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Minnesota School Readiness Study: Developmental
Assessment at Kindergarten Entrance - Fall 2007
Research has shown, and continues to show that there is a critical relation-
ship between early childhood experiences, school success, and positive
life-long outcomes. This research has been a focal point for many states 
as they strive to reduce the growing achievement gap between less 
advantaged students and their same-aged peers in their educational system.   

With no systematic process in place to assess children�s school readiness,
the Minnesota Department of Education in 2002 initiated a series of three
yearly studies focused on obtaining a picture of the school readiness of a
representative sample of Minnesota kindergartners as they enter school in
the fall and to evaluate changes in the percentage of children fully pre-
pared for school at kindergarten entrance. The studies were well-received
by the public, and during the 2006 Minnesota state legislative session,
Governor Tim Pawlenty proposed and the legislature appropriated funding
for the study to be continued on an annual basis.  

This report describes findings from the assessment of school readiness
using a random sample of children entering kindergarten in Minnesota in
Fall 2007. The data provides a picture of the readiness levels of entering
kindergarteners for the state across five domains of child development. 
The school readiness information should be used to inform parents; school
teachers and administrators; early childhood education and care teachers,
providers and administrators; policymakers; and the public about how 
prepared children are for kindergarten and how well schools are prepared
for children. 

The results of the study can be used to:

1. Inform teacher instruction.

2. Create community dialogue and promote kindergarten 
transition strategies.

3. Target resources to those children who are at-risk for 
not being fully prepared for kindergarten.

Background

1



Definition of School Readiness

For purposes of the study, school readiness is defined as the skills, knowl-
edge, behaviors and accomplishments that children know and can do as
they enter kindergarten in the following areas of child development: social
and emotional development; approaches to learning; language and literacy
development; creativity and the arts; cognition and general knowledge; and
physical well being and motor development.

Assessing School Readiness

The study is designed to capture a picture of the readiness of Minnesota
children as they enter kindergarten and track readiness trends over time. 
To ensure that results are reliable and can be generalized to the entire pop-
ulation of Minnesota kindergarteners, the study uses a 10 percent random
sample of schools with entering kindergartners. This sample size generates
data from over 6,000 kindergarteners and produces results with a margin 
of error of plus or minus less than one-half of a percentage point (.38) at
the 95 percent confidence level.  

Given the complexities of assessing young children, the study is designed
to ensure the assessment is appropriate, beneficial and useful, and is 
guided by best practices in the field of early childhood.

The study uses a developmentally appropriate observational assessment
that allows children to demonstrate their knowledge and skills in various
ways. The Work Sampling System  (WSS¤ ), a standards-based observa-
tional assessment system designed to provide information about individual
student's learning and progress over time, is used for the 
assessment.  

The assessment is aligned with the Minnesota Early Childhood Indicators
of Progress and the K-12 Academic Standards and assesses all areas of
child development including cognitive, social, emotional, physical and
approaches to learning. These areas of development are represented by the
five domains of the Work Sampling System Checklist — Personal and
Social Development; Language and Literacy; Mathematical Thinking; 
The Arts; and Physical Development. Because children develop and grow
along a continuum with great variability, the goal of the study is to assess a
cohort of children's proficiency within and across these developmental
domains and not establish whether or not children are ready for school
with the use of a composite "ready" or "not ready" score.
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Each domain and developmental indicator within the WSS¤  Developmental
Checklist includes expected behaviors for children at that age or grade
level. For each indicator, teachers used guidelines to rate the child's 
performance as:

o  Proficient — indicating that the child can reliably and consistently 
demonstrate the skill, knowledge, behavior or accomplishment 
represented by the performance indicator.  

o In Process — indicating that the skill, knowledge, behavior 
or accomplishment represented by the indicator are intermittent 
or emergent, and are not demonstrated reliably or consistently.  

 o Not Yet — indicating that the child cannot perform the indicator, 
i.e., the performance indicator represents a skill, knowledge, 
behavior or accomplishment not yet acquired.

2007 Results

A total of 6,493 kindergarteners from 96 randomly selected elementary
schools across the state were included in the Fall 2007 cohort. This reflects
just over 10% of the entering kindergarteners for the 2007-2008 school
year.

The domain rankings by proficiency for the 2007 cohort are consistent
with previous years of the study. Physical Development had the highest
percentage of children assessed "Proficient" on average, followed in order
by The Arts; Personal and Social Development; Language and Literacy,
and Mathematical Thinking. 
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Students were most proficient in the Physical Development domain, with
65 percent of students on average rated as "Proficient."  After Physical
Development, children were most proficient on average in the domain of
The Arts (53 %), followed closely by Personal and Social Development
(52%). Mathematical Thinking and Language and Literacy were the two
domains for which students on average were the least proficient with 50
percent of students rated as "Proficient."�These results continue trends
from previous years.

The Arts was the domain in which the highest percentage of children were
rated "In Process" on average (42%). This was followed by Mathematical
Thinking (41%), Language and Literacy and Personal and Social
Development (40%), and Physical Development (33%).

In addition, more students were rated "Not Yet" on average in the domains
of Language and Literacy (10%) and Mathematical Thinking (9%) than
any other domain. Historically, these two domains have consistently been
the domains in which students have been rated the least proficient. This
year�s results also demonstrated that on average 8 percent of students were
rated as "Not Yet" in Personal and Social and 5 percent in The Arts. In
Physical Development students were rated "Not Yet," on average the least,
at 3 percent.

