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Executive Summary

This report evaluates the extent to which early child-
hood quality measures used in Arkansas align with
student outcomes, including ECE child assessments
and kindergarten readiness. Our review of com-
monly used ECE qualitymeasures inArkansas and the
broader research base finds that no singlemeasure cap-
tures multiple dimensions of readiness. Observational
measures, such as those focused on adult–child interac-
tions, alignwith developmental processes that support
long-term learning, while direct academic assessments
more strongly predict later academic performance but
reflect narrower domains. Structural and environmen-
tal indicators contribute indirectly by shaping class-
room conditions. The findings suggest that Arkansas’s
currentmeasurement system includesmany necessary
components for alignment, and clear guidance could
further support consistent and appropriate use. The
report identifies opportunities to clarify the purpose of
each tool, strengthen alignment across birth-to-grade-
2 systems, and support the use of complementarymea-
sures to inform policy and practice.

Key Findings:
• No single measure captures kinder-
garten readiness; a multi-measure ap-
proach is needed across developmen-
tal domains.

• Measures serve different roles: obser-
vational tools capture classroom pro-
cesses that support learning, direct as-
sessments are more strongly related to
later test scores, and structural indica-
tors shape the conditions for learning.

• Relationships between measures and
child outcomes are often modest or in-
direct, reflecting differences in what
they are designed to measure.

• Arkansas has the key components of
an aligned system; strategic planning
can strengthen howmeasures are used
together.

https://oep.uark.edu
mailto:oep@uark.edu


Introduction

Early care and education (ECE) plays a critical role in shaping children’s academic and developmen-
tal trajectories (Institute of Medicine and National Research Council, 2015). Early childhood is a
critical time, with children developing skills including language, early literacy and numeracy, and
social-emotional competencies. These skills are associatedwith later academic success and long-term
educational outcomes (e.g., Duncan et al., 2007; Ricciardi et al., 2021).

Given the wide range of ways children are developing, measuring early learning is complex. Kinder-
garten readiness is a multidimensional construct that includes cognitive, social-emotional, and phys-
ical domains, and no single assessment captures all aspects of children’s development (Institute of
Medicine and National Research Council, 2015; Snow, 2006; Williams et al., 2019). Different types of
measures, including classroom observation tools, developmental assessments, and academic screen-
ers, differentially relate to distinct domains of early learning (Burchinal et al., 2021; Soliday Hong et
al., 2019).

In Arkansas, recent policy changes and investments have increased attention to how the quality of
early learning is evaluated. While this creates opportunities to better understand and support chil-
dren’s development, it also raises important questions about how these measures align and how they
should be used together.

In this brief, we examine how commonly used ECE quality measures align with later student out-
comes, including kindergarten readiness, and identify opportunities to strengthen alignment across
the birth-to-grade-2 system.

Approach

Our analysis focuses on two key questions:

• How does research define kindergarten readiness, and what does this imply for valid measure-
ment?

• How do commonly used early childhood measures align with later student outcomes, and where
are there gaps in alignment?

ECE Quality Measures & Child Outcomes 2



To address these questions, we draw on developmental theory, empirical research, and a review of
the early childhood measurement tools currently used in Arkansas. We examine multiple types of
measures, including classroom observation tools, child assessments, and structural indicators, and
assess how each aligns with later outcomes based on existing evidence.

This analysis focuses on system alignment, examining whether the measures used in Arkansas cap-
ture the skills and environments associated with children’s later success and are used in ways consis-
tent with their intended purpose.

How Different Measures Relate to Later Outcomes

Research shows that ECE quality measures vary in how they relate to child outcomes, in part because
different tools are designed to capture different aspects of early learning environments and develop-
ment (Burchinal, 2018; Burchinal et al., 2021; Soliday Hong et al., 2019; Von Suchodoletz et al., 2023).
This section summarizes how different types of measures align with later outcomes, drawing on
developmental theory and empirical evidence.

