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Abstract

During the last few years in the state of California, due to fall out from the SBA reform movement and as an outgrowth of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, there has been an increased push within the early childhood field to maximize preschool readiness skill development. This increased push is in anticipation of a child’s future transition into kindergarten. This study proposes to clarify what is most important for preschool teachers to emphasize in their kindergarten readiness curriculum by researching literature and seeking out information from public school kindergarten teachers. From interviews and surveys taken of 57 kindergarten teachers, it was found that social skills were a more important indicator in determining school readiness than were academic skills.

Introduction

General Statement 


Having academic and social skills are important when starting school, but which skill is needed more to actually be ready for school?  In today’s curriculum in early education there are many standards and goals that are required for school children to know. In order to teach the curriculum, children have to be ready to learn; we studied and reviewed scholarly journals to see what might be needed for children to be ready for school. 

We also surveyed kindergarten teachers and asked what they thought is important for children to know before entering the school site. Questions on the survey dealt with academic readiness and social readiness. Also on the survey there were open-ended questions regarding what the kindergarten teachers specifically thought of what children ready for kindergarten looks like and a child not ready for kindergarten looks like. We will compare our data with prior research on the importance of school readiness and the major areas of concern for example social competence over academics and relate that information with the observations and interviews.  

Literature Review

School Readiness for Young Children and the Importance of 

 Academic and Socio-Emotional Skills


Every year children across America enter kindergarten for the first time. For many, if not most, this represents the beginning of their formal education and schooling. Even though a universal definition of school readiness does not exist, until recently there has been fairly widespread agreement about the necessary foundations for helping young children to make a smooth transition into kindergarten and to experience early school success (Wesley & Buysse, 2003).  Recent interest in the topic has taken on increased significance as practitioners and policymakers across the country have recognized the importance of specifying the knowledge, skills and characteristics children should learn/develop during their preschool years (Scott-Little, Kagan, & Frelow, 2006).  

School Readiness


The challenge of conceptualizing and articulating the notion of readiness is not new and is a complex and multi-faceted issue. For almost a century, the field of early education has addressed questions related to how readiness is conceptualized and what factors contribute to a child’s readiness for formal schooling (Scott-Little et al., 2006).  Readiness is nearly always defined in terms of children’s skills or characteristics such as chronological age (La Paro & Pianta, 2000). Essential school readiness qualities include good physical and mental health, effective communication skills, and an enthusiastic and curious approach to learning (Wesley et al., 2003). 

Gredler’s study (as cited in Scott-Little et al., 2006), found the conceptualization of school readiness, as something that exists within the child, focuses on readiness as a determined set of skills and knowledge that are prerequisites for later success in school.  Scott-Little also found an important issue within this conceptualization of readiness is the need to fully define the important skills and knowledge and to determine how to know when or if children possess the defined skills and knowledge. Typically parents and teachers define readiness differently, parents define readiness in terms of academic skills such as knowing the alphabet and counting to 20 or more, where as teachers have generally defined readiness in terms of conduct and the ability to follow directions. Teachers also define readiness as children being physically healthy, rested, and well nourished (La Paro et al., 2000). 

A study by the National Education Goals Panel (as cited by Wesley et al., 2003), reported that National attention was focused on school readiness in 1991 through the establishment of six National Education Goals with the first one being “All children in America will start school ready to learn.” In the years that followed, various Goal One Work groups conducted meetings to clarify the meaning of the so-called readiness goal. These efforts resulted in the identification of the following dimensions of school readiness, which have become widely accepted in the early childhood field; physical and motor development, social and emotional development, approaches toward learning (i.e., creativity, initiative, attitudes toward learning, task mastery), language, cognition, and general knowledge (Wesley et al., 2003). These dimensions are essential for preparing children for social and academic success as they transition from early childhood settings to formal schooling. 

A study by Dorn (as cited by Wesley et al., 2003), point out the school readiness landscape has begun to change against a backdrop of national policies that emphasize the importance of literacy and children’s preparation to read as a key goal during pre-kindergarten and kindergarten. These policies follow a decade-long national quest for school accountability through which standards, assessments, and consequences have been used to elevate academic performance. Early childhood advocates are concerned the shift towards the foundational approaches to learning and social-emotional competencies will be de-emphasized in early childhood curriculum, resulting in placing children at greater risk for poor school adjustment (Fantuzzo, Bulotsky-Shearer, McDermott, McWayne, Frye, & Perlman, 2007).

