assessment is naturally embedded in the learning environment, it allows teachers 

to observe children’s performance in various situations over time.   

III.III.  ORGANIZING AND ORGANIZING AND 
IMPLEMENTING A CHILD IMPLEMENTING A CHILD 
ASSESSMENT SYSTEMASSESSMENT SYSTEM  
  
  
  
Ongoing assessment goes hand-in-hand with effective teaching. Accurate assessment leads to 
documentation of each child’s emerging skills and understandings in specific developmental areas 
and to appropriate individualized instruction.  
 
Appropriate assessment begins with a comprehensive understanding of what is to be assessed. A 
comprehensive assessment system provides information in a variety of developmental areas: 
language, personal/social, cognitive, fine motor, gross motor, academic skills across content areas 
(for example, mathematics, science, English language arts).  Appropriate assessment focuses on 
what each child knows and is able to do.  
 
The diagram on page 6 illustrates a comprehensive approach to child assessment that includes  
administrator(s), teachers, and parents as they continually collaborate and engage in reflection on 
child outcomes. 

Best practice encourages the use of a published preschool assessment instrument linked to desired 
child outcomes and to the curriculum or learning approaches implemented in preschool settings.  
The Department of Early Education and Care has approved four informal assessment tools: The 
Creative Curriculum; High Scope Child Observation Record (COR); Work Sampling; and 
Ages and Stages Parent Questionnaires. All provide efficient documentation and reporting 
formats with technology support and professional back-up.  
 
Using a common child assessment instrument across a program’s components, creates a picture of 
how children are doing overall. When information on children’s outcomes is linked to the 
program’s services and characteristics, it provides useful insights for continuous improvement. 
Over time, summaries of assessment results can be used to track changes in children’s 
performance, to guide instruction and develop quality classroom practices. 
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Organizing and Planning for Implementation 

Performance based assessments systems require programs and staff to approach assessment 
systematically and to develop clear expectations for who, when, how, and what type of assessment 
data will be collected over time.  

When programs begin implementing an assessment system, they should consider the 
following: 

 Who is responsible for:  1) ensuring that observational data and portfolio items are 
collected on each child to inform instructional decisions and 2) completing each 
developmental checklist and progress report ?   Clearly articulating who is responsible 
for implementing an on-going assessment system and for which children ensures 
accountability.  Programs may consider creating a mentor program that pairs new staff with 
seasoned staff to provide on-going support.   

 When is observational data collected?  Establish time lines for teachers to complete 
checklists regularly over the course of the year. Most assessment systems recommend that 
on-going observational data be collected and recorded on a developmental checklist at least 
three times yearly:  fall, mid-year, and in spring or summer.  Using a backward design, 
programs can determine the best times to collect data in each domain.  For example, the 
Work Sampling System has seven domains: 

1. Personal and Social Development 

2. Language and Literacy 

3. Mathematical Thinking 

4. Scientific Thinking 

5. Social Studies  

6. The Arts  

7. Physical Development 

To assess a child’s knowledge and skills we must accurately document what we see. Observation 
notes, short descriptive anecdotes, portfolios, collections, checklists, photographs and audio tapes 
are popular documentation methods. These methods provide the information necessary to 
understand the developmental and learning levels of each child.  

Systematically using children’s behaviors and projects to make judgments for assessment 
purposes is referred to as performance assessment. 

(Lasardo and Notari-Syverson, 2001) 



 

 

Best Practices in Assessment                                                                                        Page Best Practices in Assessment                                                                                        Page 1616   

Prepared by Early Childhood Associates, Inc. 
www.earlychildhoodassociates.com 

One of the best ways to assess children is to observe them while they are engaged in typical 
activities in natural and comfortable settings. For example, we can document children’s 
developmental levels  while they are playing alone, participating in group activities, playing with 
peers, completing puzzles, building in the block corner, relating a personal story, or listening to 
story books.  
 
Play gives children opportunities to understand the world, interact with others in social ways, 
express and control emotions, and develop their symbolic capacities.  Children’s play gives adults 
insights into children’s development and ideas for supporting the development of new strategies.    
In addition to supporting cognitive development, play serves important functions in children’s 
physical, emotional and social development. 
 
How will each classroom use the assessment information collected? 
Assessment leads to enhanced knowledge of learners, evaluation of childrens’ progress and 
performance, and adaptations/modifications of the curriculum. How you will use the assessment 
information helps you decide whether to: focus on one or all developmental areas;  when and how to 
observe and collect information, and how to involve parents. 

 

Once you have gathered and documented assessment data, you will have the information necessary 
to rate each child’s developmental levels and to create a summary profile of strengths and skills. 
You are then ready to share results with parents and apply the information to create appropriate 
individualized instruction experiences. 
 
In early childhood programs, quality is never an accident.  It is always the result of careful planning 
and assessment, consistent effort and intentional teaching. Children’s knowledge and skills do 
not improve simply by being surrounded by regular activities and routines.  To ensure the best 
learning for each child, teachers must understand what each child needs in order to participate in 
and grow and benefit from preschool activities and materials.  Teachers can then plan intentionally 
to provide all children with accessible materials, appropriate levels of supportive feedback within 
environments. 
 

USING ASSESSMENT DATA TO MODIFY CURRICULUMUSING ASSESSMENT DATA TO MODIFY CURRICULUM 

Research shows that the early years of life are important for language development and gross 
motor and complex motor skills (balancing on a beam or riding a two-wheel bike). Children need 
to develop certain fine motor skills as a matter of course.  These skills help children to become 
independent at dressing and feeding themselves and, eventually, at communicating their ideas 
through writing and drawing.  The preschool years are a time for all children to participate in daily  

A program could determine that within 7 weeks of a child’s enrollment teachers will collect data in 
all seven domains and again by January 15th and June 30th of each program year. 
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activities that require refining the use, strength and coordination of fine motor muscles. Children 
also need to develop eye-hand coordination, learn to control their hands separately and together 
and coordinate hand movements with other body movement. Most children entering kindergarten 
can hold a pencil or crayon appropriately, cut or snip with scissors, put together simple puzzles, 
turn the pages of a book, copy basic shapes, and write their names.   