Measures of adult–child interactions, such as classroom observations, are designed to assess the qual-
ity of interactions between teachers and children (Hamre, 2014; Pianta et al., 2016). High-quality in-
teractions are theorized to support children’s development across multiple domains, including lan-
guage, self-regulation, and social-emotional skills (Hamre et al., 2014). Empirical evidence suggests
that these measures are associated with child outcomes, particularly in language and literacy, though
these relationships are generally small to moderate in size and vary across contexts (Burchinal et al.,
2021; Finders et al., 2021; Goble et al., 2019; Goble & Pianta, 2017; Gordon & Peng, 2020; Guerrero-
Rosada et al., 2021; Hamre et al., 2014; Hatfield et al., 2016; Markowitz et al., 2020; Mashburn et al.,
2008; Moffett et al., 2021; Perlman et al., 2016; Pianta et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2024; Zheng et al., 2023).
These tools are particularly helpful at providing actionable feedback for early educators rather than
predicting individual child outcomes (Burchinal, 2018).

Child assessments, including direct assessments of early academic skills, show the most consistent
relationships with later test scores (Duncan et al., 2007; Ricciardi et al., 2021). These measures often
assess concrete academic skills in early literacy and numeracy that align closelywith early elementary
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standards (Duncan et al., 2007). As a result, they may provide one of the clearest available indication
of later academic performance (Claessens & Engel, 2013; Duncan et al., 2007; McCormick et al., 2021).
However, they reflect a narrower set of skills and do not capture broader aspects of development
that also support long-term learning (Hunter et al., 2018; Institute ofMedicine andNational Research
Council, 2015;Williams et al., 2019). Importantly, direct assessments across domains, including social-
emotional, self-regulation, and physical development, are also associated with later academic and
developmental outcomes (Bai et al., 2021; Cameron et al., 2012; Devlin et al., 2024; Dinehart &Manfra,
2013; Ernst et al., 2022; Grissmer et al., 2010; Jones et al., 2015; McClelland et al., 2007; Moffitt et al.,
2011; Ruffini et al., 2024).

Observational child development measures, like the TS GOLD and the Work Sampling System, cap-
ture children’s progress across multiple domains through ongoing observation in classroom settings
(Ackerman, 2020; Meisels et al., 2008; Miller-Bains et al., 2017; Russo et al., 2019). These tools pro-
vide a comprehensive view of development and are useful for instructional planning andmonitoring
growth over time (Shields et al., 2016). Evidence suggests they align with children’s skills at a given
point in time (Meisels et al., 2008; Meisels et al., 2010; Miller-Bains et al., 2017; Russo et al., 2019), but
their ability to predict later outcomes is more limited (Burchinal, 2018; Gallant, 2009; Shields et al.,
2016). This is in part because observational measures often show limited differentiation across devel-
opmental domains and rely on subjective judgments reported by teachers that can vary across raters
and classroom contexts (Ackerman, 2020; Gallant &Moore, 2008; Miller-Bains et al., 2017; Russo et al.,
2019). As a result, these tools are particularly well suited for understanding children’s development
within classroom contexts and supporting instruction, but are less precise for predicting individual
child outcomes or making comparisons across settings.

Structural and environmental indicators, such as child–teacher ratios, staff qualifications, and pro-
gram administration, contribute to the conditions that make learning possible (Early et al., 2007;
Madill et al., 2015; Slot, 2018). Research shows that these indicators are associated with the condi-
tions for safe, stable, and well-functioning learning environments (Hanno et al., 2021; Manning et al.,
2019; Slot, 2018). However, their relationships with child outcomes are generally indirect, operating
through their influence on classroom experiences and interactions rather than directly affecting chil-
dren’s learning (Brunsek et al., 2020; Egert et al., 2018; Markussen-Brown et al., 2017). Systematic
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reviews of empirical evidence further suggest that structural features such as staff qualifications and
child–teacher ratios show small or inconsistent direct associationswith child outcomes, with stronger
effects observed when they are linked to improvements in instructional quality and teacher–child in-
teractions (Bowne et al., 2017; Dalgaard et al., 2022; Perlman et al., 2017). Additionally, widely used
global quality measures such as the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) capture
features of the learning environment but show relatively weak and inconsistent associations with
children’s academic outcomes, particularly for ECERS domains not directly capturing teacher–child
interactions (Gordon et al., 2013; McDoniel et al., 2022; Sabol & Pianta, 2014).