Early Learning Standards

Along with new state and federal policies, the findings regarding preparation for school entry have influenced the long-standing beliefs and expectations about school readiness and the nature of kindergarten education. Even before the No Child Left Behind policies and legislation were enacted, there were indications that kindergarten programs in the United States were changing (Wesley et al., 2003).  After decades of debate, the concept of children’s readiness for school is, in essence, being defined by states through the early learning standards they have developed. The readiness concept that theorists, researchers and early education professionals have lingered over for nearly a century is being operationalized in the policy arena.  As states develop early learning standards they are, in effect, defining the skills and knowledge viewed as important for later success in school. Thus, the question at hand is whether the emerging conceptualization of school readiness reflected in early leaning standards is consistent with current views of readiness and what we know about children’s early learning and development through research and theory (Scott-Little et al., 2006). 


In order to comply with the No Child Left Behind regulations, states adopted learning standards to guide the content taught in public schools. In many states, the learning standards for kindergarten age children are content driven and do not address social and behavioral learning or the specific social and emotional skills children need to master the academic expectations of school. These areas, not present in the standards guiding K-12 teaching, address the need for children to develop skills in the following: self-control, self-concept, social competence, initiative and curiosity, and persistence and reflection. These skills are considered, in part, essential building blocks for future school success (Logue, 2007). 

Recent early childhood learning standards integrate expectations for social and academic learning. Data suggest that not all states have consistently reflected early childhood research and theory in the development of content of their early learning standards. Professionals suspect that the standards they were asked to uphold were not grounded in research, but were generated from legislators and bureaucrats who lacked expertise in early childhood education (Wesley et al., 2003). As a result, early learning standards that emphasized one or two domains of children’s learning at the expense of other domains do not reflect knowledge gained from decades of research on children’s development and learning. As a consequence, many early learning standards developed by states are decidedly slanted toward the language and cognition domains (Scott-Little et al., 2006). 

Academic Readiness


According to Magnuson, Ruhm, and Waldfogel, (2006), increased state and federal support for early education programs suggest a growing commitment to investing in school readiness and proponents of such investments argue that higher levels of academic and social skills at school entry translate into long-term benefits for children. Federal and state policies that emphasize children’s academic readiness stem in part, from research suggesting that many children enter kindergarten ill-prepared (Wesley et al., 2003). Further research from Magnuson et al., found the lack of academic skills, are identified by teachers as one of the most common obstacles children face when they enter school. In contrast, Wesley et al., (2003) found qualities of academic readiness such as recognizing the alphabet, counting, and knowing basic concepts have traditionally been viewed as less critical than those associated with being healthy and well-adjusted. However, research conducted by Palermo et al., (2007) found that academic readiness for kindergarten – namely the ability to perform basic academic tasks, such as counting, recognizing letters, and communicating effectively – is an important precursor of school adjustment in the primary years.  

Skills related to social competence such as assertiveness, leadership, and independence have been associated with the social/behavioral aspects of development and linked to a range of definitions of school success (La Paro et al., 2000). Preschool approaches to learning, including competence motivation, attention persistence, and attitude towards learning, also positively relate to early academic outcomes (Fantuzzo et al., 2007). Findings from Bierman, Torres, Domitrovich, Welsh, and Gest (2008), have stressed the importance of supporting social-emotional development and positive socialization to school during the preschool years to assure that children are ready for the behavioral demands of school.   

States that have chosen to emphasize academic content without paying attention to social-emotional development may be ignoring a specific set of skills and abilities that are particularly important of later school success as they have operationalized their concept of school readiness (Scott-Little et al., 2006). Parents and professionals conveyed a sense of urgency about expanding the conceptualization of school readiness to include children’s emotional and social development (Wesley et al., 2003). A child who can pay attention, inhibit impulsive behavior, and relate appropriately to adults and peers may be able to take advantage of the learning opportunities in the classroom, thus more easily mastering reading and math concepts taught in elementary school (Duncan, Claessens, Huston, Pagani, Engel, Sexton, Dowsett, Magnuson, Klebanov, Feinstein, Brooks-Gunn, Duckworth, & Japel, 2007). The relationship between academic success and social competence is not a simple one. Research conducted by Logue (2007), suggest that there is a reciprocal relationship between social and academic mastery. 