Once you have collected assessment data in the fine motor domain and better understand what 
children  know and can do you can shift attention to your program’s curriculum and expectations.  
Based on your program’s goals for children, what should they know and be able to do?  What is the 
next set of challenging activities and materials that you can present to help a child build on present 
experiences and master new fine motor skills? 
 
If a preschooler in your classroom has difficulty with fine motor tasks or avoids drawing activities, 
you can support development by engaging in activities that strengthen these skills. Building with 
blocks, playing with toy cars and other small objects, picking up cotton balls with large tweezers, 
ripping and folding paper, catching a ball, typing on a keyboard and banging on a pegboard are all 
activities that improve children’s hand skills. 
 

USE TECHNOLOGY TO SUPPORT ORGANIZING AND USE TECHNOLOGY TO SUPPORT ORGANIZING AND 
IMPLEMENTING ASSESSMENT SYSTEM:IMPLEMENTING ASSESSMENT SYSTEM:  
 
Technology resources associated with a particular assessment instrument can help you to 
understand and summarize assessment results.  Tips for beginning to use technology include: 

 Overcome any fears of computers and learn to navigate the system through trail and error 

 Set realistic goals and timelines 

 Use a backwards design.  Start with your end result in mind and then plan backwards 
putting in place all the steps to reach your goal. 

 Understand the time investment. Remember that using new technology is more intensive in 
the beginning but ends up being time saving once you are familiar with the program. 

 Attend professional development opportunities or work with a mentor to guide you 
through the process at the beginning. 

Considerations for increasing technology to manage child assessment data include: 

 Determining the level of access staff has to technology at home, work and/or in their 
community. Is technology easily accessible? 

 Assessing whether staff has the knowledge, literacy and technology skills necessary to make 
effective use of the technology. 

 Considering whether staff is able to create child and class profiles and share assessment 
results through technology.    

 

 

 



 

 

Best Practices in Assessment                                                                                        Page Best Practices in Assessment                                                                                        Page 1818   

Prepared by Early Childhood Associates, Inc. 
www.earlychildhoodassociates.com 

IV. ENGAGING FAMILIES IN THE IV. ENGAGING FAMILIES IN THE   
ASSESSMENT  PROCESSASSESSMENT  PROCESS  

All families and educators hope that children will achieve in school and live satisfying and 
productive lives.  It is this common goal for all children that is the foundation upon which parents 
and teachers build strong partnerships to ensure positive outcomes for children. Good teachers are 
intentional in everything they do including building respectful, responsive, and reciprocal 
relationships with children and families in order to better understand and support learning. 

Families are a valuable source of information about their children. A families in-depth knowledge 
of their children and his/her home and community provides a context for making decisions in the 
classroom. Teachers also have  knowledge and expertise to share with families such as their 
knowledge and expertise in understanding child development and learning. 

Collaborating with parents around assessment is one way to engage families as partners in their 
child’s education.  Partnerships are based on mutual trust, common goals, and two-way 
communication.  To collaborate is to participate in the accomplishment of a task and assume a 
certain level of responsibility. Research has documented that what parents do educationally for the 
child inside the family and how a family relates to the school impact achievement.  Empower 
parents as partners. “Research shows that all families regardless of their background, if given the tools, can help 
support their children’s education.” (Mapp 2004) 
 

INCLUDING CHILDREN’S FAMILIES FROM THE INCLUDING CHILDREN’S FAMILIES FROM THE 
BEGINNINGBEGINNING  
  
Participation in assessment draws staff, parents and other adults together to discuss and  examine 
children’s development and progress.  Including parents in each step of the assessment process is 
essential. Information from parents help early childhood professionals to understand and build on 
a family’s strengths and learn more about each family’s culture and expectations for their child.  
Learning about a child’s  routines and activities at home provides information about a child’s 
opportunities for learning at home. 
 

“The foundation for the community is consistent, positive, caring relationships between 
the adults and children, among children, among teachers, and between teachers and fami-
lies.  It is the responsibility of all members of the learning to community to consider and 

contribute to one another’s well-being.”  

(Carol Copple & Sue Bredekamp, 2009) 
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Sharing your assessment choices with parents from the very beginning sets the stage for a 
partnership that is inclusive and informative. As parents get familiar with the concept of 
assessment and its potential benefits, they can ask questions pertinent to their level of interest in 
and understanding of the process.  If a comprehensive assessment system is new to you, parents’ 
input can enhance the practices that you establish.  Even if you are familiar with the features of a 
comprehensive assessment system, you may decide to improve your documentation and reporting 
strategies for communicating ideas successfully to parents.  
 
Let parents know about the: 
 

 Assessment system that you are using and why you think it is a good choice 

 Frequency of assessment and how data is used and collected 
 When and in what format assessment data will be shared with them 

 Activities families can do at home to develop and practice appropriate skills. 

 
Parents are a great source of information once a trusting relationship and open form of 
communication is established.  You can encourage parent to share: 
 

  Concerns in general and with specific reference to a particular area of development 

  Expectations for their child; what is important to the family 

  Types of family interactions and play that occurs in the home 

  Typical family routines such as bedtime, story  reading, and dinner 

  Use of community resources such as public library and recreation centers 

   Contribute to the child’s portfolio 

  Changes in health, sleeping or eating patterns. 

