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Abstract: This report evaluates the extent to which early childhood quality
measures used in Arkansas align with later student outcomes, including
kindergarten readiness and early-grade academic performance. Drawing on
developmental theory, empirical research, and a review of commonly used
tools, the analysis finds that no single measure captures all dimensions of
readiness. Observational measures, such as those focused on adult—child
interactions, align with developmental processes that support long-term
learning, while direct academic assessments more strongly predict later test
performance but reflect narrower domains. Structural and environmental
indicators contribute indirectly by shaping classroom conditions. The findings
suggest that Arkansas’s current measurement system includes many of the
necessary components for alignment, but clearer guidance could further support
consistent and appropriate use of these measures. The report identifies
opportunities to clarify the purpose of each tool, strengthen alignment across
birth-to-grade-2 systems, and support the use of complementary measures to
inform policy and practice.
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I.

Executive Summary

The purpose of this report is to evaluate the extent to which early childhood quality
measures and related tools currently used in Arkansas align with later student outcomes,
including kindergarten readiness and early-grade academic and developmental indicators. This
report draws on developmental theory, empirical research, and a review of commonly used
evaluation tools in Arkansas. From these sources, the report examines how well these evaluation
measures capture aspects of early learning environments and child development that are linked to

later outcomes.

Three conclusions guide this report. First, kindergarten readiness is a multidimensional
and context-dependent construct, and no single measure captures all aspects relevant to later
student success. Research indicates that later student success depends not only on early literacy
and mathematics skills, but also on social-emotional development, self-regulation, approaches to
learning, and physical well-being. Each of these domains requires different early care and

education (ECE) evaluation tools to track.

Second, different types of measures align with later student outcomes in various ways.
Direct academic screeners tend to show stronger associations with later test scores because they
assess the same types of skills emphasized in early elementary accountability systems, whereas
observational measures, like those focused on adult-child interactions, align more closely with
the developmental mechanisms that support long-term learning. Structural quality indicators, like
staff-child ratios, remain important, but their influence on child outcomes is generally indirect

and operates through the classroom experiences they make possible.
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Third, Arkansas currently has many of the necessary components of a birth-to-grade-2
aligned measurement system, and continued development of a unified framework clarifying how
these tools relate to one another would further strengthen how they inform improvement and
policy decisions across settings.

Based on this evidence, this report recommends clarifying the intended purpose of each
measure used in the state’s Quality Rating and Improvement System (QRIS), strengthen cross-
sector alignment across birth-to-grade-2, and use multiple complementary measures to evaluate
quality, readiness, or effectiveness. Building on the findings of this alignment analysis, future
work will build on this analysis to provide recommendations for ECE quality measures for

inclusion in Arkansas’s QRIS.
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II.

Purpose, Scope, and Guiding Questions

Purpose

This report evaluates the alignment between Arkansas’s early care and education (ECE)
quality measures and later student outcomes, specifically kindergarten readiness and early-grade
academic performance. The primary objective is to determine whether the state’s current ECE
quality definitions, and the tools used to measure them, reflect the specific developmental

indicators that research identifies as key drivers of future success.

Scope

This analysis assesses system alignment rather than program efficacy. It is not a causal
evaluation of specific interventions, nor is it a comprehensive audit of statewide student
readiness. Instead, this report focuses on the specific measurement tools used within Arkansas's
ECE and early elementary systems to determine:

e Do the tools predict later success? Do the ECE quality measures currently used in
Arkansas accurately identify the skills and environments associated with positive
outcomes later in school?

e What is the correct use of these tools? To what extent are they being applied in ways

consistent with their original design?

Guiding Questions

To address these objectives, the report answers the following questions:
1. How does research define “kindergarten readiness,” and what does this imply for valid

measurement?
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2. Which ECE quality measures and tools show strong evidence of alignment with later

academic and developmental outcomes?

3. To what extent do Arkansas’s current assessment tools map onto these evidence-backed

standards?

4. Where are the gaps or misalignments between what Arkansas’s QRIS currently measures

and the factors that are most important for driving student outcomes?

III. Kindergarten Readiness as an Qutcome

Before evaluating specific measurement tools in later sections of this report, it is
important to establish a shared understanding of what "kindergarten readiness" means. We focus
on kindergarten readiness because it represents a widely recognized, policy-anchored milestone

with validated measurement tools.!

However, the usefulness of any measure of kindergarten readiness depends on how
clearly the concept itself is defined. If the definition is too narrow, the resulting data will be
incomplete; if the definition is ignored in practice, the data will be misleading. Accordingly, the
following analysis uses a multidimensional framework to ensure that the assessment tools under
review are evaluated against a holistic definition that includes multiple key dimensions in child

development.

While definitions vary slightly from state to state, we use a multidimensional framework
originally established by the National Education Goals Panel (NEGP) and reaffirmed by a 2008

report from the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine.? This consensus
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holds that readiness cannot be captured by a single test score or academic metric, not only
because of limitations in available tools, but also because readiness is itself a multidimensional
construct spanning distinct developmental domains that are important to have separate
information about simultaneously.? Instead of readiness as a single test score, it has been
described as a construct comprising five essential domains:*
e Physical Well-Being and Motor Development: Health status, growth, and physical
abilities.
¢ Social and Emotional Development: The ability to interact with others and manage
emotions.
e Approaches Toward Learning: Curiosity, persistence, and the predisposition to engage
in learning.
e Language Development: Verbal skills, emergent literacy, and communication.
e Cognition and General Knowledge: Basic mathematical and literacy concepts, in

addition to awareness of the surrounding world.

Arkansas aligns with the vast majority of U.S. states in how it officially defines
readiness. According to a 2019 analysis by the Educational Testing Service (ETS), most states
with formal definitions, including Arkansas, have adopted an ecological perspective.® This
means Arkansas policy officially views readiness as an interaction between the child and their
environment (families, schools, and communities), rather than a nativist view that treats

readiness solely as a fixed trait of the child.
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Arkansas’s definition explicitly states: “School-ready children have the social and
academic knowledge, skills, and behaviors for school success and lifelong learning. School

readiness occurs when families, schools, and communities support and serve ALL children.

Even with a robust definition, actually measuring readiness is difficult. Research
consistently shows that early childhood screenings provide only a snapshot of a rapidly
developing child.” Because children grow and learn in bursts during these early years, a test
score at age four does not always predict how well a student will perform by age seven or eight.
In fact, research indicates that these early scores are most effective when used as indicators of
current support needs rather than as long-term predictions of academic potential.® This
unevenness means that while readiness data is vital for identifying current needs, it should be

used with caution when trying to predict a child's longer-term potential.

Policymakers must also navigate a tension between the developmental priorities of
educators and the expectations of families. While teachers overwhelmingly identify learning-
related skills, such as self-regulation and attention, as the biggest growth opportunities for
incoming students,” parents hold more varied views. Research on low-income Latino families
found that parents in that population often emphasized discrete academic skills, defined here as
specific, easily observed early literacy and numeracy tasks such as counting and letter
recognition, as primary indicators of readiness.!® However, a broader review of 71 studies across
17 countries found that parents frequently prioritize both interpersonal skills and academic
development, with cultural context shaping the relative emphasis placed on each.!! These

expectations exist within a broader shift in which kindergarten classrooms have become
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substantially more academically oriented over the past two decades, with increased time devoted
to literacy and math instruction and greater use of standardized assessments.!? Bridging the gap
between increasing demand for early academic skills and the developmental competencies that
support sustained learning is a key policy opportunity. Early childhood and elementary education
systems can meet the demand for academic readiness by ensuring access to high-quality
curricula and instruction that promote literacy and numeracy while also prioritizing the

developmental skills that make sustained learning possible.

When measurement tools face pressure to focus too narrowly on discrete skills, they risk
measuring opportunity rather than potential. Research indicates that significant disparities in
access to early learning resources, such as high-quality child care and literacy materials in the
home, exist between socioeconomic groups long before kindergarten begins.!? If a measurement
system ignores these environmental factors, it risks penalizing children from lower-income and
minority backgrounds. In these cases, a "not ready" label often reflects a lack of prior access to

high-quality early learning experiences rather than a lack of ability to learn.!*

Just as child-level readiness scores can misrepresent a child's potential, they are also
problematic metrics for evaluating the efficacy of individual ECE programs. Because readiness
is an accumulation of experiences across home, community, and multiple care settings, it is
methodologically difficult to attribute a child’s kindergarten entry score solely to their most
recent ECE provider.'® Using point-in-time readiness scores for high-stakes accountability, such
as in funding decisions, risks punishing providers who serve the highest-need populations while

failing to account for differences in opportunity to learn after kindergarten entry and the well-
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documented, but not yet understood, fade-out effects often seen when early gains are not

sustained in the K-12 system. !

Given the complexities of the multidimensional nature of development, the difficulty of
prediction, and the risks of narrow measurement, it is insufficient to simply ask if a tool is valid
(i.e., it measures what it is intended to measure). Research guidance on this point is consistent;
readiness assessments are most appropriately used to identify children who may benefit from
additional instructional support at school entry and to inform classroom planning, rather than to
rank programs, generate public report cards on ECE programs, or serve as the basis for high-
stakes funding decisions.!” The following section defines what "alignment" means in the context
of Arkansas's system and how we can ensure our metrics match the comprehensive view of

readiness that reflects children’s experiences across home, early care, and school settings.