Social and Emotional Readiness


Although experts in the early childhood education field recognize the importance of literacy and learning to read as well as the positive relationship between acquiring these skills and the prevention of early school failure; numerous publications reiterate the important contributions of social and emotional development to school readiness and reflect an uneasiness with policies that have placed too much emphasis on cognitive development and the importance of learning to read at an early age (Wesley et al., 2003). Classroom climates that emphasize social and emotional development and have positive interactions between children, teachers, and peers, along with discipline and management strategies, provide supports to children that facilitate learning and social development (Howes, Burchinal, Pianta, Bryant, Early, Clifford, & Barbarin, 2008). In addition, children’s development of self-regulatory behaviors, self-understandings, a sense of security and social relationships with peers and adults during the preschool years have also been associated with later school success (Scott-Little et al., 2006).


Key social-emotional skills that children need as they enter school have been described by researchers and practitioners to include self-confidence, the capacity to develop positive relationships with peers and adults, concentration and persistence on challenging tasks, an ability to effectively communicate emotions, an ability to listen to instructions and be attentive, and develop skills in solving social problems (Hemmeter, Ostrosky, & Fox, 2006). Smith, Edmonds and Naylor’s study (as cited by La Paro et al., 2000), suggest the development of social-emotional skills are important indicators of general adjustment in the school environment and, in some discussions, are viewed as indicators of school success equal in importance to skills in the academic/cognitive domain. According to research by Logue (2007), children do better when they have the social skills and behavior that enable them to develop meaningful relationships with adults and peers. Logue also finds that social learning is acquired developmentally and happens in the context of relationships when children feel safe and valued as individuals. 


According to research by Palermo et al., (2007), the development of a strong teacher-child relationship is critical in promoting positive school experiences as well as maximizing the quality of the preschool classroom environment. The teacher-child relationship has been associated in a positive manner towards children’s long-term school adjustment. Palermo et al., also found that preschoolers who develop successful relationships with both teachers and peers enjoy school more and become more motivated towards engaging in learning activities. When a strong relationship is developed between the teacher and child a secure foundation for emotional development is established that also provides opportunities for children to learn important social skills and develop self-confidence, self-esteem, and other emotional competencies (Hemmeter et al, 2006) 

As children maintain positive interactions with teachers and peers they become exposed to rich language and social exchanges that promote cognitive development and foster social problem-solving skills (Bierman et al., 2008). For example, interactions involving teachers and peers promote opportunities to learn to share objects and attention, to wait for a turn, to resolve conflicts with adult assistance, as well as participate in group activities, and adjust to different routines and new sets of rules (Logue, 2007). Logue also found that children’s interactions contribute towards their ability to control their impulses, use language rather than aggression to express frustration, and attend for increasingly longer periods of time through physical proximity, patience, and verbal feedback. According to Palermo et al., (2007), a close teacher-child relationship would likely enhance the quality of a child’s experiences in preschool by increasing individual attention and providing a more optimal learning environment. In turn, these factors are likely to elicit greater learning and classroom participation and engagement in school-related tasks, which, ultimately, are likely to maximize preschoolers’ school readiness.

Socio-emotional skills and behaviors may appear to affect both individual learning and classroom dynamics. Good peer and teacher-student relationships may be particularly important to understanding children’s subsequent behavioral adjustment, which may also contribute to the social dimensions of classroom interactions (Magnuson et al., 2007). In addition, child-teacher conflict and social exclusion may be attributed to inadequate interpersonal skills where these stressors can reduce children’s participation in collaborative learning activities and adversely affect achievement (Duncan et al., 2007). 

According to Logue (2007), the cost of challenging behaviors are high for everyone, the teacher who must spend valuable instructional time with noncompliant children, the compliant children who are distracted from learning or deprived of opportunities to participate in activities, the noncompliant children who are excluded from the learning experiences they need to progress socially and academically, and other school personnel whose time could be spent on prevention and collaboration problem solving rather than intervening with a child’s challenging behavior. Young children that display challenging behaviors are not only at risk of school failure but are often rejected by their peers and may receive less positive feedback from teachers, as well as less likely to be successful in kindergarten (Hemmeter et al., 2006). Unless children are given an opportunity to learn social skills in context, they may not benefit from the academic instruction offered (Logue, 2007). Social-emotional interventions should target children’s ability to communicate their emotions in appropriate ways, regulate their emotions, solve common problems, build positive relationships with the peers and adults in their environments, and engage in and persist in challenging tasks (Hemmeter et al., 2006). 

Kazdin’s study (as cited by Hemmeter et al., 2006), found that the short and long-term consequences of behavioral difficulties may be numerous and that children who are identified with challenging behavior in preschool may have a high probability of continuing to have difficulties in elementary school and beyond. Hemmeter also reports that within secure relationships, children can learn about the effect of their behaviors on others and begin to understand that their behavior provides them with some control over the environment. A sense of acceptance and security developed through positive teacher-child relationships may provide opportunities for young children to become more actively involved with one another.  In addition, these children are more likely to support engagement in and cooperation with the activities and instruction provided by their teacher (Howes et al., 2008). Further research has demonstrated that the teacher-child relationship provides an avenue for maximizing young children’s successful entry into kindergarten by increasing positive school experiences in preschool (Palermo et al., 2007).