 
Teachers can engage parents in conversations to better understand their expectations.  You can 
gather information from the family about the child’s language and literacy skills, interests and 
preferences. When staff share observations with parents they can together explore ways that 
families can interact with their children to support language development at home.  Once teachers 
share classroom routines with parents they can describe the opportunities they provide to support 
development throughout the day.  When parents contribute their knowledge of their child —home 
and school approaches can reinforce each other.   

Involving parents in the assessment process begins at intake.  Parents should be asked to complete 
a developmental history and share any prior assessment information with the program’s staff.  
Parents should be informed of the program’s screening and assessment practices as well as 
procedures for making referrals.  Parents must give informed consent when anyone other than 
program staff observe and/or assess their child.  



 

 

Best Practices in Assessment                                                                                        Page Best Practices in Assessment                                                                                        Page 2020   

Prepared by Early Childhood Associates, Inc. 
www.earlychildhoodassociates.com 

INVOLVING PARENTS AS PARTNERS AND AS A RESOURCEINVOLVING PARENTS AS PARTNERS AND AS A RESOURCE  

When the relationship with parents is established, teachers can use assessment information to help 
parents identify existing daily routines in the home or develop routines that can support children’s 
language. Once teachers know the home’s routines and parents are comfortable with suggestions, 
they can work with parents to identify one or two times when language can be fostered.  For 
example, a simple trip to the grocery store is a routine that can provide language development 
through categorizing and discussing items on the shopping list. At the same time, teachers may 
convert the dramatic play area into a grocery store and develop a unit on categorizing food items. 

Teachers should also share information on what is happening in their program and how the 
curriculum, materials, and routine times of the day support the development of preschoolers. Daily 
wipe boards, newsletters, web pages, wiki spaces, parents nights all provide teachers with the 
opportunity to share the link between curriculum, assessment, and a program’s continuous 
improvement plan with parents. 

The view of teachers as dispensing expert advice to parents restricts and distorts the relationship 
they have with them and greatly diminishes the contributions that parents and teachers are able to 
make to children and to one another’s development and learning. It is essential to recognize 
parents as partners rather than see them as clients or in need of redirection.  Two-way 
communication means that both teachers and parents give something valuable to each other in the 
interaction.  When mutual sharing occurs, teachers and parents become genuine 
partners.”  (Yelland, ed., 2000) 

Sharing classroom observations, portfolios and developmental information with parents formally 
and informally during two way communication invites all members of the learning community 
consider and contribute to one another’s well-being and learning. 

 

 

 

For example: 
 

 Teachers may find that a child loves science, especially rocks and geodes and may 
arrange the science table accordingly or have the child bring in some favorite rocks and 
talk about them at circle time. 

 A child may have special names for grandparents at home so the teacher may decide to 
develop a unit on nicknames and special names for relatives and friends (not just 
grandparents since some children may not have them). 
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There are many ways to share information with parents.  Some of the many possibilities 
include: 

 Face-to-face meetings: curriculum nights; open houses; parent-teacher conferences; 
regular check-ins at arrival and departure 

 Written messages:  a parent handbook;  a parent bulletin board outside the classroom; 
weekly messages or newsletters;  e-mail;  a communication notebook 

 Family-based activities: story hours in the evening or at dismissal; family activity nights, 
curriculum nights for parents;  potluck suppers  

 Phone call: to check in with the family and ask questions about the child’s health, 
attendance, changes in behavior, or accomplishments and success at school 

 Curriculum extensions at home: share with parents what children are doing and school 
and how these activities foster development and learning.  Provide parents with 
opportunities to extend learning at home. 
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V. OBSERVATION AND DATA                  V. OBSERVATION AND DATA                  
COLLECTIONCOLLECTION 
All performance based assessment systems rely on teachers observation and data collection of chil-
dren engaged in authentic learning activities and routines. Data collected is most useful and accu-
rate when collected from multiple sources on an ongoing basis.  These sources can include: 

 Inside and outdoor activities 

 Home and preschool settings 

 Quiet and active periods  

 Adult-led and child-initiated activities   

 Playing alone or with peers  

 Interacting with adults in whole group, small group, and individual learning activities. 

OBSERVATION requires us to look at a child’s responses and behaviors without judging them.  
An established assessment instrument provides a structured set of skills to guide observation and 
data collection. All staff must receive training on assessment tools.  

Observations can be quick, such as recording a verbal interchange between 2 children or a com-
ment about a drawing or painting that uses newly introduced vocabulary (from a recent story or 
curriculum theme). 

Observations also can be more in-depth such as  watching one or several children build a farm in 
the block area; listening for socially appropriate suggestions as children develop rules for using a 
new tricycle outside; watching a child’s play in the dramatic play area, looking for spontaneous use 
of print and writing materials. 

Whether brief or time intensive, observation invites a state of mind that is non-judgmental requir-
ing you to approach each situation with an open mind and a “let’s see what happens” attitude — 
recording exactly what you see using verbs to describe action rather than label to describe tempera-
ment and perceptions. 

 A good observation record creates… a fairly full and realistic picture of one living, 
breathing child, as he (or she) responds to  materials and experiences in his own unique 

way and as he interacts with people at his own state of maturity and growth.  
 

(Cohen and Stern, 2008) 
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There are two popular categories of assessment in preschool settings--naturalistic assessment and 
focused assessment.  The category you choose influences the way you observe and how you collect 
data. 

 

NATURALISTIC OBSERVATION is the most common.  It encourages us to observe and 
gather data in a child’s day-to-day activities and typical settings and situations.  These settings can 
be a home, center or public school.  Naturalistic assessment is child-centered and is carried out by  
teachers with whom the child is most familiar. Naturalistic observational methods are invisible to 
the child and carried out with as little disruption as possible. The child continues in the usual 
activities often unaware that an adult is observing and assessing.  

