
The Case for Kindergarten Tests
Starting NAEP in 4th grade is much too late

By MICHAEL J. PETRILLI
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W
AY BACK IN THE LATE 1960S, when fed-
eral officials and eminent psychologists were 
first designing the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress, they probably never 

contemplated testing students younger than nine. After all, the 
technology for mass testing at the time—bubble sheets and No. 
2 pencils—only worked if students could read the instructions 
and the questions, hold a pencil, and fill in their answers. Yes, 
there have been early-childhood 
assessments available for decades, 
instruments like the Peabody 
Picture Vocabulary Test, but they 
require teachers to sit down one-
on-one with students while stu-
dents sound out words, identify 
numbers, and demonstrate other 
skills in person. Using those sorts 
of tests for a nationally represen-
tative examination system would 
have been logistically complex, 
prohibitively expensive, and 
politically untenable. 

Furthermore, in those days, 
most young children were not 
enrolled in school. Public educa-
tion didn’t start until 1st grade in 
most places. It wasn’t until the 
1970s, when most U.S. states 
offered grants to help school 
districts start kindergarten programs, that attending school 
at age five became commonplace (see “What Happened When 
Kindergarten Went Universal?”, research, Spring 2010). And 
while preschools existed, only 28 percent of four-year-olds 
attended them, and their focus was almost entirely on explo-
ration, socialization, and play. With school not starting in 
earnest until age six or so, testing at age nine made sense. 

But how times have changed. Forty-one states now require 
districts to offer kindergarten, and half of them mandate that 
students attend. Nationwide, 85 percent of five-year-olds are 
enrolled in pre-K or kindergarten, with 77 percent in full-day 
programs. Furthermore, the vast majority of America’s four-
year-olds are in some kind of formal preschool program—68 
percent, at last count. While there is still vigorous debate about 
what children should be doing in preschool, there is also a 
broadly shared expectation that students spend at least part 
of their time learning pre-literacy and pre-numeracy skills, so 
they can hit the ground running in kindergarten. 

The other big change, of course, is technology. The choice is 

no longer between cheap bubble tests and expensive, one-to-
one batteries. Modern assessments, given over Chromebooks, 
iPads, and other devices, can accurately assess student skills 
and understanding even before students can decode words on 
a page. Questions can be read aloud and speech-recognition 
software can record students’ verbal responses, which artificial 
intelligence can comprehend. Animated graphics and engag-
ing videos can make the whole experience feel more like a 

game than a test.
This is why commercial test 

providers Curriculum Associates 
and NWEA have done what the 
NAEP designers may not have 
considered: created standardized 
tests for students as young as five. 
Banish from your head images of 
kindergarteners filling in bubble 
sheets. Instead, imagine kids play-
ing an interactive game, much as 
they would on an educational app 
or website, during short testing 
sessions with plenty of “brain 
breaks.” The i-Ready and MAP 
Growth fall kindergarten assess-
ments may look like games, but 
they also work to gather data that 
thousands of school districts use 
to identify student needs, spot 
trends, and target instruction.

Now that almost all NAEP exams are given on devices, too, 
there’s little reason to think that officials couldn’t design and 
offer a kindergarten exam as well.

Assessing Early Elementary
The rationale for testing academic skills in the early elemen-

tary grades is powerful. Consider the federal law behind NAEP, 
which defines its purpose as “to provide, in a timely manner, a 
fair and accurate measurement of student academic achieve-
ment and reporting of trends in such achievement in reading, 
mathematics, and other subject matter.” In its current form, 
NAEP leaves an enormous gap in our knowledge about what’s 
going on in schools. Most kids in this country are starting their 
education at age three or four, yet we don’t test them until age 
nine or until the 4th grade (using either the Long-Term Trend 
Assessment administered every four years or the newer “main 
NAEP” tests given every other year). That’s a long time for 
policymakers and researchers to be left in the dark about what’s 
going on and what students may or may not be learning.
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Before taking the i-Ready Assessment, kindergarteners  
practice clicking on their answer choice (in this case,  
responding to “what do you use to see?”) and learn to push 
the speaker button to hear a question repeated out loud.



W h a t  N e x t

EDUCATIONNEXT.ORG                                                                         S p r i n g  2 0 2 2   E D U CAT I O N  N EXT    7 7

Grades K–3 are arguably the most critical years of a child’s 
education, given what we know about the importance of early-
childhood development and early elementary-school experi-
ences. This is when children are building the foundational skills 
they’ll need in the years ahead. One report found that kids who 
don’t read on grade level by 3rd grade are four times more likely 
to drop out of high school later on. Why 
do we wait until after the most important 
instructional and developmental years to 
find out how students are faring?

Gaining access to valid and reliable 
kindergarten data would give us a much 
better chance at solving some of the 
mysteries that have stumped the field in 
recent years, especially about the trends 
we’ve seen in past decades. Those trends show big gains on 
NAEP for most students from the late 1990s until about 2010 
or so, followed by a plateau and then a more recent, pre-
pandemic decline in the achievement of the lowest-scoring 
students. Since we only have scores from the 4th, 8th, and 
12th grades, most of the conversation naturally focuses on 
what might be happening in schools that accounts for the 
trends. But if we had kindergarten data, we might learn that 
it’s what’s happening before kids ever get to elementary school 
that is responsible for what we are seeing. What if kindergarten 

readiness has changed over time, and that’s what’s causing the 
ups and downs in pupil achievement? We might also gain 
valuable information about the foundational instruction 
that young students are receiving in kindergarten from the 
teacher surveys that go along with the tests. These surveys  
can tell us, for example, what young students are learning, 

which instructional materials schools are 
using, and whether teaching methods are 
well aligned with the science of reading.