For many children, preschool is the first time they are exposed to learning environments in which large numbers of same-aged peers gather together to acquire new skills. It is also likely to be the first time children encounter adults, other than parents, who specifically take on the role of facilitating and guiding their learning. As such, children’s preschool experiences provide a foundation for their later academic experiences. As research has shown children who experience warmer or closer teacher-child relationships tend to have fewer behavior problems, like school more, and perform better academically than do children who experience more conflicted or dependent teacher-child relationships (Palermo et al, 2007). By balancing the emphasis on academic mastery for children with opportunities for children to learn social skills in multiple ways, schools can better support academic achievement (Logue, 2007).

Research Question


With the NCLB act taking affect, kindergarten teachers need students to be ready for school. Where should the focus be in preparing a pre-school child for kindergarten? What area of emphasis would kindergarten teachers prefer early childhood educators to focus on: i.e., social skills, academic skills, or communication/language skills?

Definition of Terms

1. No Child Left Behind (NCLB) - NCLB is the latest federal legislation that enacts the theories of standards-based education reform, which is based on the belief that setting high standards and establishing measurable goals can improve individual outcomes in education. 

2. Good Start, Grow Smart (GSGS): an outgrowth of the NCLB and Standards Based Accountability (SBA) reform movement wherein the federal government asked states to come up with early learning standards for preschoolers that would be aligned with K-12 standards.

3. DRDP: created by the California Department of Education, the DRDP refers to the Desired Results Developmental Profile. It is an assessment designed for preschool aged children that gathers information on a child’s progress in social/personal skills, academic/cognitive/learning skills, physical/motor skills, and health/safety skills.  There are two versions of the DRDP: one designed for typically developing children (the DRDP-R), and one designed for special needs children (the DRDP-Access).

Purpose of Study


The purpose of this research paper is to figure out where the focus should be to prepare a preschool child for kindergarten. Kindergarten teachers are spending more time with behavior issues of children who have not learned the social skills needed to work within a classroom and/or group setting, rather than instruction in academics. Kindergarten teachers are also spending more time in the classroom with students who don’t know their basic skills (i.e., alphabet, numbers to 20, recognizing and knowing their name, and writing). The research paper will try and see where the emphasis should be on, social or academic competence.

With the new NCLB act, No Child Left Behind, teachers are forced to have students learn high standards and different “measurable” goals. Having students ready to learn is key to teaching these standards and goals. Kindergarten teachers help children transition into the formal education setting regardless of what prior experiences the children may have had. Knowing what is best for the children to know and do before entering kindergarten will better help the kindergarten teachers with the transition into formal education. 

Design and Methodology

Participants

Participants in this study were all kindergarten teachers teaching in the southern California area and all in the public school system.  The teachers had an experience level of 1 to more than 20 years in the teaching profession with the greatest number teaching between 11 and 20 years.  34 out of 57 participants had been teaching kindergarten for less than 5 years.  The breakdown of teachers and their years of teaching are listed in the charts below, fig 1.1 and 1.2. Participation in the survey was completely voluntary and a total of 57 teachers completed and returned a survey.  Participant selection was done randomly through travel and email to local school district sites.  All of the returned surveys were from female teachers and none from male.  Most participants didn’t have much experience with preschool unless it was their own child. 

Fig. 1.1
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Fig. 1.2
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Data Collection

The primary method used to gather results for this study was through the distribution of surveys.  This survey was created by the researchers and is viewable in appendix A because not many easy to use surveys were found the researchers decided to devise their own instrument. The demographic questions were omitted from the appendix because the questions are not significant or relevant in replication of this survey or its results.  The authors of this survey looked through research and other readiness surveys and found that were found through research to help create the questions and the format.  The instrument is made up of two check box questionnaires listing skills or abilities with three columns available for marking which included the response of very important, important and not very important requiring only one box to be checked for each item.  Between the two check boxes there were a total of twenty-four items.  The first box containing fourteen items and the second containing ten in addition to checking the importance of the skill the participants were also asked to list the 3 skills or qualities they felt to be the most important for both boxes.  Additionally there were two free response questions for the participant to describe both a child who was ready for school and a child who was not ready for school.  At the conclusion of the survey there were five questions used for demographic purposes.  A cover letter either in email or on paper was given to the participants with the survey to introduce the purpose behind the survey and briefly who we were.  In addition it was to inform them that their responses are confidential and participation in the survey is voluntary but when a survey is returned it implies their consent to participate. 
Data was also collected through observation of a few kindergarten classrooms and what teachers focused on with their students. Kindergarten classrooms were chosen from colleagues of the researchers knowing they were able to get their consent to sit and observe.  No interaction with the children was noted just observation.  Data was found in additional survey questions in the form of an interview of several of the survey participants who agreed to be asked more questions about kindergarten readiness.  Observations were used to reinforce and check the data we had received from the surveys.  This was an important element since survey responses could include information that the participant thought we were interested in gaining instead of more honest or typical replies.