A note on terminology: several related terms appear throughout this report and warrant
upfront clarification. Cognitive skills refer broadly to mental processes involved in learning,
reasoning, and problem-solving. Executive functions are specific neurocognitive capacities,
including working memory, inhibitory control, and cognitive flexibility, that regulate attention,
emotion, and behavior. Self-regulation refers to a child’s ability to manage their emotions,
attention, and actions, and is best understood as a downstream product of developing executive
function rather than a standalone behavioral skill that can be trained in isolation. Social-
emotional development encompasses the broader capacity to understand and manage emotions

and build relationships with others. This report uses the umbrella term “behavioral skills” to
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mean observable expressions of these underlying capacities, not behaviors targeted through

compliance-based training.

IV. Defining Alignment as a Goal

Because kindergarten readiness is defined in multiple ways across research, policy, and practice,
this report evaluates alignment through two distinct lenses:
e Empirical Alignment: The degree to which a quality measure statistically predicts or is
related to a child’s later learning outcomes (e.g., do high ratings on Tool X predict high
scores on Test Y?).
e Conceptual Alignment: The degree to which a measure captures the developmental
mechanisms, like responsive interactions or self-regulation, that theory identifies as
drivers of learning, even if those mechanisms are difficult to capture in standardized

testing.

To evaluate this alignment, the report analyzes the specific categories of measurement tools that
have been recently used or are currently available in Arkansas:
e Measures of Adult—Child Interactions: Instruments that assess the quality of teacher-
student exchanges (e.g., Classroom Assessment Scoring System® [CLASS®)).
e Child Assessments: Tools that evaluate student progress, ranging from direct skill

screeners (e.g., ATLAS) to observational developmental instruments (e.g., Teaching

Strategies GOLD [TS GOLD]).
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¢ Global & Structural Indicators: Metrics related to the physical environment,
administration, and program characteristics (e.g., Environment Rating Scales [ERS],

Child-Staff ratios).

It is critical to distinguish between alignment and accountability. Finding that a measure
is aligned with later outcomes does not automatically make it suitable for high-stakes decision-
making. Many early childhood measures were designed for formative purposes, such as guiding
professional development, rather than for holding programs accountable or evaluating staff

performance.'®

Consequently, a measurement tool may be highly useful for improving classroom
practice even if its statistical relationship with later standardized test scores is small to medium
in magnitude. This can be particularly true when the measurement tool captures short-term,
specific instructional processes while test scores reflect more long-term, complex outcomes.
Alignment, therefore, also requires attention to whether each tool is being applied for purposes
consistent with its design and evidence base. For example, it is important to consider whether an
instrument developed for coaching and professional development is being used in that capacity
or extended to serve as a program rating or accountability metric. The central policy question is
not just whether a measure predicts a child’s test score, but whether it captures specific skills the
state values,!® both constrained skills, which are discrete and finite early academic tasks that can
be fully mastered and have a defined ceiling (e.g., letter naming), and unconstrained skills,
which develop gradually over time and support learning across contexts (e.g., vocabulary and

self-regulation).
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Therefore, in this report, alignment is treated as a descriptive metric that can guide
system improvement, not as a gatekeeping threshold. Our analysis focuses on how existing
measures can be used to support child development and inform improvement, rather than

proposing broad changes to the current measurement infrastructure.

V. [Evidence Review: What Types of Measures Align with Later Qutcomes?

This section summarizes how different early childhood measures relate to later outcomes,
including kindergarten readiness, early academic achievement, and broader developmental
indicators. Evidence includes developmental theory, longitudinal research studies, and statistical
meta-analyses (i.e., studies that summarize statistical findings across many independent research
evaluations) of early childhood measurement tools. For each category, the section summarizes

theoretical alignment, empirical evidence, appropriate policy uses, and limitations.

Research consistently shows that improving child outcomes is genuinely difficult, and
even a result characterized as "small" can represent a meaningful gain when it is replicated
across many children and classrooms. Throughout this report, small, moderate, large, and null
(i.e., no relationship) describe the size of a finding; weak/strong, inconsistent/consistent, and null
(i.e., no relationship) describe our confidence in it. A small but consistent finding is still

meaningful; a large but inconsistent one warrants caution.
Measures of Adult—Child Interactions

Measures of adult—child interactions, including the Classroom Assessment Scoring
System® (CLASS®), are grounded in developmental and sociocultural theory emphasizing the

role of responsive, instructionally rich interactions in supporting children’s learning and
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development.?? Building on this framework, CLASS® captures dimensions of emotional support,
classroom organization, and instructional support, which are theorized to influence language
development, self-regulation, and early academic skills.?! Importantly, CLASS® is best
understood as a useful starting point for understanding the quality of adult—child interactions in
classrooms, rather than a comprehensive measure of the full range of instructional quality or

student learning.

Empirical evidence linking CLASS® domains to child outcomes suggests some
statistically significant positive associations, although they are often small and inconsistent,
particularly at the individual child level. Recent meta-analyses, or studies that summarize
statistical findings across many independent research evaluations, report small to moderate
positive relationships, on average, between CLASS® scores and children’s language and literacy
outcomes. These meta-analyses find smaller, and often weaker, relationships for mathematics,
executive function, social development, attention, and behavior.?? Other meta-analytic evidence
confirms that associations between CLASS® instructional support and children's language
outcomes are statistically significant, though small in size.?® Positive relationships tend to be
more consistent for the instructional support domain and language-related outcomes than for

other domains, though the relationship tends to be small, on average.?*

Large studies that take into account differences in child and classroom characteristics,
along with replication studies to see if findings consistently hold true in different contexts or
more recent times, frequently find no or small statistical associations between CLASS® scores

and gains in children’s academic, language, and executive function skills.?> This is particularly
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true in settings where classroom quality is relatively high overall and variation in the scores is
limited.?® These findings suggest that in settings with limited variation in CLASS® scores, the

scores alone may not strongly predict individual children's readiness or short-term learning gains.

However, two studies point to larger, positive results. First, a study of Louisiana's
CLASS-based QRIS found that continuous CLASS® scores significantly predicted children's
composite learning gains across math, language, and literacy measures, and that children in
classrooms rated in the middle and top CLASS® categories showed meaningfully larger gains
than those in the lowest-rated classrooms.?” Notably, these results were obtained using CLASS®
scores collected by local observers under routine QRIS conditions rather than by a research team,
as is often the case in empirical evaluations. The same study also found that a CLASS-only
rating system performed comparably to a simulated multi-indicator system in distinguishing
program quality, supporting the case for streamlined approaches to quality measurement,

although this study is unique in this conclusion.

Another study found CLASS®, particularly its domains measuring teacher—child
interactions, is linked to later student outcomes, but the strength and direction of these
relationships vary by domain and subject.?® Overall, higher classroom quality as measured by
CLASS® is related to improvements in academic outcomes, especially in reading, with effects
that can persist beyond pre-kindergarten. Notably, the classroom organization (CO) domain
shows the most consistent positive relationship with later achievement: higher CO scores in pre-
kindergarten predict better reading performance through kindergarten, first, and second grade,

suggesting that well-managed, structured classrooms support sustained academic growth. In
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contrast, the other CLASS® domains, emotional support (ES) and instructional support (IS),
show weaker or inconsistent statistical relationships, and in some cases even negative
relationships with outcomes. Together, these results indicate that not all aspects of observed

classroom quality translate equally into academic gains.?

The difference in magnitude between these findings and the smaller and weaker
relationships observed in other studies likely reflects differences in the children in the samples,
CLASS® score variability (or lack thereof), analytic approach, and study context, emphasizing
that how predictive CLASS® is for child outcomes may depend substantially on how and where
it is implemented. Importantly, the limited range of CLASS® scores observed in some studies
that might limit the predictive power of CLASS scores may itself be a marker of system success.
In other words, when programs consistently maintain high interaction quality, the tool has served

its improvement purpose even though its predictiveness of student outcomes diminishes.

In sum, these results do not imply that adult—child interactions are unimportant for
children’s development. Rather, they reflect the fact that CLASS® was designed as a measure of
classroom process quality, not as an outcome assessment. Evidence indicates that specific
interactional processes, such as responsive teaching and language-rich interactions, show small
to moderate positive relationships with children’s cognitive and social domains.*° The tool is
therefore most appropriately used to support professional learning, coaching, and continuous
quality improvement by identifying instructional practices and interaction patterns that research

has linked to positive developmental trajectories for children.’!
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From an alignment perspective, the evidence indicates that CLASS® aligns more closely
with developmental mechanisms and learning processes than with direct prediction of later child
outcomes.*? This reflects both the design and scope of the measure: CLASS® captures the quality
of adult—child interactions at the classroom level, but it does not directly assess the full range of
instructional content, curriculum implementation, or individual child learning. This distinction
has important implications for policy. When used for improvement and professional
development, CLASS® is well aligned with the goal of strengthening early learning
environments. When used as a proxy for child readiness or as a high-stakes accountability

measure, alignment with later student outcomes is more limited.*

Strength of Evidence and Appropriate Use

Alignment with later child outcomes.

Across studies, CLASS® scores tend to show small to moderate positive associations with
children’s later outcomes, with the most consistent relationships observed for language and

literacy skills. These associations vary by CLASS® domain, context, and study design.

Summary judgment.

