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North Carolina has defined
school readiness as

(a) the condition of children as they enter school, based on five
areas of development and learning: health and physical
development, social and emotional development, approaches
toward learning, language development and communication,
and cognition and general knowledge; and

(b) the capacity of schools to educate all children who come to
kindergarten, regardless of their condition. Kindergarten
teachers, classrooms, and principals are important in

determining schools’ readiness for children.
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CHOOL READINESS is a popular topic nationally and
within North Carolina. Legislators, policy makers, and
educators who face increasing pressures for accountability
have called for the assessment of children as they enter
school. They want to know,“Are we getting children ready
for school?”"This question is deceptively simple and requires a complex
answer. It also leaves out an important second question about school
readiness:“"How well are schools prepared to meet the needs of children
as they enter school?”"This report provides information about two pieces
of the school readiness puzzle: children and schools.

The Executive Summary presents key findings from the Fall 2000 North
Carolina School Readiness Assessment (NC SRA). The Fall 2000 NC SRA gath-
ered information about school readiness from a statewide representative
sample of 1034 kindergartners and 189 public schools.The purpose of the
assessment was to take a“snapshot” of school readiness at the state level.



Condition of Children

This section briefly summarizes findings for each of the five areas of
children’s development and learning that are important components of
school readiness. Differences between children at risk and not at risk for
school failure are also highlighted. For this report, risk was determined by
family income.

Health & Physical Development. North Carolina
kindergartners varied in their parent-reported health
status and motor skills. On average, kindergartners
were in very good health and demonstrated age-
appropriate motor skills. The health of children from
lower-income families was significantly worse than
the health of children from higher-income families.
Children from lower-income families also had signifi-
cantly lower motor skills than children from higher-
income families.

Social Development. North Carolina kindergartners
demonstrated a wide range of social skills.In general,
the social skills of NC kindergartners were about as
well developed as those of kindergartners nationally.
Children from lower-income families in North
Carolina had significantly lower social skills and
more problem behaviors than children from higher-
income families.

Approaches Toward Learning. Overall, North Caro-
lina kindergartners were similar to their peers
nationally in demonstrating positive approaches
toward learning (e.g., eagerness to learn and creativ-
ity). Children from lower-income families were rated
by their parents as demonstrating these positive
characteristics significantly less often than children
from higher-income families.



Language Development &
Communication. On average,
North Carolina kindergartners’
language and communication skills
were lower than the national
average.More NC kindergartners
scored very low on language
measures than would be expected
based on national norms.The
language and communication skills
of children from lower-income
families were significantly lower
than those of children from higher-
income families.

General Knowledge & Math
Development. North Carolina
kindergartners generally knew the
names of basic colors. Children
varied widely in their math skills
when they entered school.On
average, North Carolina kinder-
gartners’ math skills were below
the national average. More NC
kindergartners scored very low on
math measures than would be
expected based on national norms.
Kindergartners from lower-income
families had significantly lower
math skills than children from
higher-income families.

What did the data

te” us about
North Carolina’s
kinclergar‘mers?

1. Children entered kindergarten

with a wide range of skills.

2. Asagroup, North Carolina
kindergartners’ skills in the five
areas of development and
learning were about the same as
or lower than kindergartners

nationally.

3. North Carolina kindergartners
from lower-income families
entered school at a significant
disadvantage. Children from
lower-income families had much
lower skills in each of the five
areas of development and
learning at the beginning of
school than children from

higher-income families.



Ca acitg of Schools

Highlights of the findings regarding the capacity of schools to educate all
kindergartners effectively are presented here, organized into four sections:
teachers, classrooms, principals, and schools. Comparisons are made
between schools serving a high proportion and low proportion of
kindergartners from lower-income families.

Teachers. North Carolina kindergarten teachers had
about as much teaching experience as their peers
nationally. However, far fewer NC teachers had a
Master’s degree or higher.Whereas almost all kinder-
garten teachers in North Carolina were teaching
within their area of license, only a small percentage
had a license that required extensive early childhood
development training. Compared to teachers nation-
ally, NC teachers were doing a better job helping
children and families make the transition into school.
Kindergarten teacher education and licensure did not
differ for low-poverty and high-poverty schools.

Classrooms. North Carolina’s average kindergarten
class size of 21 was similar to classrooms nation-
wide, with classrooms in high-poverty schools
significantly smaller than those in low-poverty
schools (20 vs. 22). However, the average NC kinder-
garten class size was larger than the class size of 18
set as a goal by the U.S. Department of Education.’
Kindergartners engaged in a variety of learning
activities each week and, in general, had access to
adequate materials in their classroom learning
centers.The quantity and quality of learning center
materials were the same or worse in high-poverty
schools compared to low-poverty schools.