The reason for multiple data collection types was done to integrate this research and information in a qualitative way.  Using a qualitative design was a primary goal since finding out more descriptive information that can be used in future teaching experiences was the primary purpose for determining if children are coming into kindergarten ready and what may need to be focused on in a preschool program.

Data Treatment Procedures


The data that was retrieved came from the returned surveys. All members of the research team were responsible for distributing the survey.  The survey was distributed both in paper and electronic forms.  The observations were done randomly when it was convenient for the researchers due to work schedules.  Some observations came from talking with teachers and looking around in their classrooms and lesson plans.  Interviews gathered were chunked for important and relevant information as well as for commonality among each other.  The chunked answers were then coded and compared to the responses in the survey and the observations. Interviews were done to create a more thorough response in addition to make sure there was an understanding of what information we were collecting.  Interview questions were based on responses to the survey such as why they chose certain responses and are they teaching and judging readiness based on standards or their own knowledge and education. 

Presentation of Findings
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The results from the data collection were that kindergarten teachers felt that social skills were needed more than any other quality for kindergarten readiness. In the first part of the survey kindergarten teachers were asked a range of questions dealing with social and academic qualities, here were the results: 
As you can see in the above graph, kindergarten teachers selected the social qualities as being very important to the readiness of school. The qualities that the kindergarten teachers felt were most important from the above graph for school readiness is the following: following directions, able to communicate needs, is able to sit still and pay attention, and is not disruptive in class. Other questions on this section of the survey were also important to kindergarten teacher but not on the same level as the social qualities, the other questions that the kindergarten teachers felt were important but not the most important were: shows sensitivity to others, can identify colors and shapes, and has problem-solving skills. After answering this part of the survey the kindergarten teachers were asked to pick three qualities from the questions they had just answered, the top three qualities that the teachers felt the children should have for kindergarten readiness are: 1) follow directions, 2) sit still and pay attention, and 3) be able to communicate his or her needs. 

The second part of the survey asked another set of questions containing qualities that students should have in order to be ready for kindergarten, the results of the second part of the survey are in the following graph:
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Again looking at the results for the second section of the questionnaire, social qualities were very important to the readiness for kindergarten. Some of the qualities that kindergarten teachers felt were very important included: follows simple directions, adequately communicates needs and wants, interacts appropriately with other children, and exhibits self-regulation and self-control. The teachers taking this survey were again asked what three qualities, from the above graph, were most important for school readiness they were: follows simple direction, exhibits self-regulation and self-control, and both interacts appropriately with other children and adequately communicates needs, wants, and thoughts verbally. These qualities indicate that teachers prefer that children entering kindergarten should have had a big influence of social skills rather than focusing on academic skills. 


After these two sections of the survey, there was an open-ended area that the teachers commented on. The questions that were asked were, “If you were to describe a child who is “ready for school” what would you tell us?” and “If you were to describe a child who is not “ready for school” what would you tell us?” The following are some of the answers that teachers gave:

“Sits still during story time, follows one-step directions, and wants to be at school.”

“Articulates wants, follows directions, and has basic skills like holding scissors and pencils.”

“Follows directions, pays attention 5-10 minutes, and is eager to learn.”

“Controls self, follows directions, and does their best.”

“Can sit down for an uninterrupted time at the beginning of the school year.”

“A child who is respectful and has some basic skills.”

The last comment from a kindergarten teacher sums up the results of the survey. This kindergarten teacher said that there needs to be “some basic skills”, when reviewing the questionnaire, the teachers were consistent in voting important on basic skill qualities, but they also voted more important on social skill qualities. This shows that kindergarten teachers prefer children coming into kindergarten to have a more emphasis on social skills rather than basic skills. 

Limitations of the Design


The limitations of the design were that public elementary school teachers were the only teachers to be surveyed. This might have been a better research project if other certified kindergarten teachers would have been surveyed.