Even the test scores alone would be a 
huge contribution to our understanding. 
To get a glimpse of what we might see, 
consider a recent study by a quartet of 
scholars (see Figure 1). Using NWEA’s fall 
kindergarten MAP Growth assessment 

results from thousands of schools, weighted to represent the 
national population, they found a similar pattern to the one we 
see in NAEP data for older children: from 2010 to 2014, scores 
were mostly flat, followed by a significant decline through 2017 
(when their time series ended).

This is intriguing but also frustrating, since we don’t have 
data from before 2010—NWEA wasn’t testing enough kinder-
gartners back then—or for more recent years. But it indicates 
that whatever was driving down scores for older students, 
starting in the mid-2010s, might also have been reducing 
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Kindergarten Trends Mimic Achievement for Older Students (Figure 1)

A study of kindergarten assessments found trends in achievement from 2010-2017 were similar to  
NAEP scores, suggesting that whatever was driving down scores in older students may also have  
affected kindergarten readiness.

SOURCE: Kuhfeld, M. et al. (2020). “Trends in Children’s Academic Skills at School Entry: 2010 to 2017” and the National Center for Education Statistics.

Most kids in this  
country are starting their  

education at age three 
or four, yet we don’t test 
them until the 4th grade. 
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kindergarten readiness. And it also indicates how much more 
we could gain from the current NAEP administration with 
kindergarten data. Testing students in kindergarten could also 
give the public and policymakers a better understanding of how 
much students are learning in grades K–4, by establishing a 
baseline against which growth can be measured. 

A Worthy Challenge
To be sure, the wizards who oversee the NAEP would have 

to figure out a number of technical and design challenges. For 
example, should the test focus on kindergarten readiness, and 
therefore be given in the fall? Or should officials focus on a 
spring assessment, to align with tests for the 4th, 8th, and 12th 
grades? How will they make sure that all test takers have access to 
similar devices and connectivity, so the testing conditions are the 
same from school to school? What if some kindergarteners are 
more familiar with technology than others? And when it comes 
to literacy, should the assessment focus solely on fluency, or the 
skill of sounding out words and making sense of them, or should 
it also focus on comprehension, even if students aren’t actually 
reading yet themselves? How will NAEP’s sampling work given 
that kindergarten, while ubiquitous, is not universal? 

Even with modern technologies, kindergarten assessments 

aren’t quite as valid and reliable as those for older students. 
At least that’s the case for i-Ready Assessment and MAP 
Growth, partly because their vertical scales start at grade 
K and there’s always more statistical noise at the bottom 
and the top of such scales. Officials would need to figure 
out how to make a kindergarten NAEP as trustworthy as its 
other assessments.

And then there are the financial and political headwinds. 
As it stands, NAEP doesn’t have enough money to implement 
all of the assessments officials would like to give. So if we were 
to add kindergarten testing, Congress would either have to 
provide more money, or tests in other subject areas or grade 
levels would need to be cut. 

None of these challenges should be insurmountable. If NAEP 
were being designed today from scratch, it’s hard to imagine that 
kindergarten assessments would not be included in the package. 
We’ve been operating in the dark around early childhood long 
enough. It’s time to turn on the lights. 

Michael J. Petrilli is president of the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, 
research fellow at Stanford University’s Hoover Institution, co-
editor of How to Educate an American, and executive editor 
of Education Next.
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at states where we feel that, over a three- to five-year period, 
we can change the legislative composition to be favorable to 
choice and where we can help elect a governor who is receptive 
to signing such legislation.

In 2020 we backed 390 state legislators and won 337 of 
those seats, concentrated in 13 states. And what resulted 
in 2021 was the passage of legislation funding 150,000 new 
private-school seats, at about $6,000 dollars apiece—almost 
$900 million of government money. And, as you mentioned, 
there were also increases in homeschooling and in charter 
enrollment. This shift is having a big political influence too, 
in how people vote once they see how their children are 
benefiting from these programs.

What do you see as the main driver here? 
I think it’s the culmination of a lot of frustration that parents 

have had over the years—and particularly the kind of parents 
we try to help, low-income parents, and this is changing how 
they are voting.

Governor Doug Ducey from Arizona told me he got 44 
percent of the Hispanic vote the last time he ran. He said, 
“That’s only because of this issue of school choice. That’s the 
only reason I got that kind of percentage.” And when Ron 
DeSantis’s opponent, Tallahassee mayor Andrew Gillum, said, 
“We’re going to end the school-choice programs in Florida,” 
DeSantis ended up getting 18 percent of the Black female 

vote in the gubernatorial election. That was 70,000 votes, and 
he won by 30,000 votes. So this is changing outcomes, with 
people who are simply tired of seeing what’s happening to their 
children, who are subject to sending their kids to schools that 
none of us would ever let our kids go to.

Are political leaders talking to one another from state 
to state? Is this what’s moving the conversation? 

Yes, I think school choice is finally gaining traction in a 
way we’ve never seen before. And in this next election cycle, 
the federation will have 550 different state legislative races to 
invest in if we are able to raise the funds to do so. Governors 
understand the implications of school choice, and politicians 
of color are understanding it is good for their constituents. So 
we don’t view this as a Republican issue or a Democratic issue. 
About 20 percent of the money we give to candidates every year 
goes to Democrats. We’d like it to be a lot higher than that.

And I think that, with what happened in the wake of George 
Floyd’s murder and the riots in the summer of 2020, you cannot 
have a real conversation about systemic racism if you do not talk 
about K–12 and the outcomes for these kids. It is what’s holding 
back students of color in this country. It’s an inconvenient truth. 
If we do not talk about this, I don’t think we will be able to make 
substantial progress moving forward.

This is an edited excerpt from an Education Exchange podcast, 
which can be heard at educationnext.org. 

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 80

S c h o o l  L i f e