Evidence on the association between CLASS® and longer-term child outcomes is mixed.
Some studies, particularly those with greater variability in classroom quality, find positive
moderate associations with learning gains, especially in language and literacy. Other well-
controlled studies, particularly in settings where quality as measured by CLASS® is relatively

uniform, find small or no relationships with child outcomes. Additionally, smaller, more
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inconsistent relationships are observed for mathematics, executive function, and behavioral
outcomes. The weight of evidence supports CLASS® as a meaningful indicator of classroom

process quality rather than as a direct predictor of individual child outcomes.

Appropriate policy use based on evidence.

CLASS® is best aligned with improvement-oriented purposes, including professional
learning, coaching, and identification of interactional practices that consistently show positive
associations with early developmental outcomes, particularly in language and literacy.
Ultimately, CLASS® seems to be most effective when used to guide professional growth and
instructional improvement rather than as a standalone tool to evaluate individual child outcomes.
It identifies pathways of growth for early childhood educators that can lead to quality, even when
those paths do not immediately register on a standardized test. Evidence supports its use as a
measure of classroom process quality, rather than as a direct measure of child readiness or a

standalone program accountability metric.

Key limitations affecting alignment.

Inconsistent Effects: In meta-analyses, or studies that summarize effects across many
independent studies, relationships between CLASS® scores and child outcomes are often small to
moderate in size. Other well-controlled studies and replication efforts find no measurable
statistical link between scores and short-term gains in child outcomes. This pattern may be partly
explained by a level-of-analysis mismatch: CLASS® is a classroom-level measure that captures

the average quality of interactions across a group of children. Using it to predict variation in
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outcomes for individual children asks it to explain differences that are also shaped by each
child's unique prior development, family context, and experiences outside the classroom, none of

which CLASS® is designed to capture.

Limited Variation: In many publicly funded pre-k settings, CLASS® scores may cluster
in a narrow range (limited variation), making it difficult to statistically detect their impact on
child outcomes. For example, in programs that already maintain a high standard of adult-child
interaction quality, scores often cluster at the top of the scale. This “ceiling effect” means the
tool has already done its job of ensuring baseline quality, but it makes the scores less useful for

predicting small differences in individual children’s development.

Specific Design: The tool was designed to measure classroom environments, not to serve
as a direct proxy for individual child skills. CLASS® can help identify classrooms or programs
that may not yet provide a minimum level of interaction quality, allowing targeted supports and

resources to be directed to strengthen practice.
Child Skill Screeners and Kindergarten Entry Assessments

Because kindergarten entry assessments are often used as a benchmark for children’s
readiness at school entry, they provide an important point of reference for evaluating how well
early childhood quality measures align with later outcomes. To evaluate children’s status at
school entry, states typically use one of three approaches: comprehensive Kindergarten Entry
Assessments (KEAs), developmental checklists, or direct skill screeners. Kindergarten Entry
Assessments and developmental checklists prioritize capturing how children function in

everyday classroom contexts, including social, physical, and emotional behaviors alongside
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academic skills, even if results in less standardized and less directly comparable data across
settings than direct skill screeners.** In contrast, direct skill screeners differ from observation in
that they prioritize statistical precision, focusing on effectively measuring discrete skills, that is,

skills that can be objectively measured for an individual child.

Arkansas has used all three approaches at different points in its policy history, creating a
range of alignment data in which different tools capture distinctive aspects of "readiness." This
complexity is compounded by the fact that different funding streams, including federal Head
Start requirements, Arkansas Better Chance (ABC) program expectations, and child care subsidy

administration, have historically carried distinct reporting mandates.

Comprehensive KEAs

For many years, Arkansas implemented the Qualls Early Learning Inventory (QELI) as
its formal Kindergarten Entry Assessment. Administered by kindergarten teachers at the start of
the school year, the QELI was a teacher-completed observation tool that assessed students across

six domains, including physical development and social adjustment.®

o Alignment Function: Because the QELI relied on teacher observation of broad
behaviors, it aligned conceptually with the "whole child" philosophy of early childhood

development.

o Limitation: Like many observational KEAs, it was subject to teacher subjectivity and
"reference bias," a pattern documented in the broader literature, where ratings varied

significantly depending on the teacher's internal standards rather than the child's objective
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ability (i.e., called “low reliability” in statistical parlance).? It was eventually phased out
in favor of faster, more standardized metrics. To our knowledge, Arkansas-specific

statistical data on the QELI's reliability are not available in the published literature.
Developmental Checklists

To retain a focus on the whole child, Arkansas continues to informally use the
Kindergarten Readiness Indicator Checklist (KRIC). Unlike the ATLAS screener, which is
administered in kindergarten, the KRIC is completed by families and early childhood educators
during the ECE-to-kindergarten transition period, making it an ECE-side transition tool rather
than a formal entry measure. It documents readiness across 38 indicators spanning domains that
broadly correspond to the Arkansas Child Development and Early Learning Standards (CDELS),
including interpersonal skills and physical health,?” though a formal published alignment analysis

between the KRIC and the current CDELS standards is not available.

o Limitations: Research indicates that checklist-based tools are also subject to "reference
bias," where ratings reflect not only children’s behaviors but also differences in how
observers interpret and score those behaviors. Recent empirical analyses suggest that
teachers may systematically rate dual language learners lower on observational readiness
scales compared to their performance on direct assessments, raising equity concerns for

using tools like the KRIC as standalone metrics for diverse populations.®
Direct Skill Screeners

Currently, Arkansas policy mandates the use of a direct skill screener (i.e., the ATLAS

K-2 assessment suite) to identify Kindergarten students needing academic intervention under the
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LEARNS Act. This represents a distinct shift in the state’s Kindergarten readiness measurement

philosophy.

e Focus on Constrained SKills: Unlike the QELI or KRIC, modern screeners focus
heavily on constrained skills, defined as discrete, measurable items like letter naming,
phonemic awareness, and counting. Empirical meta-analyses, or studies that use a
statistical method to summarize findings from multiple independent, similar studies,
confirm that early academic skills are among the strongest available predictors of later
achievement, generally outperforming broad social-emotional ratings in predicting later

academic assessment scores.>’

o Limitations: While screeners provide reliable data for "instructional triage," they also
reflect the well-documented 'fade-out' phenomenon observed in local evaluations. For
instance, the NIEER evaluation of the Arkansas Better Chance (ABC) program found
that while ABC produced significant initial gains in literacy and math (detected by
screeners), these advantages narrowed significantly in later elementary grades.*® This
pattern may reflect that later schooling reduced gaps in learning opportunities, as well as
differences between ECE and early elementary instructional approaches.*!' In addition,
because screeners focus on discrete, measurable skills, they are less well suited to
capturing more complex, unconstrained skills (e.g., language development and higher-

order thinking), which likely play an important role in sustained learning over time.

The existence of both KEAs and ATLAS creates a measurement bifurcation, meaning that

Arkansas uses two different types of tools to evaluate readiness, each designed for a different
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purpose. Observational KEAs, which are aligned with the CDELS, focus on the developmental
aspects of the ECE system, such as children’s approaches to learning. In contrast, the ATLAS
Kindergarten screener measures discrete academic skills more directly tied to later accountability
measures. This means a child can show high levels of learning-related behaviors (e.g.,
persistence, following directions, etc.) while still requiring targeted academic support. When
interpreted together, these measures provide a more complete picture of children’s readiness,
showing that ECE programs may be building foundational learning behaviors even as the

ATLAS screener identifies areas for targeted academic support.*?

Strength of Evidence and Appropriate Use

Alignment with later child outcomes.

Direct skill screeners, like ATLAS, provide the most consistent prediction of later state
test scores because they measure the specific academic building blocks, like letter sounds and
number recognition, that form the basis of later state standards. In contrast, observational KEAs
(QELI/KRIC) are less effective at predicting future test scores but provide a more
comprehensive view of a child’s developmental progress, which may support their long-term

classroom success, even though they are not designed to predict individual academic outcomes.

Summary judgment.

Direct skill screeners provide the strongest available prediction of later academic
outcomes because they measure the same constrained skills that form the basis of early

elementary standards. However, this predictive strength is narrow as screeners do not capture the
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interpersonal, self-regulatory, and physical development domains that research identifies as
important for sustained developmental and school success. Observational KEAs and
developmental checklists offer broader coverage but are limited by rater subjectivity and lack the
psychometric precision needed for child-level accountability. The weight of evidence supports
treating these tools as having different purposes, e.g., screeners for instructional triage and early
academic intervention, and observational tools for transition planning, family engagement, and

monitoring developmental progress across the domains that screeners cannot capture.

Appropriate policy use based on evidence.

These tools are best treated as complementary, with screeners guiding kindergarten
instruction and observational KEAs supporting the ECE-to-kindergarten transition. However,
research cautions against using point-in-time scores from either tool type to evaluate program
efficacy, as doing so risks penalizing programs that serve high-need populations without

accounting for the cumulative nature of children's developmental experiences across settings.*?

Key limitations affecting alignment.

Narrow Scope (Screeners): The ATLAS kindergarten screeners are designed to flag
early academic risk (e.g., early reading difficulty). Based on our review of ATLAS content
specifications, literacy items are largely based on end-of-pre-k expectations while the math items
function more as a pre-test of early kindergarten standards. As a result, these screeners reflect
differences in prior opportunity to learn as well as potential early academic difficulties. The

academic focus misses interpersonal, self-management, and physical development skills that
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ECE programs are designed to foster and that likely support later learning. Finally, because these
tools focus on constrained skills (which have a ceiling once mastered), they are better for early
triage but not designed for capturing unconstrained skills, like critical thinking, that are also

important for long-term learning.