Principals. North Carolina princi-
pals had at least a Master’s degree,
and many had taken additional
coursework. More NC principals
had education beyond a Master’s
degree than their peers nationally.
Although almost all principals had
spent some time teaching, few
had actually taught kindergarten.
About half the principals had not
received much early childhood
education training recently. Princi-
pal education and early childhood
training did not differ for high-
poverty and low-poverty schools.

Schools. Schools varied in the types

of services provided to kindergartners.

In general, kindergartners from

both high-poverty and low-poverty

schools had the same type of
professional services available to
them. High-poverty schools were
more likely to provide on-site
prekindergarten programs for
4-year-olds at risk for later school
difficulties, possibly because they
had access to federal Title | funds
to support these services.

What did the data

te” us about
North Carolina’s
schools?

1. Ingeneral, North Carolina
schools were similar to
schools nationally on most
aspects of their capacity
to meet the needs of

kindergartners.

2. The capacity of high-
poverty schools was
generally the same
as the capacity of low-
poverty schools, but may
not be good enough to
meet the needs of
kindergartners at risk

for school failure.



Recommendations

The findings from the Fall 2000 NC SRA suggest that we still have work
to do to ensure that each child enters school ready to succeed and that
schools have the capacity to educate all kindergartners. Some recom-
mendations are provided below.

[ Prioritize high quality services for children birth
through five who are at risk for school failure. To
reduce the gap in skills between children at risk and
those not at risk for school failure, North Carolina
must provide high quality services and supports to
these children and their families each year of their
lives before they enter school. Many states, for ex-
ample, are starting new prekindergarten programs
for 4-year-olds at risk for school failure.These pre-
kindergarten programs are designed as high quality
educational programs to improve children’s school
readiness skills.The Fall 2000 NC SRA data certainly
suggest the need for efforts, like prekindergarten, to
strengthen children’s skills. However, preparing
children for school starts at birth—not just the year
before they come to school.We need to provide
services and supports for young children at risk and
their families each year from birth through age five.

] Continue to improve the quality of all early care
and education programs in North Carolina.
About half of NC children were in some type of
center-based early care and education program the
year before kindergarten, and many were likely in
these programs for more than one year.We know
that children’s development and learning is posi-
tively affected if these programs are of high quality.?
Smart Start efforts have improved the quality of care
and have been shown to be related to school
readiness.® The Fall 2000 NC SRA data suggest that
all children, not just those at risk for school failure,
could benefit from high quality early care and
education efforts. North Carolina should continue to
improve its early care and education system in order
to strengthen the skills of entering kindergartners.



] Provide extra resources and supports for
children at risk when they enter school. North
Carolina must continue to provide high quality
services for children at risk when they enter and as
they move through the public school system.Without
extra help, these children will likely fall even further
behind their peers from higher-income families.

[] Continue to improve the capacity of North
Carolina public schools to educate all
kindergartners. Being at or above the national
average on key school characteristics still leaves
much room for improvement in meeting the needs
of all children when they come to kindergarten.For
example, the average NC kindergarten class size was
higher than the class size of 18 set as a goal by the
U.S. Department of Education.* Compared to kinder-
garten teachers nationally, fewer NC kindergarten
teachers had Master’s degrees.The racial and ethnic
composition of kindergarten teachers should more
closely reflect the racial and ethnic composition of
their students. Finally, we could do more to support
the successful transition of children and families as
they move into the public school system.

[l Support families in their roles as parents and
children’s first teachers. Families are critical to their
child’s success and should have access to informa-
tion and support in their important roles.We should,
for instance, provide information to families about
developmentally appropriate ways to extend their
child’s learning during everyday routines. Early
childhood programs and public schools should work
to build strong positive relationships with families
and provide the support families request.



[1 Focus on improving children’s early language
and math skills. The Fall 2000 data suggest that
North Carolina kindergartners’ language and math
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skills were
lower than
average.

To improve
children’s skills
in these areas,
we must
provide
appropriate
early learning
opportunities
for children
before they
enter public
school.These
efforts must

continue when children enter the public school
system. The challenge for families and teachers
(both early childhood and public school teachers)

is to promote children’s learning in ways that are
appropriate for their ages and developmental levels.

[] Support children’s development and learning in
each of the five areas. Although it is important to
pay close attention to language and math develop-
ment, we must not ignore the other areas—health
and physical development, social development, and
approaches toward learning. Each of the five areas is
important, and children’s development in one area is
affected by their development in another. Families,
early childhood programs, and public schools need
to support children’s development in all five areas.
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