 

FOCUSED ASSESSMENT does not wait for spontaneous behaviors to arise in order for a 
child’s progress or level of ability in a particular area to be observed. The adult selects materials and 
guides interactions to directly draw out the skills targeted for observation and assessment.  
Observations occur in play-based and other types of authentic preschool or home situations. 
 
There may be times when a focused assessment may be desirable or necessary.  A child may rarely 
engage in certain activities that you want to observe:  
 

 Some children may avoid the art area in which case you may decide to use markers and 
paper in the block area and ask the children to draw a pictures of their structures or add 
signs to label building (with or without your assistance based on your prior knowledge 
of the child). 

 
 A child may not participate in group story time because she cannot sit without being 

disruptive.  If your target is a literacy skill, you may read a story to the child individually, 
anticipating that you may not be able to read it in its entirety.  If the goal is one of 
assessing attention, you may have someone time the child’s sitting periods and/or keep 
track of the possible causes of the distractions or note the interventions that help 
extend her attention. 

 
 Children may speak rarely or may communicate in alternative ways. Creating a play 

situation with one other peer or with the child’s best friend or favorite adult may make 
the child comfortable enough to speak more frequently.  Learning and using some basic 
language signs with the child may give him the tools needed to communicate ideas. 

 

After conducting a focused assessment, you may still have questions about a child’s skills 
or performance.  You may need to tailor other materials, approaches and environments to 
appeal to the child and to elicit their best potential responses.  Remember observation is 
an ongoing process and determined problem-solving on your part will reap rewards for 

you, the child and the family. 
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OBSERVATION QUESTIONS - To facilitate the frequency and quality of your observations, 
try  answering the following questions or use them to foster a discussion with team members, in 
staff meetings or other interactions with teachers: 

 Are child-centered observations an integral part of your day? 

 Do they provide useful information about the children’s understanding and skills? 

 Can you use the information to plan successful curriculum-related experiences and 
activities for each child? 

Keep these OBSERVATION HINTS in mind as you continue to expand your observation skills: 

 Make your observations simple 

 Decide who you want to observe 

 Decide what you want to observe 

 Observe children at various times during the day (including collecting information from  
parents about children’s engagement in routines and activities at home) 

 Plan for observations during child-initiated choice time and adult-led activities. 
 

DATA COLLECTION - Different strategies can be used during classroom routines, choice and 
activity times to collect information about children on a range of behaviors and skills.  The 
strategies can include:  
 

Anecdotal Accounts or narrative descriptions of an observation that tells who, when, 
where and what occurs but not why it occurred.  While anecdotal accounts can record 
children’s interests, abilities or something of note that happened, the conclusion or 
inference is separate from the observation. 

Class List Logs are used to record one or more short, specific pieces of information about 
each child on a list. 

Checklists contain a predetermined list of criteria against which the observer notes the 
presence or absence of specific skills and understanding by answering “yes” or “no”.  A 
valid child development checklist contains the accepted developmental milestones or 
sequence of knowledge and skills and behaviors that can be observed during regular 
classroom activities.  These milestones and sequence should align with the goals and 
objectives of the curriculum. 

Rating Scales contain a numerical scale (ranging usually from 1 to 3) to rate a child’s 
current skill levels or progress in acquiring certain skills and understanding.  The scales are 
most reliable when the criteria is clearly defined and easily identified by the observer and 
when the observer has multiple opportunities to observe. 
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Frequency Counts measure repeated actions of a child or the whole group.  These counts 
are used to document the frequency of behaviors and to trace changes in children’s 
behaviors as interventions are applied. 

Media Documentation uses audio taping, videotaping, photography and computer disks/
storage to capture authentic work of children. 

Work Sampling/Portfolio Collections use a sampling of children’s work (done at home 
or in the school/child care setting) that provides information about the child.  Selecting the 
items for a portfolio can be especially meaningful if you involve the child in the process. 
Work can be dated and collected over time to show progress and saved in a portfolio for 
each individual child.  

  

APPLYING ASSESSMENT DATA FOR LANGUAGE APPLYING ASSESSMENT DATA FOR LANGUAGE 
DEVELOPMENTDEVELOPMENT  
  
Children bring to the classroom a range of experiences that affect who they are and how they 
engage with other children, adults, materials and activities.  These experiences contribute 
significantly to each child’s individuality and ability to relate to others.  Observing and 
documentation can help you tune in to a child’s verbal and non-verbal communication.  Language 
development is one of the most important tasks during the first five years of life.  “Language” 
refers to listening to and comprehending what we hear, producing speech (or other form of 
communication such as sign language or picture communication) and using it to communicate a 
wide variety of diverse messages. The ability to communicate is a strong predictor of children’s 
later success in school in general and in learning to read and write in particular.  Language/
communication development is highly dependent on rich successful interactions with peers and/or 
adults.  

For example a preschool child may have some challenges with expressive language which limit his 
daily conversations and interactions.  However, he may have age appropriate cognitive and motor 
skills.  All of this information is necessary in order to plan effective learning opportunities for the 
child.  Intentional instruction may involve giving the child more time to respond (verbal/sign/
picture), providing modeled verbalizations by adults, or pre-teaching (where an adult/parent 
introduces the child to new vocabulary before a particular group or center-based activity).  A staff 
member may plan to be near the child during choice time and use talking to describe an event, or 
activity.  Sentences and vocabulary can be tailored to be more or less complex depending on the 
child’s level. 
 
Research-based strategies that promote overall language development include: inviting 
preschoolers to retell and dramatize stories, reading a book repeatedly and inserting short 
definitions for some words, using props when introducing activities and providing commentary for 
children about what you are doing (Dickinson & Smith, 1994; McGee, 2007). 
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Observation and data collection yield potentially useful information.  Data collected should: 
 

 Provide teachers with information on what children can really do 
 Demonstrate how a child applies his or her knowledge, skills, and understanding in the 

context of his/her daily routines and interactions with materials, peers, and cognitive and 

social problems  
 Inform instruction and monitor student progress.   