Reference Bias (Checklists): Variability in how different parents and teachers rate items
on observational KEAs reduces their usefulness in statewide comparisons, particularly for dual

language learners.

Data Silos: The lack of a unified data system connecting what KEAs measure in ECE to
what the ATLAS screener measures in kindergarten prevents the state from examining how early
developmental strengths are related to later student success. Equally important, this data silo
prevents ECE programs from accessing early-grade outcome data for their former students. This
could provide a direct signal for identifying where ECE practices are effectively preparing
children and where there are opportunities to strengthen alignment with what kindergarten

instruction will require.
Observational Child Development Measures

Observational measures of child development assess progress across multiple domains,
including language, cognitive development, interpersonal/self-management skills, and
approaches to learning. Unlike the screeners discussed in Section 4.2, these tools are embedded
in ongoing classroom practice and are designed to capture growth over time rather than a single
point-in-time snapshot. Because they rely on structured teacher or caregiver judgment, they often

prioritize assessment in natural learning environments and instructional usefulness over
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standardization. This design makes them valuable for formative purposes, but it also creates
challenges for producing reliable and comparable results when scores are aggregated for system-
level reporting, as differences in how field-based observers interpret and score behaviors can

affect results.

Teaching Strategies GOLD

Teaching Strategies GOLD (TS GOLD), developed by Teaching Strategies, LLC, is an
ongoing student-level observational assessment system designed to document the development
of children from birth through kindergarten across multiple domains, including social-emotional,
physical, language, and cognitive development. Widely adopted by state pre-k and Head Start
systems, it is typically used by teachers to track individual growth for instructional planning and

by administrators to report aggregate child-level developmental data.**

Evidence indicates that TS GOLD is well suited for formative assessment, capturing the
skills it is designed to measure. Its scores are more limited, however, when used as a proxy for
program quality or as a high-stakes predictor of later achievement.*> A recurring concern is rater
subjectivity, including “halo effects,” in which children are rated similarly across domains in
ways that appear to reflect overall impressions rather than domain-specific skill evidence. Rater
subjectivity also includes the “reference bias,” previously described for KEAs. In practice, the
subjectivity can reduce the tool’s diagnostic precision and limit its usefulness for distinguishing
differences in classroom environments or program quality.*® Furthermore, research suggests that

teacher ratings from TS GOLD often do not capture enough variation in children’s skills to
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reliably predict later achievement, particularly when compared to direct assessments that

measure similar things at kindergarten entry.*’

From an alignment perspective, TS GOLD is a national observational assessment system
designed to align broadly with early learning guidelines, including frameworks like Arkansas's
CDELS. Although TS GOLD is conceptually consistent with the CDELS as a standards
framework, it is not specifically customized for Arkansas and is distinct from the CDELS
Developmental Rating Scale, a separate Arkansas-specific instrument designed to assess children
directly against the CDELS standards.*® TS GOLD measures broad developmental progressions
rather than the specific discrete skill mastery often emphasized in early elementary assessments
(e.g., phonics decoding tasks). Because of this, there can be a "measurement mismatch:" a child
can appear "ready," or developmentally on track, according to TS GOLD's observational
framework while still showing gaps on more granular K-2 academic assessments. Consequently,
policy guidance consistently emphasizes that while TS GOLD provides a valuable snapshot for
instructional planning, aggregating its data to evaluate program efficacy requires caution due to

these concerns.*’

While TS GOLD is marketed as curriculum-agnostic, not just to be used with Teaching
Strategies’ The Creative Curriculum, programs using different High Quality Instructional
Materials (HQIM) may find the alignment between the tool’s assessment prompts and their
instructional materials less clear. Additionally, other curriculum developers (e.g., Frog Street)

offer their own aligned assessment tools. This means that providers using curricula other than
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The Creative Curriculum may need to weigh the use of TS GOLD against assessments that are
more directly aligned with their instructional materials.
o Alignment Function: Captures multiple dimensions of development through ongoing
documentation in natural instructional settings, supporting a whole-child, growth-oriented

definition of readiness.

e Limitation: Teacher judgment and documentation protocols introduce subjectivity and
halo effects, which can complicate both the interpretation of scores and comparisons

across the state.
The Work Sampling System (WSS)

The Work Sampling System (WSS) is a curriculum-embedded child-level observational
assessment used from preschool through the elementary grades. Like TS GOLD, WSS relies on
structured observations, portfolios, and developmental checklists to document children’s

progress across domains in natural classroom contexts.

The WSS has well-studied validity record, that is, there has been a lot of work answering
whether the WSS measures what it claims to measure and the interpretations of its results are
accurate and appropriate for the intended purpose. In preschool contexts, the Work Sampling for
Head Start adaptation consistent and moderately strong relationships with individually
administered early reading and mathematics assessments. It also showed evidence of explaining
achievement outcomes beyond demographic factors.>® Together, this evidence suggests

alignment between this tool and direct assessments administered at the same point in time.
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In later grades, one study found positive relationships between first-grade teacher ratings
and third-grade performance on statewide assessments.’! However, in this study, once student
demographic characteristics were considered, teacher ratings did not explain large, additional

differences in later achievement.

Because WSS also depends on teacher judgment, concerns about equity across diverse
populations and score comparability across the state are central concerns. As with other tools that
depend on teacher subjectivity, research suggests that these scores can introduce risks when they
are used for evaluative purposes, including differences in how behaviors are interpreted across
racial and ethnic groups.’? Like TS GOLD, these concerns support treating WSS as an

instructional and developmental monitoring tool rather than an accountability metric.

Overall, the evidence suggests that WSS captures meaningful information about
children’s development, particularly in early literacy and mathematics. At the same time, its
unique contribution to predicting later high-stakes test performance is limited. This pattern is
common across observational systems: teacher ratings align with children’s skills in the moment,
but they are not designed to function as precise forecasting tools for later accountability
outcomes.

e Alignment Function: Aligns with whole child developmental philosophy. Uses
classroom-embedded measurement by documenting progress across domains through

authentic work products and structured teacher observation.
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o Limitation: Teacher subjectivity, documentation protocol, and potential demographic
differences in children may make interpretation of scores and comparisons across the

state difficult.

The Ounce Scale

The Ounce Scale is an authentic, child-level observational assessment designed for
infants and toddlers (birth to 42 months). It emphasizes developmental documentation in natural

contexts and incorporates observational records, family input, and developmental profiles.

In a multi-site Early Head Start study of 287 infants and toddlers, the Ounce Scale
produced generally dependable results across age groups, indicating that the tool captures
children’s development in a consistent way, though this was weaker for some of the youngest
children.>® When compared to standardized direct assessments administered at the same time,
Ounce scores were meaningfully related to children’s cognitive, language, and social-emotional
performance. The strongest relationships were observed for social-emotional development.>*
Importantly, the study also found that Ounce scores helped identify children who may be at risk
and provided information about their development that goes beyond what can be understood

from basic child and family characteristics alone.>

At the same time, the authors position the Ounce Scale explicitly as a performance-based
assessment embedded in ongoing caregiving routines rather than as a norm-referenced
achievement test or a long-term academic predictor.’® Its evidence base supports its use for
developmental monitoring and individualized planning rather than for high-stakes program

evaluation.
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Alignment Function: The Ounce Scale supports ongoing monitoring of infant and
toddler development within everyday caregiving routines. It helps teachers and families
document growth over time and strengthens family engagement by making development

visible in familiar, relationship-based settings.

Limitation: The tool was not designed to predict later academic performance or to
compare programs across sites. Because it relies on ongoing observation to collect
evidence over time, its scores are not well suited for high-stakes accountability or
statewide performance comparisons. Additionally, since the Ounce Scale relies on
caregiver observation and documentation, the Ounce Scale is also subject to variation in
how these adults interpret and record children’s behaviors, which can affect score

comparability across settings.

Strength of Evidence and Appropriate Use

Alignment with later child outcomes.

Across tools, observational child development measures tend to show meaningful

alignment with standardized assessments administered at the same point in time. Evidence is

more limited for predicting later learning gains. Once differences in children’s background

characteristics are taken into account, predictive relationships are typically smaller but can still

be meaningful. Because these tools rely on teacher and caregiver judgment, they are better suited

for documenting growth than for forecasting long-term outcomes.

Summary judgment.
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Student-level observational systems such as TS GOLD, WSS, and the Ounce Scale are
helpful tools for tracking children’s development within everyday classroom and caregiving
routines. They support a whole-child view of growth and are valuable for instructional planning.
At the same time, subjectivity in scores and limited predictive power of longer-term child
outcomes limit their use as high-stakes accountability metrics or as standalone indicators of

program quality.

Appropriate policy use based on evidence.

This group of tools is best aligned with instructional planning, professional learning,
family communication, and developmental monitoring across domains that direct screeners do
not capture. Aggregate reporting can support descriptive system monitoring when implemented
carefully. However, research cautions against using observational scores to evaluate program
effectiveness or rank programs without additional safeguards and clear evidence that such uses

are valid for diverse groups of students across different types of settings.