For instance there are public school kindergarten teachers, private school kindergarten teachers, and home-based kindergarten teachers. It might have helped our project if we got other views from the different kindergarten teachers and have seen if private and home-based teachers coincided with what the public school kindergarten teachers felt. 


If surveyed different kindergarten teachers, there might have been different opinions because private, public, and home-based schools are all different in their teaching techniques. There are different socio and economical difference in schools and that might make a difference in what teachers say to kindergarten readiness. 

Conclusion and Recommendation for Further Research

This paper has reviewed current research pertaining to the issue of school readiness for children entering kindergarten, and it has sought to further the research in this area via the use of surveys, interviews, etc. of a sample of public school kindergarten teachers. Overall, this paper has demonstrated that this sample of public school kindergarten teachers has rated the need for preschoolers to come to school with social skills as “more important” than that they come to school having mastered basic academic skills. This is important information for early childhood programs as it can help preschool educators design more responsive programs that will act as a springboard to assist their students in more easily absorbing future kindergarten curriculum content.  However, as important as this information is for early childhood programs in general, this information is even more important for government funded, early childhood special education preschool programs in particular. Government funded, early intervention programs for special education in particular have formal “transition meetings” in the spring of every school year to determine whether a child is “ready” to go to regular kindergarten or if they should be remanded to a special education kindergarten instead; thus, the information provided by this research paper is of vital relevance for these special education preschool teachers in determining what percentage of emphasis to put on various skill domains when constructing lesson plans through out the year.  

In addition to kindergarten teachers’ commitment to educate the students they serve, due to the fall-out of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) and increased Standards-Based Accountability (SBA) reform impacting the entire elementary school educational environment, many Kindergarten teachers face added pressure to make sure that children meet a much more heightened level of performance through out the school year.  Thus, it is ultimately those teachers input that is most vital in constructing a responsive early childhood program—and an early intervention special needs program in particular. In having public kindergarten teachers express their ideas on what constitutes true “school readiness” for their particular classrooms (as was done in this study), preschool teachers can better serve preschool students and determine appropriate placements for their special needs students in either continuing in a moderate-severe special needs Kindergarten, going on to a mild-moderate special needs Kindergarten, or in moving upwards to transitioning into a regular Kindergarten. 

However, the fall out of the No Child Left Behind Act and Standards Based Accountability reform has--and will also potentially affect in a much greater way than it has in the past--the Early Childhood field itself. As explained by Brown (2007), in 2002 the Bush Administration instituted the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) which essentially federalized the SBA reform movement and demanded that each state that receives Title 1 monies give proof of improved student performance each year by having children take federally approved state designed tests for children in grades 3 through 8 in math, reading, and science. The Bush Administration then turned it’s eyes to government funded early childhood programs that serve children from the ages of 3-5 years of age, and they created the Good Start, Grow Smart initiative (GSGS) as an outgrowth of the NCLB movement. This initiative asked states to design “early learning standards” for preschoolers that would align with the previously established K-12 standards. As Brown notes:

The GSGS initiative…defines the role of those early childhood education programs [like Head Start, state pre-schools, etc.] that receive federal and state dollars as readying students for school...[and] alters the goals of Head Start programs…under the GSGS initiative, Head Start implemented the Head Start Outcomes Framework, which includes 100 indicators of what children should know and be able to do when they leave Head Start and enter kindergarten, and it’s Head Start National Reporting System, which uses an assessment tool to measure students’ literacy and math skills...To be ready now means that a student who leaves a government-funded program is able to attain specific levels of performance on learning standards that emphasize literacy skills and align with his or her state’s K-12 standards-based accountability system. In essence, readiness means being prepared to meet the “academic expectations” that evolved out of NLCB.
However, the United States government had put a large amount of emphasis on the academic expectations of literacy and math skills for kindergarten readiness for Head Start, state preschool, and other government funded pre-school programs is in direct conflict with the answers that the public school teachers gave in the surveys and interviews for this research project. In contrast to the results of the GSGS initiative’s and the government’s ideas on what should be most emphasized for kindergarten readiness (academic skills), the teacher participants in this research study indicated that social skills, rather than academic skills, were the most important skill area for a child to have developed upon their entry into public school kindergarten. This is of particular significance as the government’s emphasis on academic skills over social skills as being the most important indicators to be considered in determining regular kindergarten readiness is now in the beginning stages of coming to influence not only government funded preschool programs for more typically developing children, but also early intervention special education preschool programs.  Over the last two years, due to the fact that those programs receive government dollars, early intervention special education preschool programs are now being required to submit a twice-yearly assessment developed by the California Department of Education called the “Desired Results Developmental Profile” (DRDP). What is a “Desired Result” and what is the “Desired Result Developmental Profile” (DRDP)? The DRDP-Access Manual (California Dept. of Education, Special Education Division 2007) states the following: 