 
Informal assessment techniques can be woven into the fabric of every classroom’s regular routines.  
For example, writing samples can be collected during regular routines when children place their 
names on their papers before filing them in their folders or as they sign in each day on a wipe 
board.  
 
Assessment should recognize individual learning styles and rates and take into consideration a child 
acquisition of language especially for diverse learners in their early stages of acquiring a second 
language.  Children may benefit from multiple ways to express their knowledge, skills, and 
understanding. Record any questions you have about a child’s development and brainstorm with 
your team multiple ways to assess throughout the day as the child participates in regular activities 
rather than making assumptions about a child’s learning. 

With time and practice you will develop your own observation and record keeping 
systems.  Again, keep it simple and manageable so that you will feel comfortable regularly 
documenting and reflecting on what you have collected.   

Try: 

 Brief notes on mailing labels or post-it-notes 

 Index cards kept in a file box or on a clipboard 

 Post-it-notes kept in a file folder for each child;  keep a checklist in each folder to 
determine what items are completed and which need further observation 

 Additions to each child’s portfolio collection 

 Photo albums with photos dated and arranged in sequence with brief anecdotal notes 

 Plastic bags that can be zipped for audio tapes, artwork, writing samples, photos, and 
other items 

 Determine what “Core” items must be included in all children’s portfolios.  
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IV. ANALYZING AND IV. ANALYZING AND   

INTERPRETING ASSESSMENT DATAINTERPRETING ASSESSMENT DATA  
Linking specific practices to children’s learning is at the heart of good teaching. Children are 
capable and competent individuals, regardless of their backgrounds and experiences.  At the same 
time, individual differences in rates of growth and the development of skills are normal and to be 
expected.  Although most children develop along a generally predictable sequence, each child is 
unique in his or her growth trajectory and in the development of skills and competencies.  All 
children within an age group should not be expected to arrive at each benchmark at the same time, 
or to meet each standard to the same degree of proficiency.  Each child’s learning style is unique.   

Teaching teams should be sure to make time to reflect on their assessment data with colleagues. 
This time can be used to discuss goals set for individual and groups of children.  Sharing 
assessment data may also broaden teacher’s perspectives about individual or groups of learners and 
for determining what additional data may be needed. 

Use of assessment data in planning requires an understanding of the link between the curriculum, 
assessment system, expected child outcomes, and child development.  As you begin to review your 
observation results, documentation, and children’s work, consider these steps to pull the 
information together. 

 

 

 

 

Step 1 Look at the assessment information as a whole.  Does it come from a  variety of 
sources over a period of time? 

Step 2 Examine the data to find out what it tells you about each child’s development.  Look 
for   patterns across children.  Look for children who do not fit the pattern. For ex-
ample, you might find that many children exhibit an emerging and varied expressive 
vocabulary.  However, within this grouping you may find that some of the children 
do not engage in extended conversations.  This information helps guide planning for 
both groups:  for one group you will continue to expand their varied vocabulary; for 
the other group you will make intentional plans to actively foster conversations with 
peers and with adults. 

Step 3 Look at differences in each child’s data. How does this data compare with teachers’ 
and parents’ expectations? How does the data explain the child’s areas of strength, 
challenges, preferences, skills and abilities? What can the child do independently? 
What can the child do with support? Ask yourself what the next step is for this child? 

Step 4 Make instructional decisions for the child and for groups of children based on the 
data collected, your own and parents’ thoughtful reflection, and plans for intentional 
teaching. 



 

 

Best Practices in Assessment                                                                                        Page Best Practices in Assessment                                                                                        Page 2828   

Prepared by Early Childhood Associates, Inc. 
www.earlychildhoodassociates.com 

 

 

APPLYING ASSESSMENT DATA FOR SOCIALAPPLYING ASSESSMENT DATA FOR SOCIAL--EMOTIONAL               EMOTIONAL               
DEVELOPMENTDEVELOPMENT 

Collecting and analyzing data for social-emotional development can provide insights into 
interactions that may go unnoticed otherwise.  Sometimes when you have the opportunity to 
observe a complete interaction from start to finish things may look different.  You may see 
preceding actions (antecedents) that might have escaped you. These may include behaviors 
exhibited by other children or environmental conditions that lead up to the interaction.  The 
behavior/interaction itself may evolve differently when you are able to see it within a larger 
context.  

For example, you may observe Jesse just as she pushes Allie down and grabs the toy car that Allie 
was holding.  Allie may cry or seek out an adult to help resolve the situation.  However, if you had 
arrived in the block corner 5 minutes earlier, you would have seen Jesse playing happily and 
imaginatively with the same toy car. You also would see Allie come to the blocks and pull the toy 
car out of Jesse’s hands.   Under these conditions, the interactions warrant a different resolution 
approach by the adult.  They also lead to a different description of Jesse’s behavior as one of 
reaction rather than spontaneous aggression.  (Of course pushing and grabbing is not appropriate 
for any of the behaviors described.) Based on this data you may decide that Jesse can play beside 
other children without taking their toys (and might look for examples for confirmation) or that 
Allie may need more practice with this skill. 