The broader measurement literature cautions against “wishful linking,” or assuming that
observational tools designed for formative purposes can automatically be used for program
evaluation without additional validation.’” Scholars emphasize that assessment systems must be
evaluated not only for how the instrument performs, but also for whether its scores are being

used in ways that are supported by evidence.>®

Key limitations affecting alignment.
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Rater Subjectivity (Reference Bias and Halo Effects): Teachers and caregivers may
rate children similarly across different domains (e.g., giving high scores in math because a child
has good social skills), which reduces the tool's diagnostic precision. Furthermore, because
student-level observational systems rely on adult interpretation of behavior, differences in how

behavior is perceived and rated can affect comparability across student groups.

Limited Predictive Validity: Child-level observational ratings generally do not predict
longer-term academic outcomes as consistently as direct assessments of discrete skills. This can

be because the former often do not capture fine-grained variation in skills.

Aggregation Validity: When scores are combined across classrooms or sites, they may

not reliably distinguish differences in program quality.

Construct Mismatch: The broad developmental progressions used in observational tools
(e.g., "demonstrates knowledge of print") do not always align neatly with the discrete,
constrained skills (e.g., "names all uppercase letters") emphasized in K—2 accountability tests.

This can produce discrepancies across measures even when both are functioning as designed.

Global Environmental and Structural Quality Indicators

Beyond specific adult-child interactions (discussed in Section 4.1), the Arkansas QRIS
relies on a set of "structural" indicators (i.e. inputs), such as staff qualifications, ratios, and
administrative capacity, to create the necessary conditions for learning. Three of these elements
have been called the "Iron Triangle" of quality in some research: group size, teacher-child ratio,

and staff qualifications.’® They are relatively easy to regulate and monitor. However, their
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relationship to child outcomes is indirect: they appear to matter primarily because they enable
higher-quality daily classroom interactions, rather than affecting children’s learning on their

own.

Teacher Qualifications and Experience

State quality systems frequently prioritize bachelor’s degrees and specialized credentials
for lead teachers, operating on the assumption that higher education leads to stronger
instructional practices. However, empirical evidence suggests that formal degree attainment

alone shows an inconsistent association with children’s developmental outcomes.

Degrees and credentials.

Meta-analytic evidence indicates that higher levels of staff education are modestly
associated with higher scores on global measures of early childhood environment quality,
including observational tools such as the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS).%°
However, when studies attempt to isolate the effects of specific degree thresholds (e.g.,
bachelor's vs. associate's vs. high school), findings are more inconsistent, with some large-scale
analyses showing that ECE teacher education and major were not consistently related to either

classroom quality or children’s academic gains.5!

Other research focusing on child outcomes similarly concludes that associations between
staff education and children’s language, math, or social-emotional development are generally
weak, null, or limited to particular domains such as language.®® In contrast, evidence from home-

based early care settings suggests that associate’s and bachelor’s degrees, as well as specialized
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early childhood coursework, may be associated with stronger global caregiving quality or more
responsive adult—child interactions, though links to toddlers’ cognitive and social-emotional

outcomes are limited and context dependent.®?

It is worth noting that the bulk of this research focuses on bachelor’s degree attainment
and may not be consistent for ECE staff holding associate’s degrees or Child Development
Associate (CDA) credentials, both of which are common among Arkansas’s ECE workforce.
Taken together, this literature indicates that staff qualifications are more consistently related to
the quality of the learning environment than to direct measures of children’s developmental

outcomes.

Professional development.

Current evidence suggests that in-service professional development (PD) can
meaningfully improve classroom quality, with coaching emerging as a particularly effective
delivery format. A meta-analysis of 36 studies found a moderate to large overall effect of in-
service training on process quality, with programs using coaching as the sole delivery format
showing notably larger effects than other approaches.®* A CLASS-focused meta-analysis found
that coaching-based professional development produced moderate improvements in classroom
interaction quality,® while a broader review found that individualized coaching outperformed

one-off workshops, with the latter showing small or null effects on practice.5®

Consistent with these findings, a meta-analysis of language and literacy PD found that
coaching intensity, but not more formal coursework intensity, predicted gains in process

quality.S” Effects of PD on child outcomes are consistently smaller than effects on classroom
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quality but remain positive, and are strongest when child outcome measures align with the
content focus of the PD program.® Neither curriculum implementation nor scale-based training
content has been found to be more effective than other approaches, suggesting that how PD is

delivered may matter more than its specific content focus.%’

Staff experience.

Research suggests that years of teaching experience is an inconsistent predictor of
classroom quality in early childhood settings. A large study found that educator experience was
largely unrelated to high-quality processes in classrooms after accounting for other structural
characteristics (e.g., group size), and a systematic review similarly found few associations
between educators' years of experience and children's outcomes.”® This does not mean that
experience lacks value, as more experienced educators may support program functioning in ways
not captured by standard quality measures, such as mentoring staff or building long-term
relationships with families. However, there is limited evidence that years of experience alone are

directly associated with higher classroom quality or improved child outcomes.
Class Size and Child-Teacher Ratios

Low child—teacher ratios and small group sizes are widely recognized as foundational
safety and structural quality standards. Recent meta-analytic evidence confirms a "threshold"
theory, finding that ratios must be sufficiently low to a/low for responsive interactions to occur.
Specifically, one study identified non-linear thresholds, finding that in classrooms of children
aged 3 to 5, ratios of 7.5:1 or lower and class sizes below 15 were associated with moderate to

large improvements for cognitive outcomes, whereas improvements in ratios above this threshold
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yielded diminishing returns.”! Another systematic review found that within the range of what is
typically permissible by licensing regulations, better ratios in preschool-aged classrooms are not
associated with better child outcomes,’? while a recent meta-analyses reported that there is no

empirical evidence about ratios and child outcomes for children 2 years old or younger.”?

Like other structural variables, ratios and group size function as enabling conditions.
They can make high-quality interactions more feasible, but do not guarantee them. Group size
and child-to-adult ratio are the structural features most consistently linked to process quality,
shaping what teachers do (e.g., more talk with children, more time in instruction, less time in
transitions) though not necessarily how well they do it.”* The only preschool class size
experiment found that reducing classes from 20 to 15 produced more one-on-one interactions
and greater literacy gains, but no differences in observed classroom interaction quality, which

suggests that benefits may operate through increased individual contact.”

Curriculum Implementation and Fidelity

While many state systems monitor the presence of an evidence-based curriculum as a
structural indicator, research emphasizes that the fidelity of implementation is the primary driver
of student outcomes. Simply having a published curriculum does not reliably improve child
outcomes. Experimental evidence found that widely used whole-child curricula produced higher
classroom quality scores than locally developed approaches but failed to improve children's
school readiness while skill-targeted curricula did boost achievement in their targeted domains.”®
Across five large preschool samples, classrooms reporting use of a curriculum were largely

indistinguishable from those without one, and classrooms using the same curriculum varied as
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widely in quality as the broader population of classrooms.”” Without ongoing professional
development and monitoring of children's progress, curricular mandates may function more as

structural checkboxes than as drivers of learning.

Unlike broad structural indicators, specific curricula focused on domain-specific skills
(e.g., math or literacy) have shown moderate positive impacts on corresponding child outcomes
when implemented with fidelity and supported by coaching on the specific instructional activities
involved.”® More generally, a recent book chapter reviews various ECE curriculum and any

experimental evidence for each.”

Global Environment & Administration (ERS & PAS)

In addition to staff metrics, states use observational tools to assess the physical and

administrative capacity of programs.

Environment Rating Scales (ERS).

The Environment Rating Scales (ERS), including the Early Childhood Environment
Rating Scale (ECERS) and the Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scale (ITERS), and their
home-based counterpart, the Family Child Care Environment Rating Scale (FCCERS), are
observational instruments designed to assess the global quality of early learning environments by
measuring a comprehensive set of indicators ranging from physical space and materials to
personal care routines and teacher-child interactions (for a recent scoping review of 154 studies

across 40+ countries, see Alpys & Hernandez-Torrano, 2025).8¢
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Research evaluating the predictive validity, or the effectiveness of a tool in predicting
future child developmental outcomes, of these scales indicates a consistently positive but small
to modest associations, with relationships varying significantly by developmental domain. Some
research demonstrates that higher global quality scores are statistically associated with gains in
children’s skills, particularly in language®! and social skills.®?> However, ECERS-R scores were
mostly unassociated with child outcomes assessed in studies,®* and a validity analysis using
nationally representative data suggests that inconsistent relationships may partly reflect
limitations of the tool in consistently capturing different dimensions of the environmental

quality.34

Furthermore, scholarship supports a "threshold hypothesis," suggesting that ERS scores
may only reliably predict positive child outcomes once a program exceeds a specific level of
quality, typically in the "good" to "excellent" range, rather than showing a linear benefit at lower
levels.?® Validation studies of the newer ECERS-3 suggest its predictive power for individual

school readiness remains limited compared to specific measures of interaction.®¢

Program Administration Scale (PAS).

While the ERS measures the classroom environment, the Program Administration Scale
(PAS) measures the quality of leadership and management practices in centers, evaluating
dimensions such as human resources, fiscal management, and risk management, while the
Business Administration Scale (BAS) assesses similar constructs in family child care homes.
Empirical evaluations of the PAS indicate consistent associations between administrative quality

and proximal program metrics, though connections to distal results remain unverified.
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Studies have observed a statistically significant, positive relationship between PAS scores
and measures of global classroom quality (ECERS/ITERS).8” However, it has not been
empirically linked directly to individual child developmental outcomes; current research supports
the PAS/BAS primarily as a gauge of the organizational conditions that precede child learning

rather than a direct predictor of child outcomes themselves.