A Desired Result is a condition of well-being for children…The Desired Results for children in California who receive services through state-funded programs are: DR1: Children are personally and socially competent, DR2: Children are effective learners, DR3: Children show physical and motor competence, DR4: Children are safe and healthy. The DRDP assessment system has been developed as a way of measuring the progress of children toward achieving these Desired Results and the purpose of the DRDP assessment system is to gather information on child progress for the purpose of program improvement and to provide teachers with information that will be useful for teaching individual children (California Dept. of Education).  

Why is this important to know? Because initially, state preschool and other (non-special education) California state-funded programs were the first programs that were required to assess the children they served on the DRDP measures; however, now special education pre-school children are also required to take the assessment as well—and there may be some interesting outcomes to all this in the future. Now with the new requirements, the new special education preschooler’s version of the DRDP is a preschool assessment that has been developed from and modified for special needs students from the same DRDP assessments required of state pre-school and other government funded programs; thus, more typically developing, non-special needs preschool students must take the DRDP-R assessment, while the special needs preschool children must now take the DRDP-Access assessment (California Dept. of Education).

Why this is of interest is that increasingly, some early childhood special needs programs are now in the beginning stages of formulating protocols of use in regards to the DRDP-Access assessments for special needs students—for instance, by using the DRDP Access as a tool to determine a special needs child’s readiness for regular Kindergarten or for other state funded education programs. For example, in one of this paper’s researcher’s school district, the administration has selected what is referred to as “The Fourteen Significant DRDP-Access Measures” as a guide to help determine a special education preschooler’s Kindergarten transition placements. These fourteen DRDP-Access measures have been selected out of a grand total of forty-eight total measures listed on the assessment itself that are from the four “Desired Result Domains” previously described in this paper (i.e. social skills, learning/cognitive (academic), physical/motor skills, and health & safety skills domains). These selected fourteen measures are now widely used in that district to determine whether or not a child in a moderate-severe designated special needs preschool program is ready to go on to either a similar moderate-severe kindergarten, or whether that child will move up to either a mild-moderate special needs kindergarten, or if, instead, he will be boosted up to attend a regular kindergarten. It was proposed by the administration that early childhood special needs educators adopt these designated DRDP measures to determine their student’s most important kindergarten readiness levels in an effort to create a “common language among educators in determining consistency of placement criteria within programs.” However, “The Fourteen Significant DRDP-Access Measures” for kindergarten readiness that have been selected by that administration are from the learning/cognitive academic math and literature category of the DRDP-Access Assessment—and not one of the assessment measures is from the social skills domain.  The administration’s selected math pre-academic DRDP measures are related to math concepts such as number sense (understands quantity, counting, math operations, comparison of quantity), shapes, time, classification and matching, measurement, and patterning, while the literature concepts include DRDP measures of the child’s interest in literacy, concepts of print, letter and word knowledge, phonological awareness, emerging writing, comprehension of text, etc.   

Thus, this means of assessing “readiness” while it may make the government folks who have promoted the GSGS initiative (and by extension NCLB in 2001) rather happy in that it places the most importance on academic skills, it would more than likely be out of touch with the educators who participated in this survey in that those Kindergarten teachers indicated the importance of social skills over academic skills as the major determinant of school readiness. In many of those teacher participants’ view, social skills itself are the foundation on which a child’s academic skills can be built upon, and without that groundwork being laid first, the child’s attempt to engage the academics of the curriculum can be doomed from the start—and what academic skills that are taught will have difficulty taking root. As more and more programs could be encouraged in the future to use the DRDP-Access (either in whole or part) to assess readiness skills to determine Kindergarten transition needs in the future, this issue would need to be looked at and addressed in helping early childhood special education preschool teachers in particular in evaluating the types of real world types of kindergarten readiness skills that are really needed in deciding future class placements for the children they serve—regardless of future, potential government pressures and/or beliefs that could be stated to the contrary.  