Try assessing social emotional skills using the following steps This example is based on The 
Preschool Child Observation Record (COR) http://www.highscope.org/file/Book-Pages/
P_Observation_items.pdf  

 

STEP 1:  Organize processes for collecting data about social-emotional skills.  This may include 
using the criteria in a specific instrument alone or in combination with short focused classroom 
observations or developmental continuum.  The Initiative Section of COR  focuses on observing 
the following criteria: 

 Making choices and plans  

 Solving problems with materials  

 Initiating play  
 Taking care of personal needs  

 
 
STEP 2:  Decide how you will observe and collect data.  If specific observations are required, 
who will do them and when will they be done?  What system will be used to ensure that data is 
collected on every child (such as checklists, lists in individual folders)?  How and where will data be 

 stored so that it can be kept confidential yet easily accessible? 
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 STEP 3:  Review materials and portfolio collections throughout the year to make sure each child is 
progressing as expected,  identify patterns or gaps in children’s learning, and/or pinpoint potential 
learning experiences for specific children during routine times.  Use progress reports, parent 
conferences and/or end of the year reports to summarize information and offer families suggestion 
for strengthening  the child’s ability for independence and taking care of personal needs. 

STEP 5: Use the information gathered to guide planning and instruction.  Individually or as a 
team ask the following: 

 Which children have already demonstrated strength in taking care of personal needs? 
 Which children will need some small group/individual/home support to make progress to 

achieve this goal. 
 What other developmental areas being assessed may impact a child success in this area? (Fine 

motor for drawing faces for feelings; language for vocabulary and describing emotions; 
listening to stories; matching faces with different emotions; reciting finger plays and songs) 

 How will I assess and monitor progress in the future?  Observations? Portfolio collections? 
Photographs? 

 What information will I collect to document and explain the importance of these skills to 
parents? 

 How is this skill/concept a part of our programs curriculum ? 

 Making choices and plans:  (Plan to document children) choices in small group weekly 
using a class log. 

 Solving problems with materials:  (Collect work samples or media to document each child 
solving problems with materials at least 4 times a year.) 

 Initiating play: (Monthly plan to observe each child during free play to observe the 
child’s initiation of play and interactions with peers. Document using a anecdotal notes.) 

 Taking care of personal needs:  Create and use a checklist  to document each child’s ability 
to  independently take care of personal needs such as toileting, preparing for meals, preparing 
mat for rest time, dressing for outdoors, and placing items in backpack to go home) 

Determine which teacher will be responsible for collecting data on children to ensure information 
is collected on all children in the program and used to inform planning for routine times.  

 STEP 4:  Gauge children’s accomplishments and growth against the program’s curriculum.  For 
example, what are individual children’s strengths and challenges when compared with the goals 
identified in the curriculum?  If patterns and differences are identified, plan curriculum or 
instructional strategies to increase support and opportunities for learning experiences. 

When teachers link learning goals in their program’s planned curriculum to routines and activities 
using child assessment data collected they are aligning curriculum and assessment.   
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VII. USING ASSESSMENT RESULTS VII. USING ASSESSMENT RESULTS 
TO GUIDE INSTRUCTION AND TO GUIDE INSTRUCTION AND 
SHARE PROGRESS WITH FAMILIESSHARE PROGRESS WITH FAMILIES  
 
Learning during early childhood proceeds along a continuum from experiential knowledge to 
symbolic or representational knowledge. Programs provide opportunities for children to broaden 
and deepen their experiential knowledge by providing a variety of firsthand experiences and by 
helping children acquire symbolic knowledge through representing their experiences in a variety of 
media, such as drawing, painting, construction of models, dramatic play, verbal and written 
descriptions.  

Reflecting on your preschool routines and activities and making adaptations that enable children to 
build on what they know, and to acquire and practice identified skills means that you are to put 
your knowledge into practice.   

By using what you learn from assessment you can foster each child’s competence and success, and 
create and maintain a high quality program for all children. Children continually gravitate to 
situations and stimuli that give them the chance to work at their “growing edge”.  Teachers give 
young children tasks that -- with effort -- they can accomplish while presenting them with content 
that is accessible at their level of understanding. Moreover, in a task just beyond the child’s 
independent reach, you can contribute to development by providing the supportive “scaffolding” 
that allows the child to take the next step. 
 

Effective teachers: 

 Appreciate individual variation within each area of children’s development 

 Show respect for the diverse talents of each learner 

 Help each child develop self-confidence and competence  

 Acknowledge that assessment and teaching are inextricably linked 

 Use assessment to inform instruction and monitor children’s learning. 

For example in group story time, a child answers your questions about the story in one-word 
utterances that are appropriate to the question.  You have decided that you want the child to use 2-
3 words in his response.  When you ask this child a question, you plan to verbally expand his 
response by maintaining visual contact and saying a 2-3 word expansion directly back.  Or you may 
choose to ask for another idea, choosing a child whom you know will give a longer answer and 
watching to make sure the first child is listening. Or you may prompt the child with an initial sound 
for an additional word (the child says “running” and you say “yes, running fa…..” looking for the 
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child to add “fast” to his response). Or you may decide that twice a week you will read a story to 
the child individually and use a specific method for verbal expansion. 
 
Consider these questions to help you to reflect on your assessment practices:   
 

 What do you know about a child’s performance in one or more developmental areas? 
 What is the next step for this child to take to move to the next skill level in this area? 
 What will you incorporate into routines/activities to challenge this child to learn the skill(s)? 

 

INTENTIONAL TEACHINGINTENTIONAL TEACHING  
The goal of intentional teaching is to create a match between each child’s developmental level(s) 
and the goals and objectives of the lesson/activity that you have planned.  Intentional teaching may 
require that you make adaptations to activities so that all children can access and participate fully. 

 

For example, Nora, the classroom teacher, in her first group lesson on matching consonant letters 
to initial sounds is impressed with 4-year-old Kambeeka’s performance.  Not only does she match 
the letter and sound but she gives several other words that begin with the same sounds, including 
the names of the children in the room and a couple of made-up words. In a conversation with 
Kamkeeba’s father, Nora learned that Kambeeka has been doing this type of word play at home 
for a few months, ever since her sister (who is in kindergarten) started practicing initial consonant 
sounds as part of her homework assignment. Nora is concerned about how to challenge Kambeeka 
since her skills are quite a bit beyond those of anyone else in the class. After a discussion with 
colleagues Nora decides on two adaptations.  When Nora teaches phonological awareness activities 
in small groups she usually asks children for rhyming words or words with the same initial sounds.  
She will individualize for Kambeeka by giving her a word for blending (“Tell me what /c/ /at/ 
says”) or segmenting (“What sounds do you hear in h-o-p?”) 
 