Measures like the PAS/BAS focus on how well early childhood programs are led and
managed. Strong leadership, stable staffing systems, and sound fiscal practices help programs
operate effectively and create the conditions for high quality teaching. However, these
organizational features do not directly produce learning gains for children. Instead, they make it
more likely that teachers can provide consistent, engaging interactions that support development.
Because this influence operates through the classroom experience, administrative and other
structural indicators often show weaker statistical links to child outcomes, even though they

remain essential building blocks of a strong early childhood system.

Strength of Evidence and Appropriate Use

Alignment with later child outcomes.

Research indicates that structural and global environmental indicators show indirect and
sometimes inconsistent relationships with children’s developmental outcomes. Meta-analytic
evidence suggests a nonlinear relationship between child—teacher ratios and cognitive outcomes
for preschool-aged children. Meaningful gains tend to appear once ratios fall below
approximately 7.5:1 and class sizes are relatively small.3® However, a separate systematic review

found limited evidence that within the range typically permitted by licensing standards, variation
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in ratios is often not associated with measurable differences in child outcome suggesting the

effect may be most consequential at the extremes.*

Higher levels of teacher education are modestly associated with higher global
environment ratings,’ but degree attainment alone has not been a consistent predictor of
classroom interaction quality or children's learning gains across large studies.’!

Observational measures of environmental quality and administrative functioning capture
features of program organization, leadership, and physical learning conditions. While some
studies find small positive associations with child skill development, results are generally modest
or inconsistent compared with measures of instructional interactions.

Summary judgment.

Taken together, these indicators primarily measure a program’s capacity to support
student learning rather than learning itself. They signal whether programs are safe, stable, and
equipped with foundational resources, but they are limited proxies for the quality of instruction

children actually experience.

Appropriate policy use based on evidence.

Structural standards establish the minimum conditions necessary for safe and manageable
early learning environments and help monitor operational stability across center- and home-
based settings. Furthermore, data on qualifications and staffing patterns can inform
compensation policy, professional development strategies, and coaching investments that

strengthen instructional practice.
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Key limitations affecting alignment.

Indirect Pathway: Structural conditions influence children's development primarily
through their effects on daily teaching interactions. Because this influence is mediated rather
than direct, statistical associations with child outcomes are often modest.

Threshold Effects: Improvements in ratios or class size appear most consequential once
programs reach relatively high-quality benchmarks (e.g., ratios below 7.5:1). Gains above or
below these thresholds may produce limited observable impact.

Presence vs. Effective Use: Structural indicators capture whether resources or policies

exist, not whether they are implemented in ways that meaningfully support instruction.

Early-Grade Academic and Developmental Qutcomes as Alignment Anchors

To assess whether early childhood quality measures align with later outcomes, it is
necessary to specify which outcomes serve as benchmarks for alignment. In this section, later
outcomes refer to indicators of children’s academic, social-emotional, and developmental
functioning in kindergarten and the early elementary grades that are predictive of longer-term
educational success.

Academic Outcomes

Early-grade academic outcomes, particularly in literacy and mathematics, are the most
consistently studied indicators of educational trajectories. Empirical consensus confirms that
school readiness skills are robust predictors of long-term attainment. Some large-scale analyses
indicate that entry-level math and reading skills generally show moderate to large correlations

with later elementary achievement, beyond looking at behavior skills alone.*?
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However, the utility of these outcomes for alignment depends heavily on the #ype of skill
measured. A key meta-analytic finding may help explain one part of the “fade-out” puzzle:
McCormick et al. (2021) analyzed data from over 20,000 children and found that pre-K
programs produced moderate initial impacts on constrained skills (e.g., letter naming), but these
effects faded to near zero by kindergarten spring. In contrast, impacts on unconstrained skills
(e.g., vocabulary) were smaller initially but showed no evidence of fade-out, suggesting they are

more durable benchmarks for alignment.”

Furthermore, recent evidence clarifies that alignment is bi-directional; the persistence of
early gains is statistically dependent on whether K—2 instruction builds upon, rather than repeats,
content mastered in pre-K.?* Overall, the policy implication from this line of research is that
alignment analyses that rely exclusively on constrained skill measures may systematically
underestimate the long-term value of ECE programs that invest in vocabulary, self-regulation,
and other unconstrained skills, which may include gains that are real and durable but not

captured by spring kindergarten screeners.

Social-Emotional and Self-Regulation Outcomes

Social-emotional development and self-regulation are increasingly recognized as
foundational for school success.”® Skills such as attention, behavioral regulation, executive
functioning, and peer relationships are associated with classroom engagement, learning
behaviors, and longer-term outcomes including educational attainment and workforce

participation.”®
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While often treated as "soft skills," social-emotional and executive functioning (EF)
capacities are robust empirical predictors of academic success. Research consistently identifies
executive function as a moderate predictor of math and reading scores.”’” Longitudinal research
indicates that learning related behaviors such as attention, persistence, and classroom
engagement function as developmental mechanisms linking early classroom quality to later
academic achievement.”® On the other hand, higher quality instructional interactions are
associated with stronger development of these behaviors, which in turn predict gains in

children’s math and reading skills over time.”

Health and Developmental Indicators

Physical health, sensory-motor development, and approaches to learning are central
components of whole-child frameworks, which emphasize that academic learning is supported
by coordinated growth across cognitive, social-emotional, and physical domains.!*° However,
these competencies are rarely incorporated into formal accountability systems focused on

discrete academic skills.

Empirical evidence indicates that sensorimotor development is directly related to later
academic performance. Longitudinal analyses show that fine motor skills at school entry predict
subsequent gains in mathematics and reading achievement and explain unique variance in
academic outcomes beyond early cognitive abilities.!°! Similarly, children’s opportunities to
benefit from early education are shaped by health-related factors that influence attendance.
Research on early chronic absenteeism demonstrates that preschool and early elementary

absences are associated with weaker academic growth and increased likelihood of later learning
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difficulties, reflecting reduced exposure to instructional opportunities during critical

developmental periods.!'??

Using early-grade outcomes as alignment anchors requires recognizing that no single
outcome domain fully captures children’s development. Because K—2 accountability systems
tend to emphasize constrained academic skills, alignment analyses may underestimate the value
of early childhood programs that produce gains in social-emotional functioning, engagement, or

103 In Arkansas, this

physical readiness but more modest impacts on discrete literacy measures.
dynamic contributes to a structural alignment challenge: the CDELS framework emphasizes
unconstrained growth and motor/health development, while the ATLAS K-2 accountability

system relies heavily on constrained academic screeners. Apparent misalignment may therefore

reflect differences in what is measured rather than differences in program quality.

Strength of Evidence and Appropriate Use

Alignment with later child outcomes.

Early academic skills (math/reading) are the strongest predictors of later achievement, but
"unconstrained" skills, including executive function, show more durable alignment than the

"constrained" skills typically measured by K—2 screeners.

Summary judgment.

K-2 academic screeners provide necessary data on discrete skill mastery but are

insufficient as the sole anchor for evaluating ECE program impact. Relying exclusively on
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constrained academic skills to judge alignment likely underestimates the long-term value of

high-quality early learning environments.

Appropriate policy use based on evidence.

Early-grade academic outcomes should be used as one of several indicators of how well
early childhood and K—12 systems are aligned. Measures of learning-related behaviors, such as
attention and self-regulation, should be considered alongside academic screeners to better reflect

the full range of skills that predict children’s later success.

Key limitations affecting alignment.

Fade-out Artifacts: Misalignment could appear because K-2 assessments measure

"constrained" skills (which may plateau) rather than "unconstrained" skills (which may persist).

Measurement Mismatch: ECE standards often emphasize "whole-child" domains, while

K-2 assessments focus on narrow academic skills.

Data Gaps: There is a lack of systematic data collection on health, motor, and social-

emotional domains in early elementary grades.

Academic Tilt: The heavy reliance on academic accountability in K-2 may obscure the

benefits of ECE programs that prioritize process quality and social-emotional growth.
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VI. Arkansas’s Measurement Landscape

Policy Context in Arkansas

Arkansas is currently engaged in multiple efforts to strengthen early childhood quality
measurement and alignment across birth-to-grade-2 systems. The revision of the state’s QRIS,
the implementation of the LEARNS Act, and the integration of the Office of Early Childhood
within the Arkansas Department of Education have increased the focus on how early learning
environments are measured and how those measures relate to later educational outcomes. These
policy changes create an opportunity to clarify the conceptual framework linking early childhood

quality indicators, kindergarten readiness measures, and early-grade academic outcomes.

Arkansas currently uses a range of tools related to early childhood quality and
kindergarten readiness. These tools serve distinct purposes ranging from program improvement

to accountability, yet discussions of these tools do not always clearly distinguish between
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"readiness" and "quality." Table 1 summarizes these key tools, their intended purposes, and the

evidence of their alignment with later outcomes.