Demographics and Domain Results

The analysis of the data included examining how a particular child or 
family characteristic may affect children's ratings while controlling for the
effects of other demographic variables with which it may be confounded
(e.g., a child from a family with a lower household income is more likely
to have a parent with a lower education level). The result of "Not Yet" vs.
"In Process" or "Proficient" for each domain was analyzed with respect to
the demographic characteristics of gender, parent education level, house-
hold income, primary home language and race and ethnicity collected from
parent surveys. 

Household Income Measured by Poverty Guidelines 

In order to have a more precise measure of the financial resources avail-
able in the home, the parent survey used in this year�s study modified the
original  household income question from previous years in order to index
household income to the federal poverty guidelines (FPG). This indexed
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variable is referred to as household income in this brief. The data on the
relationship between WSS results and household income showed that, even
after controlling for all other demographics, higher household income
increased the likelihood of a rating of "In Process" or "Proficient" in all
five domains. For example, the odds were slightly more than three times as
great that a student whose household income was in the 250 percent FPG
and above category would be rated "In Process" or "Proficient" as 
compared to a student whose household income was in the 0-100 percent
FPG in Mathematical Thinking.

Parent Education Level

Results were mixed for the impact of the parent education level on the
child's proficiency rating. According to this year�s results, after controlling
for all other demographics, higher parent education level was associated
with increased proficiency in Language and Literacy, but not in Personal
and Social Development, Mathematical Thinking, The Arts or Physical
Development. This is a result to continue to examine in future years. 

Primary Home Language

Speaking English most frequently at home was statistically related to
Language and Literacy and Mathematical Thinking when the overlap
between primary home language, parent education level, race and ethnicity
and household income were considered jointly. Speaking English as the
primary home language was associated with nearly three times the odds 
of being rated "In Process" or "Proficient" in Language and Literacy and
Mathematical Thinking. Speaking English primarily at home was not 
statistically related to Physical Development, The Arts or Personal and
Social Development after controlling for other demographic variables.

Race and Ethnicity

As in past studies, the logistic regression performed on the 2007 cohort
indicated that race and ethnicity was not statistically related to a result of
"In Process" or "Proficient" at the domain level when the overlap among
race and ethnicity, parent education level, primary home language and
household income were considered jointly. 
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Results by Strata

This year the results of the cohort were also analyzed by strata. Schools
were divided into strata based on size and location of the resident district.
The first group consisted of the two largest school districts, Minneapolis
and St. Paul.  The second group was comprised of the seven-county metro
area excluding Minneapolis and St. Paul. The third group was for school
districts outside of the metropolitan area with enrollments of 2,000 
students or greater. The fourth, fifth and sixth groups included school 
districts outside of the metropolitan area with enrollments between 
1,000 to 1,999; 500 to 999; and 0 to 499 respectively.

Across these groups the percentage of students rated as "Not Yet" on 
average varied by one percentage point in the domains of Physical
Development and The Arts, and by four percentage points in Personal 
and Social Development. In the domains of Language and Literacy and
Mathematical Thinking there was a slightly greater variation in the 
percentage of students rated as "Not Yet" on average in each group. For
each of these domains, groups two through six, referenced above, varied
from 8 percent to 10 percent in Language and Literacy and from 7 percent
to 9 percent in Mathematical Thinking, whereas in group one 15 percent of
students were rated as "Not Yet" on average in each Language and
Literacy and Mathematical Thinking.  

These findings for group one would be anticipated because, based on the
parent survey data, these students were more likely to live in households
with incomes equal to or less than 185 percent FPG (57% vs. 34% of
entire sample), have parents with a high school degree or less (41% vs.
26% of entire sample), and more likely to not speak English as their 
primary home language (28% vs. 9% of entire sample). Future work in this
area would help determine how the results of the students in group one
compare to the results of students with similar demographics from other
groups.
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Conclusions

The 2007 study again confirms that children enter kindergarten with a
range of skills, knowledge, behaviors and accomplishments. 

1. In all of the developmental domains assessed, a certain 
percentage of children entering kindergarten did not yet 
show the indicators of focus. 

2. Household income is related to readiness level. The results 
by household income are consistent with national research 
showing the impact of poverty on children's school readiness 
and school success. Future studies will continue to examine 
the degree of impact of parent education level on child outcomes.

3. The total percentage of students rated on average as "Not Yet" 
in each of the five developmental domains has remained consistent 
throughout the five years of the study.    

4. Schools with a higher percentage of entering kindergarteners 
with disadvantaged backgrounds may tend to have fewer children 
fully prepared for kindergarten at the beginning of the school year.

5. Using performance-based assessments such as the Work 
Sampling System ¤ is appropriate when working with 
elementary school principals and kindergarten teachers to 
assess children's readiness as they enter kindergarten.
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Recommendations

1. Continue to support parents in their role as children's first 
teachers. Teachers should communicate assessment data 
throughout the school year when discussing children's progress 
with parents.

2. Focus on improving children's early language and literacy and 
mathematical skills, but not to the neglect of their personal and 
social skills and development. Providing compensatory services 
in the area of literacy and mathematical thinking accelerates 
learning for young children at-risk.

3. Target intervention strategies to children not yet demonstrating 
proficiency in at least one developmental domain. 

4. Continue to work toward improving the quality of early childhood 
education and care programs in Minnesota by emphasizing the 
importance of the teacher-child interactions and content-driven 
curriculum and instruction. The most successful prekindergarten 
programs provide instructional content through programming that 
is sufficient in length and intensity to address learning needs.

5. Promote use of school readiness information as school district 
and community leaders work together to identify best practices 
and support children's transition to kindergarten. 

6. Consider implications for adult education and family literacy 
programs and programs geared toward increasing job skills and 
consequent family income level. 
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