In another example, Miguel is using a tape made by the staff of various environmental sounds: 
stamping, clapping, musical instruments, whispering, shouting, etc. As the 3-year-olds heard each 
sound they made an appropriate action.  D’Jon made many of the actions but only after looking 
around to see what others were doing. As Miguel thought about this observation, he decided he 
would spend more time working with D’Jon.  He knew that D’Jon’s hearing tests were normal and 
that his parents did not have any concerns about his hearing at home. He wanted to see whether 
drawing D’Jon’s attention to the sounds would help him. Miguel came up with the following 
learning experiences to focus D’Jon’s hearing attention: 
 

 Providing pictures or objects for the sounds on the tape (materials modification) 

 Limiting the sounds from the tape to 5 at any one time to maintain D’Jon’s attention 
(environmental support) 

 Providing repetition of the 5 sounds for up to 3 days in a row before introducing new 
sounds (environmental support) 
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APPLYING ASSESSMENT DATA FOR COGNITIVE APPLYING ASSESSMENT DATA FOR COGNITIVE 
DEVELOPMENT & SCIENTIFIC THINKING SKILLSDEVELOPMENT & SCIENTIFIC THINKING SKILLS  
  
Children contribute to their own development and learning as they strive to make meaning out of 
their daily experiences in the home, preschool and the community.  They actively learn by 
observing and participating with other children and adults. Children need to form their own 
hypotheses and try them out through social interaction, physical manipulation, and their own 
thought processes.  When their ideas are challenged they are forced to accommodate the 
challenges.  In processing new experiences children continually reshape, expand and reorganize 
their own thinking. You play an important role in supporting children’s cognitive skills. Teachers 
set the stage for active exploration and inquiry, introducing new props, extending what children 
say, asking questions that support cognitive thinking and providing time to reflect on the processes.   

Scientific Thinking, a domain in the Work Sampling Assessment, focuses on how children actively 
explore and investigate real things to develop new ideas and draw conclusions.  The assessment 
items require the teacher to notice the extent to which children observe things such as ice cubes or snow at 
room temperature to see what happens, sift materials through a sieve to see what will go through and what will not, 
and compare and contrast objects.    

To gather information about a child’s cognitive/scientific thinking skills, notice how children use 
materials.  Write down what words they use to describe their explorations or investigations and 
their new ideas and take photos of their work or draw sketches. 

The following chart illustrates a beginning alignment between the Preschool Learning Experiences 
and Work Sampling.  

Work Sampling System 
IV. Scientific Thinking—Inquiry Skills 

Preschool Learning Experiences 
Science and Technology/Engineering—

Inquiry 

Uses senses to explore classroom materials and 
natural phenomena 

Asks and seeks out answers to questions 

about objects and events with the assistance of 
interested adults 

Ask questions and use senses to observe and            
explore materials and natural phenomena. 

Makes predictions about changes in materials or 
objects based on past experiences 

Begins to use simple tools and equipment for 
investigation 

Identifies simple tools appropriately to extend 
observations 

Makes comparisons about objects Records observations and share ideas through simple 
forms of representation such as drawings. 

 Calling D’Jon’s attention to regularly occurring sounds in the classroom: clean-up bell, 
the song for lining-up, the school’s doorbell, the sound of the custodian when she 
sweeps outside the classroom. 
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SHARING PROGRESS REPORTS WITH FAMILIES AND SHARING PROGRESS REPORTS WITH FAMILIES AND 
OTHERS OTHERS   
 
A rich environment and varied learning activities are necessary to address young children’s 
individual learning. It is important to recognize and understand the development, culture, 
temperament and interests of each child as well parents’ expectations for their children.  

Using a published assessment instrument ensures that the child’s development in specific areas as 
well as overall progress is based on skills and ideas that are appropriate for the preschool years.   
 
As a child’s day unfolds a variety of home and school routines occur. When teachers share progress 
reports with parents they can together explore ways that families interact with their children at 
home and ways that teachers support learning in school. 
 

Before parent conferences: 
 

 Prepare parents in advance by sharing the purpose of the meeting, the anticipated length, and 
who will be present.  If possible, gather parent input on topics to ensure that you are 
addressing their questions and concerns. 

 
 Organize your thoughts. Be prepared with examples and work samples to assist parents in 

understanding your focus and perspective. 
 
 Approach the conference as an opportunity to problem-solve with parents. Prepare some 

possible strategies that could support a child’s learning in advance but remain open and 
willing to work together with the parents to identify appropriate strategies. 

 
During the conference: 
 

 Establish a relaxed and open tone.  Family members should feel that their contributions are 
valued and needed. 

 Be descriptive. Celebrate the child’s growth.  Avoid labeling or judging behavior or abilities 
or making long-term predictions about a child’s progress. 

 Start with the parent’s concerns/views. Listen to the parent.  Think about how the parent’s 
concerns/views fit  into your assessment progress report. 

 Leave time to discuss the progress report and to introduce the curriculum that will be guiding  

We know that any assessment in our program must involve parents and strengthen their 
understanding and appreciation of their children’s unique characteristics and progress 

over time. 

(Bratton, 2001) 
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your next steps in planning instruction for this child. 

 Seek agreement on goals; together prepare an action plan for school and home to 
achieve your mutual goals. 