Table 1. Arkansas Measures and Evidence of Alignment

Evidence of

Measure Domain Intended Alignment with Implementation
Purpose Notes
Later Outcomes
Moderate. Aligns Requires tra.m§d
. observers; limited
with developmental L
. score variation
mechanisms; Small to .
Adult—child Program moderate, sometimes observed in many
CLASS® : : improvement, . . publicly funded
Interactions . Imconsistent . . .
coaching - . settings; primarily
associations with .
o . designed for
individual child .
outcomes improvement rather
’ than accountability.
Indirect. Consistently
Environment Global predicts quality of Metric used in current
v environment, QRIS rating, the setting with QRIS focuses on
Rating Scales . . ) . "
materials, technical generally weak capacity to educate
(ERS) & health/saf . o i her th
PAS/BAS ealt sq ety, & assistance gssQC}atlons Wlt .rat er t.an .
leadership individual child instructional delivery.
academic gains.
Limited. Few studies Implementation
Parent and linking checklist P S
. . varies; primarily a
provider scores to later child e .
Developmental ! . transition tool (family
KRIC . guidance, academic outcomes; i
checklist guidance) rather than
developmental results may be
. . system-level
monitoring influenced by rater .
L. monitoring.
subjectivity.
Instructional Moderate. Implementation
TS GOLD® Observational  planning, Population-level varies; reliability

child assessment formative

assessment

associations with later depends heavily on

outcomes are

teacher training and
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. Intended Ev.ldence of . Implementation
Measure Domain Alignment with Notes

Purpose Later Outcomes

adequate; individual  fidelity; not designed
child prediction is for high-stakes
weaker due to rater  accountability.
subjectivity.

Focused on
constrained academic
skills; not a
comprehensive

Strong for specific
domains. High
Monitoring, predictive validity for

it instructional lat i th ; L
ATLAS K Early literacy ~ Instructiona ater reading/ma readiness indicator.
and mathematics support, scores; weak
Screener . o - . ) Assessment chosen to
assessment identifying for  alignment with
) . : meet LEARNS
intervention unconstrained/broad .
developmental mandate. Limited data
. access for ECE
domains. .
providers.
Indirect. Weak direct Policy-relevant system
Ratios, associations with indicators; not
Structural credentials, Licensing, QRIS child outcomes; designed to serve as
Indicators curriculum participation influence primarily  direct proxies for child
choice via classroom process development or
quality. readiness.

Notes. CLASS® = Classroom Assessment Scoring System®; ERS = Environment Rating Scales
(ECERS/ITERS/FCCERS); PAS/BAS = Program/Business Administration Scale; KRIC =
Kindergarten Readiness Indicator Checklist; TS GOLD® = Teaching Strategies GOLD®; ATLAS
= K-2 Arkansas Teaching, Learning & Assessment System Kindergarten Screener; QRIS =
Quality Rating and Improvement System.

The strength and nature of alignment vary significantly across these measure types. First,
measures of global capacity (ERS/PAS) and structural indicators confirm that a program is safe
and organized enough to operate; however, these serve as "enabling conditions" for learning
rather than direct drivers of student outcomes. Measures of classroom processes (e.g., CLASS®)
capture the developmental mechanisms that drive growth (e.g., interactions), though they tend to

show modest statistical relationships with longer-term child test scores. Conversely, early-grade
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academic assessments (e.g., ATLAS) show stronger predictive relationships with later testing but

capture narrower domains of development.

These distinctions imply that no single tool in Arkansas’s current portfolio is intended to
be sufficient on its own. Rather, QRIS and early-grade policies should treat these measures as
complementary pieces of a single alignment puzzle, that help us holistically understand ECE

quality.

Mapping Arkansas Measures to Readiness Domains

To assess alignment, it is necessary to map each tool to the specific domains of
development associated with kindergarten readiness. Research consistently identifies readiness
as a multi-domain construct, including academic skills, social-emotional development, self-
regulation, health, and approaches to learning. Table 2 maps Arkansas’s current measures against

these domains.
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Table 2. Conceptual Alignment of Arkansas Measures with Kindergarten Readiness Domain
Self-Regulation Health &

Measure Ac.ademlc Skills Social-Emotional & Executive Physical Approac!les to Alignment Summary
(Literacy/Math) Development . Learning
Function Development
Captures classroom
processes that support
CLASS® Moderate Moderate Moderate Not captured Moderate readiness-related

mechanisms; modest to
moderate direct prediction
of child outcomes

The primary measure of
physical environment,
safety, and health; indirect
link to learning.

Broad checklist with
limited validation and less
Limited Broad Coverage Broad Coverage Broad Coverage Broad Coverage well-established alignment
(Checklist) (Subjective) (Subjective) (Subjective) (Subjective)  with later outcomes; results
may be influenced by rater
subjectivity.

ERS &

PAS/BAS Indirect

Indirect Indirect Indirect

KRIC

Multi-domain observational
tool; alignment depends on

implementation fidelity and
rater consistency.

TS GOLD® Moderate Moderate Moderate Moderate Moderate

Predictive of later academic
outcomes with a narrower

Not captured Not captured  Not captured  Not captured focus on academic
domains; currently only for
K-2.

ATLAS
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Self-Regulation Health &

Academic Skills Social-Emotional Approaches to

Measure (Literacy/Math) Development & Exec1.1tlve Physical Learning Alignment Summary
Function Development

Structural Enable quality conditions

Indicators Indirect Indirect Indirect Not captured Indirect but are not directly related

to child outcomes
Notes. CLASS® = Classroom Assessment Scoring System®; ERS = Environment Rating Scales (ECERS/ITERS/FCCERS); PAS/BAS
= Program/Business Administration Scale; KRIC = Kindergarten Readiness Indicator Checklist; TS GOLD® = Teaching Strategies
GOLD®; ATLAS = K-2 Arkansas Teaching, Learning & Assessment System. Indirect indicates that the measure influences the
domain through learning environments rather than directly assessing child skills. Not captured indicates the domain is outside the

tool’s design and measurement scope. Broad Coverage (Subjective) indicates the tool asks about the domain, but reliability is limited
by rater judgment.
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Table 2 shows a distinction in Arkansas’s educational measurement landscape.
Specifically, the system emphasizes academic outcomes in early elementary grades yet
prioritizes process quality in early childhood settings.

o Process measures (e.g., CLASS®) align most closely with social-emotional development
and approaches to learning, or mechanisms that support long-term success but are not

directly reflected in K—12 academic tests.

e Environment measures (e.g., ERS/PAS) provide the only standardized data on health and
safety, domains that are foundational to development but distinct from K—12 academic

monitoring.

e Academic screeners (e.g., ATLAS) provide strong signals for literacy and math
trajectories but do not capture the broader "whole child" readiness domains emphasized

in early childhood frameworks.

This mapping illustrates that the "misalignment" often cited in policy is partly a measurement
artifact: the definition of success naturally shifts from developmental support in ECE to
academic proficiency in K—12. From a policy perspective, this confirms that Arkansas’s current
measures are functioning as designed for their specific aims, that is, program improvement in
ECE transitioning to academic monitoring in K—12. Efforts to apply these distinct tools within a
single predictive framework risk overlooking their primary value. These tools are
complementary indicators of child well-being, rather than a single continuous metric of
performance. At the same time, thoughtful choices on both sides of the ECE/K-12 transition will

ultimately benefit children and families.
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VII. Alignment and Gaps in Arkansas’s Current Approach
Areas of Alignment

Use of process quality measures aligned with developmental theory

Arkansas’s recent inclusion of CLASS® within the QRIS reflects a strong research base
emphasizing supportive adult—child interactions as necessary to early learning and development.
Measures of emotional support, classroom organization, and instructional support are
theoretically aligned with the development of language and self-regulation that underpin later

outcomes.

Integration of early-grade academic assessments

Arkansas’s new use of ATLAS in kindergarten through second grade aligns with
evidence that early academic skills predict later academic outcomes, particularly when similar
constructs are measured longitudinally. These assessments provide system-level information
about early academic trajectories that can inform instruction and policy. One opportunity to
strengthen this work involves improving access for ECE providers. Currently, ECE providers do
not have access to ATLAS results for children previously enrolled in their programs, limiting the

tool’s use as a feedback mechanism for ECE program improvement.

Multi-tool measurement system across early childhood and K-2

The presence of tools across birth-to-five and early elementary systems creates
foundational infrastructure for alignment across early childhood and K—12. This multi-tool
landscape provides opportunities for linking early learning experiences with later outcomes, as

the state continues to develop a formal alignment framework.
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Areas of Potential Misalignment or Gaps

Unclear Guidance on the Intended Purpose of Different Measures

Several tools used in Arkansas serve distinct purposes, including improvement,
screening, monitoring, and accountability. In the absence of explicit guidance differentiating
these purposes, there is risk that tools will be interpreted as interchangeable indicators of

readiness or quality, even when they were not designed for such uses.

Use of CLASS® as a Proxy for Child Readiness or High-stakes Accountability

While CLASS® is theoretically aligned with mechanisms that support development,
empirical evidence shows small to moderate, and sometimes inconsistent, relationships with
individual child outcomes. Using CLASS® scores as a direct indicator of child readiness or as a
high-stakes metric may extend beyond the tool’s intended design and lead to interpretations that

are not fully supported by the available evidence.

Variation in Implementation and Fidelity across Observational and Checklist-Based
Tools

Observational measures and developmental checklists depend heavily on training,
implementation fidelity, and rater judgment. Variation in implementation practices may affect
comparability across settings and limit the interpretability of results for system-level decision-
making. Ongoing calibration following initial training is important for maintaining consistency

across these tools.