Taken together, this evidence suggests that no single type of measure provides a complete picture of
early learning or later success. Each type of measure captures a different aspect of the system, and
understanding how they work together is essential for interpreting results and informing policy.

Alignment in Arkansas’s Current System

Arkansas currently uses a range of ECE quality measures that reflect multiple dimensions of chil-
dren’s development. Together, these measures represent key components of a broader early child-
hood measurement system. Interpreting results can be complex, as children’s development reflects
experiences acrossmultiple settings and changes rapidly during early childhood, meaning that point-
in-time measures provide only a snapshot of development and may not fully capture longer-term
outcomes.

Table 1 summarizes these key tools, their intended purposes, and the strength of evidence of their
alignment with later outcomes. Overall, this table shows thatmeasures vary not only in how strongly
they relate to later outcomes, but also in what they are designed to capture. These differences have
important implications for how results are best interpreted and used to inform practice and policy.

Areas of alignment.

Arkansas’s current approach reflects several areas of alignment with research on early learning. First,
the use of classroom observation tools to assess adult–child interactions aligns with developmental
theory emphasizing the role of responsive, instructionally rich environments in supporting children’s
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Table 1 –Arkansas Measures and Evidence of Alignment

Measure Domain Purpose Alignment Notes

CLASS Adult–child inter-
actions

Program improve-
ment, coaching

Moderate. Aligns with developmental
mechanisms; small to moderate associ-
ations with outcomes.

Requires training; limited
variation in funded settings;
designed for improvement.

ERS & PAS/BAS Environment,
materials,
health/safety,
leadership

QRIS rating, tech-
nical assistance

Indirect. Predicts setting quality; weak
associations with academic gains.

QRIS focuses on ‘capacity to
educate’ vs. instruction.

KRIC Developmental
checklist

Parent guidance,
monitoring

Limited. Few studies linking to out-
comes; rater subjectivity.

Implementation varies; tran-
sition tool vs. monitoring.

TS GOLD Observational
assessment

Planning, forma-
tive assessment

Moderate. Adequate population-level;
weaker individual prediction.

Reliability depends on train-
ing; not for high-stakes.

ATLAS K Early literacy and
math

Monitoring, sup-
port, intervention

Strong for specific domains. High
validity for reading/math; weak for
broad domains.

Focused on constrained
skills; meets LEARNS man-
date; limited ECE access.

Structural Ratios, credentials,
curriculum

Licensing, QRIS Indirect. Weak direct associations; op-
erates via process quality.

Policy indicators; not proxies
for development.

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

development. Second, the inclusion of early-grade academic assessments provides information on
children’s mastery of foundational literacy and numeracy skills that are strongly related to later aca-
demic outcomes. Finally, Arkansas’s use of multiple measures across early childhood settings allows
different aspects of readiness to be captured across the system.

Areas of potential misalignment or gaps.

At the same time, there are opportunities to strengthen alignment across measures. One challenge
is that different tools are designed for different purposes, and their intended use may not always be
clearly defined across contexts. For example, some measures are intended to support instructional
improvement, while others provide information on children’s skills or outcomes.

Table 2 shows how these measures align across key domains of kindergarten readiness, and empha-
sizes the point that no single measure captures all aspects of development. Therefore, it is important
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to use a combination of measures to get a more comprehensive understanding of children’s readiness
for school.

Academic assessments tend to focus on discrete skills while early childhood measures often empha-
size broader developmental processes. Without clear connections across these measures, it can be
difficult to interpret results or understand how early learning experiences relate to later developmen-
tal and academic growth.

Variation in howmeasures are implemented and interpreted across settings may also affect how con-
sistently results can be compared. Differences in training, observation practices, and how measures
are used can influence how results are interpreted.