Based on the research presented in this paper, in particular in regards to SBA reform as it attempts to gather steam in the Early Childhood field, it would seem that the criteria for establishing basic foundational readiness for Kindergarten transitions will need to be researched and examined much more closely in the future--especially if the government were ever to attempt to tie teacher pay, increased funding, and/or other program benefits to a government funded preschool’s ability to demonstrate a student’s, and especially a special needs preschooler’s, progress on the DRDP itself or on some other state standards—especially as it might someday apply to specific Kindergarten readiness issues. This would become particularly true if DRDP measures were ever to be expanded, as some have suggested, to become the unquestioned standard of choice for special needs children’s Kindergarten transitions into many more California public schools. As one participant in Brown’s (2007) study remarked about a similar situation taking place in Wisconsin in regards to the formulation and use of their Early Learning Standards as it related to the push for SBA reform in the Early Childhood field, certainly it could seen that “down the road where quality is going to have to be hinged to standards and in order for programs to receive a subsidy”, as educators we can see this as beginning to happen. This could be a ways down the road, but we could be directed by standards. As that same journal article notes, “attaching licensing requirements or funding options to the implementation…[of early learning standards] may be a means by which the state or federal government could mandate SBA in ECE programs” (Brown, 2007).  Thus, if the government is already pushing for academic skills as being a more important readiness criteria than what the Kindergarten teachers indicated in this research study as being more important (social skills), this could potentially gloss over a significant area that would be beneficial to address more thoroughly within preschool prior to a child entering a Kindergarten program.  

In light of these issues, it would seem that more research should be done with a broader sample of public Kindergarten teachers in the future. If, as this research paper has indicated, social skills are more important than academic skills in determining Kindergarten readiness, then it would be helpful to corroborate these findings with other future research in order to create a defense to show case the unique needs of children in preschool and early intervention programs in order to deal with projected government pressures in the future similar to what K-12 teachers have had to contend with in their own experiences with NCLB and SBA reform. Kindergarten readiness skills are an important area to establish a consensus in so that early childhood educators will 1) be able to prepare children socially to better meet the Kindergarten program expectations that will allow the students to build upon and meet the K-12 standards themselves at a later date (if indeed it turns out that social skills are the most important readiness skill that can be reached consensus on when a broader sample population of teachers is pooled), and 2) to allow parents, preschool, special needs, and Kindergarten teachers to advocate for and benefit their students in general as they transition into public school--regardless of whether the highly politicized K-12 standards at that level and NCLB and GSGS issues are truly, entirely appropriate to the needs of the school population or not.
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Appendix A: Kindergarten Readiness Survey

A. Please indicate how important you believe each of the following skills or abilities are for a child beginning kindergarten.

	How important is each of the following for school readiness?   Please check one box only

	Skills or Abilities
	Very Important
	Important
	Not Very Important

	1. Follows directions
	
	
	

	2. Able to communicate needs, wants, and thoughts verbally
	
	
	

	3. Can use pencils and paint brushes
	
	
	

	4. Finishes tasks
	
	
	

	5. Is physically healthy, rested, and well-nourished
	
	
	

	6. Is not disruptive in class
	
	
	

	7. Shows sensitivity to other children’s feelings
	
	
	

	8. Can count to 20
	
	
	

	9. Is enthusiastic and curious in approaching new activities
	
	
	

	10. Can identify colors and shapes
	
	
	

	11. Can take turns and share
	
	
	

	12. Able to sit still and pay attention
	
	
	

	13. Has problem-solving skills
	
	
	

	14. Knowledge of the alphabet
	
	
	


Of all the qualities listed above, which 3 do you think are the most important for a child entering kindergarten (please list 3 numbers)

____________________
____________________
____________________


B. Please indicate how important you believe each of the following skills or abilities are for a child beginning kindergarten.

	How important is each of the following for school readiness?   Please check one box only

	Skills or Abilities
	Very Important
	Important
	Not Very Important

	1. Can concentrate on schoolwork
	
	
	

	2. Exhibits self-regulation and self-control
	
	
	

	3. Interacts appropriately with other children
	
	
	

	4. Adequately communicates needs, wants, and thoughts verbally
	
	
	

	5. Articulates speech that can be understood by others
	
	
	

	6. Follows simple directions
	
	
	

	7. Knows concepts like shapes, colors, numbers, and letters
	
	
	

	8. Is enthusiastic and curious in approaching school activities
	
	
	

	9. Does not have physical problems that may limit abilities to learn
	
	
	

	10. Demonstrate confidence and self-esteem
	
	
	


Of all the qualities listed above, which 3 do you think are the most important for a child entering kindergarten (please list 3 numbers)

____________________
____________________
____________________


C. If you were to describe a child who is “ready for school” what would you tell us?

D. If you were to describe a child who is not “ready for school” what would you tell us?