Narrow Domain Coverage of Academic Assessments

ATLAS and similar early-grade assessments focus primarily on academic domains.

These tools do not capture social-emotional development, approaches to learning, executive
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function, or health-related factors that research identifies as important for later success. Reliance

on academic assessments alone may provide a more limited picture of readiness.

Development of a Formal Alignment Framework across Birth-to-Grade-2 Systems

Arkansas is in the process of developing a more unified framework clarifying how early
childhood quality measures, kindergarten readiness indicators, and early-grade academic
outcomes are intended to connect. Without such a framework, alignment is largely implicit, and

stakeholders may draw conclusions about system coherence that are not empirically grounded.

Implications for QRIS Policy and Implementation

Arkansas’s current QRIS incorporates multiple indicators intended to reflect program
quality. These include structural requirements (e.g., ratios, staff credentials), global quality
measures (i.e., ERS, PAS), and process requirements (e.g., curriculum use, child portfolios). As
the state considers modifications to its QRIS, alignment with research-based indicators of

kindergarten readiness could be a key policy priority.

The evidence reviewed in this report suggests that the current QRIS measures vary in the

extent to which they align with later child academic outcomes:

e Process Quality (CLASS®): Measures of adult—child interactions align most closely with
the developmental mechanisms (language, regulation) that support learning. While
theoretically strong, direct statistical relationships with later academic assessments are
typically small to modest, suggesting this type of tool supports developmental processes
more than academic proficiency. However, this makes sense given the design of the tool

to support overall classroom quality improvement.
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e Global Quality & Administration (ERS & PAS): The Environment Rating Scales
(ERS) and Program Administration Scale (PAS) effectively measure safety, organization,
and material availability, key enabling conditions for program operation. However,
research indicates these measures have weak and inconsistent relationships with
individual child academic gains. Thus, these tools ensure a program is "ready to educate"

but do not directly capture instructional effectiveness.

e Structural Quality (Ratios & Credentials): Arkansas tracks structural indicators such
as teacher-child ratios, group sizes, and staff qualifications. While these are critical for
safety and managing the classroom environment, research consistently shows they are
"necessary but insufficient" drivers of child outcomes. They create the potential for

quality interactions but do not directly measure them.

o Child Assessments (or Portfolios): Currently, Arkansas’s QRIS requires programs to
maintain child portfolios or conduct assessments. However, this is a compliance measure

(verifying the activity occurs) rather than an outcome measure (tracking child growth).

These findings suggest that QRIS revisions should clarify the distinct role of each tool. Structural
indicators and global quality measures (ERS/PAS) remain vital for establishing the safe, well-
managed environments necessary for operation. CLASS® represents one of the most well-
developed and widely used tools for capturing the quality of adult—child interactions, which
research has identified as supporting early learning and development. Its content-agnostic design
and applicability across age groups and program types make it well suited to serve as a common

measure within a diverse early childhood landscape. Accordingly, CLASS® should be prioritized
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as a component of QRIS for driving instructional improvement through coaching and
professional development. Finally, child assessments can be more intentionally leveraged as a

resource for teacher planning, without being used as a high-stakes program rating metric.

To support this clarification of purpose, Table 3 synthesizes the components of
Arkansas’s current QRIS system. It maps each indicator to its alignment with research on child

outcomes and identifies its most appropriate application within a policy framework.

Table 3. Conceptual Alignment of Current QRIS Measures with Later Outcomes

QRIS Indicator Alignment with Later Academic Outcomes Appropriate Policy Use
CLASS® Theory-Based. Supports regulation/language;  Improvement: Coaching, PD,
(Interactions) small to modest associations with academic monitoring teacher-child

gains. interaction quality and targeting

supports to programs with the
greatest need.

ERS & PAS Indirect. Ensures safety/organization but limited System Capacity: Licensing

(Environment/Admin) associations with academic gains. baseline, health/safety
monitoring.

Structural Indirect. Necessary enabling conditions but Foundational: Minimum

(Credentials, Ratios) limited associations with academic gains. standards to operate safely.

Curriculum & Compliance-Based. Verifies use of instructional Instructional Support: Ensuring

Assessment Use tools; does not directly capture child outcomes. teachers have resources to plan

and tools to monitor student
learning and development.

Notes. CLASS® = Classroom Assessment Scoring System®; PD = Professional Development

Overall, the indicators from Arkansas’s QRIS shown in Table 3 include measures that
align with research-based mechanisms linked to later outcomes, but the measures differ in their

appropriate uses and evidentiary strength. Process quality measures, particularly CLASS®, are
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best suited to support the workforce through targeted staff professional learning. Structural
indicators and global quality measures (such as ERS/PAS) provide important information about
system capacity and safety but are not designed to serve as direct indicators of child readiness or
learning. Finally, child assessments provide useful information for instruction and early

intervention but are not direct measures of program quality.

Clarifying these distinctions within QRIS policy guidance and implementation would
improve the system’s validity, reduce misinterpretation, and support more informed use of

existing data for improvement and informed decision-making.

It is also worth acknowledging an important feature not currently present in Arkansas’s
measurement portfolio: no tool in the system is specifically designed to function as a provider-
level performance accountability indicator, meaning a measure intended to differentiate
programs based on their effectiveness at improving child-level outcomes. As emphasized above,
early childhood education is a very rich and complex system. Because of this, it is difficult to
summarize all the different measurement tools into a single quality index or score that is

comparable across different ECE settings and populations served.

Arkansas’s existing ECE quality measurement system is consistent with how state QRIS
systems have historically been designed. Child care licensing regulations establish a regulatory
floor, ensuring baseline health and safety standards for all providers. Arkansas's QRIS tiered
rating and reimbursement structure provides an incentive for continuous quality improvement
and a quality differentiation mechanism above that floor, a design that traces directly to the Race
to the Top—Early Learning Challenge framework that catalyzed QRIS adoption nationally.

Growth-based ECE provider accountability, or approaches that use child-level outcome data to
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differentiate ECE programs in ways that account for the characteristics children bring with them
to those programs, have not yet been developed, in Arkansas or broadly across the field. Such
approaches are methodologically complex and remain an active area of research and
development. Accordingly, this report has focused on the current measurement tools used in

Arkansas and highlighted which domains each tool is particularly effective in supporting.

VIII. Recommendations Focused on Measurement and Alignment

As the analysis above makes clear, Arkansas's current measurement portfolio serves multiple
complementary functions and is largely consistent with the design intent of state QRIS systems.
The recommendations below focus on clarifying how existing tools should be used and

interpreted.

The evidence reviewed in this report indicates that Arkansas possesses many of the necessary
components for a coherent and useful early childhood measurement system. At the same time,
clearer alignment and guidance can help ensure these measures are interpreted and used
effectively. Differences in the purposes, strengths, and limitations of existing tools can create the
potential for misinterpretation, particularly if measures designed for program improvement or

screening are conflated with indicators of child readiness or program effectiveness.

The recommendations below focus on clarifying measurement purposes, strengthening
alignment across birth-to-grade-2 systems, and supporting Arkansas’s QRIS implementation in
ways that are consistent with research and policy best practices.

1. Clarify intended purposes for each measure used in QRIS. Develop state guidance

that explicitly distinguishes between tools intended for improvement (e.g., CLASS®),
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system capacity (e.g., structural indicators, ERS/PAS), and instructional planning (e.g.,
child assessments). Clear rules of use help prevent misinterpreting improvement tools as
high-stakes accountability metrics.

Develop a cross-sector alignment framework across Birth-to-Grade-2. Create a state
framework that conceptually links QRIS, early child assessments, and K-2 outcomes.
This framework should clarify how early childhood quality indicators function as the
developmental counterpart to the structural and instructional standards already required in
K—12 schools, helping stakeholders understand these systems as sequential stages within
a unified cradle-to-career education continuum.

Prioritize process quality measures for professional growth. Use CLASS® and other
observational tools primarily as drivers for coaching and professional development rather
than primarily as point-in-time ratings. Since these tools capture the mechanisms of
learning (interactions), they are most effective when used to give teachers specific
feedback rather than to rank programs.

Broaden the definition of readiness beyond academic metrics. While ATLAS
provides strong data on literacy and math, policy discussions regarding "readiness"
should acknowledge the domains it excludes. Where feasible, complement academic data
with indicators of social-emotional development and physical health to present a holistic
picture of Arkansas students' needs.

Maintain a stable set of indicators for longitudinal tracking. To allow for meaningful
trend analysis and informed decision-making, avoid frequent changes to the measurement

portfolio. Establishing a consistent set of core indicators allows the state to track system-
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level progress over time without the noise of constantly shifting metrics. At the same
time, phasing in changes gradually over several years with time to collect feedback and

adjust based on how measurement tools actually work in our state.

Ultimately, achieving alignment between early childhood quality and early grade
outcomes does not require these distinct systems to use identical measures. Rather, it requires a
coherent framework where the supportive environments of early childhood are understood as

necessary precursors to the academic proficiency of elementary school.

By clarifying the unique purpose of each tool, ensuring that safety compliance,
instructional improvement, and child assessment each play their specific role without extending
tools beyond their intended purpose, Arkansas can move from a landscape of fragmented
measures to a unified system. This approach preserves the developmental integrity of early
childhood education while providing the actionable data needed to build a seamless pathway for

student success from birth through second grade.
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