Taken together, Arkansas’s current system includes many of the key components of an aligned mea-
surement approach, and clearer guidance on how measures are intended to be used and how they
relate to one another could strengthen their role in supporting both practice and policy.

Implications for Policy and Practice

The findings of this analysis suggest several considerations for how qualitymeasures are usedwithin
Arkansas’s broader ECE measurement system.

Clarify the intended purpose of each measure.

Different tools are designed to capture different aspects of early learning and are most effective when
used for their intended purpose. Measures of classroom interactions are well suited for supporting
instructional improvement and professional learning, while direct assessments provide information
on children’s academic skills at specific points in time. Clarifying how each measure is intended to
be used can support more consistent interpretation by stakeholders and reduce the risk of drawing
conclusions that extend beyond what a given tool is designed to measure.

Use multiple measures to capture a more complete picture of early learning.

Because no single measure captures all dimensions of readiness, combining information across tools
can provide a more comprehensive understanding of children’s development and learning environ-
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Table 2 –Conceptual Alignment of Arkansas Measures with Kindergarten Readiness Domain

Measure Academic Skills
(Literacy/Math)

Social-
Emotional

Development

Self-
Regulation

and Executive
Function

Health and
Physical

Development

Approaches
to Learning Alignment Summary

CLASS Moderate Moderate Moderate Not captured Moderate Captures classroom
processes that support
readiness-related mecha-
nisms; modest to moderate
direct prediction of child
outcomes

ERS &
PAS/BAS Indirect Indirect Indirect Direct/Strong Indirect The primary measure of

physical environment,
safety, and health; indirect
link to learning.

KRIC Limited
(Checklist)

Broad
Coverage
(Subjective)

Broad
Coverage
(Subjective)

Broad
Coverage
(Subjective)

Broad
Coverage
(Subjective)

Broad checklist with
limited validation and less
well-established alignment
with later outcomes; results
may be influenced by rater
subjectivity.

TS GOLD Moderate Moderate Moderate Moderate Moderate Multi-domain observa-
tional tool; alignment
depends on implemen-
tation fidelity and rater
consistency.

ATLAS Strong Not captured Not captured Not captured Not captured Predictive of later academic
outcomes with a narrower
focus on academic do-
mains; currently only for
K-2.

Structural
Indicators Indirect Indirect Indirect Not captured Indirect Enable quality conditions

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 = Kinder-
garten Readiness Indicator Checklist; TS GOLD = Teaching Strategies GOLD; ATLAS = K-2
Arkansas Teaching, Learning and Assessment System. Indirect indicates that the measure influ-
ences 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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ments. Using multiple measures together can help ensure that both academic skills and broader
developmental processes are considered when informing policy and program decisions.

Strengthen alignment across early childhood and early elementary systems.

Differences in what is measured across early childhood and K–2 systems can make it difficult to con-
nect early learning experiences with later outcomes. Strengthening alignment across these systems,
including clearer connections between early childhood measures and early-grade expectations, can
support more coherent interpretation of results and better inform instruction and policy decisions.

Support consistent implementation and use of measures.

Variation in how measures are implemented and interpreted across settings can affect how results
are generated and used. Providing clear guidance, training, and support for how measures are ad-
ministered and interpreted can help improve consistency and strengthen their usefulness for both
practice and policy.

Overall, these considerations suggest that Arkansas’s existing measurement system provides a solid
foundation for understanding early learning, and that continued efforts to clarify, connect, and sup-
port the use of these measures can further strengthen their role in improving outcomes for children.
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Conclusion

Early childhood quality measures each capture different as-
pects of children’s development and learning environments.
When used together and interpreted in ways consistent with
their intended purpose, these measures can provide a more
complete understanding of early learning and its connection
to later outcomes.
Arkansas’s current system includes many of the key compo-
nents needed to support this approach. Continued efforts to
clarify how measures are used and how they relate to one
another can strengthen their role in informing both practice
and policy across a birth-to-grade-2 system.
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