 Give suggestions for home when the parent asks for them or ask them directly 
whether they are interested in learning about activities for use at home. 

 Tailor suggestions to what you have learned about the parent, their social and 
cultural beliefs and possibilities of weaving additional learning opportunities into 
home routines.  Avoid being overly directive.  Remain sensitive to their reactions 
about the information you share. 

End by: 

 Making sure the parents feel supported. Set a time to talk again, even if by phone.  
Take responsibility for keeping in touch.  
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GLOSSARYGLOSSARY 

Adult-led active experiences are structured and planned by the teacher, most often as part of a 
teaching unit or theme.  Children can be actively involved in the experience.  However, the idea, 
planning and impetus come from the teacher. 

Authentic assessment/observation  occurs when the setting (the space, activities, materials, 
routines, and people) is typical, familiar, comfortable, and meaningful to children. 
 
Child-initiated active experiences emerge from children’s own thought and plans.  These 
experiences may be observed most frequently during choice time and outdoor time but can easily 
be noted at all times in the schedule. 

Formal assessment is the process of using standardized assessment tools with structure 
assessment protocols.  Technical adequacy data on validity and reliability are reported.   

 Individualizing is the process of recognizing and allowing for differences in backgrounds, 
development and interests when planning activities and changes to the environment in order to 
meet the needs and interests of each child.  

Individualized instruction consists of interactions planned by teachers/staff that maximize 
learning opportunities and provide access to new learning and experiences for the child. 

Intentional teaching is characterized by thoughtful planning and implementation of good early 
childhood practices such as listening, developing projects, and building on what the child already 
knows 

Informal assessment is the  process of observing and recording children’s skills and behaviors  
within his/her daily experiences and activities. 

Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks are learning standards that are results driven for each 
content areas and are consider a work in progress that will continue to be refined to guide local 
school communities align curriculum to the statewide student assessment system. Copies of all 
frameworks are available at: http://www.doe.mass.edu/frameworks/current.html 

Performance based assessment system an assessment of learning and/or development that 
occurs in the child’s natural setting occurring in the context of normal routines, activities, and play. 

Screening is an evaluation of young children to determine whether development is proceeding 
normally. Screening is used to identify children with potential developmental delays. 
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RRESOURCEESOURCE L LINKSINKS    
 Division of Early Childhood (DEC) of the Council for Exceptional ChildrenDivision of Early Childhood (DEC) of the Council for Exceptional Children    

www.dec-sped.org Promotes policies and advances evidence-based practices that 
support families and enhance the optimal development of young children who have 
or are at risk for developmental delays and disabilities. 

 Early Childhood News   Early Childhood News   www.earlychildhoodnews.com 
Presents latest news and ideas about child development, developmentally 
appropriate practices, health and safety, behavior and guidance, and assessment.  

Distributes a FREE newsletter including new articles, events impacting early 
childhood education, developmentally appropriate classroom activities, and arts and 
crafts projects. 

 

Early Childhood Outcomes CenterEarly Childhood Outcomes Center    www.the-ECO-center.org 
Provides leadership in the implementation of high-quality outcome systems for 
early intervention and early childhood special education programs.  Offers a 
framework for addressing key components of an early childhood outcomes 
measurement system, including data collection, quality assurance procedures, data 
analysis, interpretation and use, and professional development.  

 Family Ties of Massachusetts   Family Ties of Massachusetts   http://massfamilyties.org 
Offers information about early intervention  and support for families of children 
with special needs and with chronic illness.  

 Hanen InstituteHanen Institute   www.hanen.org 
Offers strategies for helping children develop language, social and literacy skills.  
The Institute houses books, assessments, videos and other resources on language 
development.   

 Harvard Family Research ProjectHarvard Family Research Project   www.hfrp.org 
Offers information and reports research on effective ways to support family 
involvement in children’s learning and development. 

 National Association for the Education of Young Children   National Association for the Education of Young Children   www.naeyc.org   
Focuses on the quality of educational and developmental services for children from 
birth through age 8.  

 National Child Care Information CenterNational Child Care Information Center  
www.nccic.org/pubs/goodstart/assess-eval1.html 
Provides comprehensive child care information resources. 

 National Clearinghouse for English Language Acquisition (NCELANational Clearinghouse for English Language Acquisition (NCELA))
www.ncela.gwu.edu Offers information about language instruction for English 
language learners and related programs.   
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 National Institute for Early Education Research  www.nieer.org 

Supports early childhood education initiatives by providing research and policy 
analyses. 

 National Early Childhood Technical Assistance Center www.nectac.org  
Presents a comprehensive resource of educational and therapeutic terms and 
resources used in the early intervention and special education fields.  Designed to 
help parents and professionals.   

NN HH SS AA   The National Head Start Association   www.nhsa.org  
Represents more than 1 million children, 200,000 staff and 2,600 Head Start 
programs in the United States. Supports the entire Head Start community by 
advocating for policies that strengthen services to Head Start children and their 
families; Provides extensive training and professional development; and develops 
and disseminates research, information, and resources that enrich Head Start 
program delivery. 

 The National Academies Press www.nap.edu  Guidelines and strategies for 
assessing children with tools that provide useful information for fostering their 
development and learning.    

 The National Early Childhood Technical Assistance Center (NECTAC) The National Early Childhood Technical Assistance Center (NECTAC) 
www.nectac.org  Ensures that children with disabilities (birth through 5 years) and 
their families receive and benefit from high quality, culturally appropriate and 
family-centered supports and services.  

  Snow, C. & Van Hemel, S. (2008) Early Childhood Assessment:  Why, What 
and How.  Washington, D.C.: National Research Council of the National 
Academies.  Offers comprehensive identification of the important outcomes for 
children from birth to age 5 and the quality and purposes of different techniques 
and instruments for developmental assessments. 

NCELANCELA  
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