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Background 
Too many children enter kindergarten with physical, social, emotional and cognitive limitations that could have been minimized or eliminated through early attention to child and family needs. Ongoing research confirms that children’s readiness for school is multifaceted, encompassing the whole range of physical, social, emotional, language, and cognitive skills that children need to thrive.  State policy makers are in the critical role of allocating resources to support the school readiness of young children.  And yet, state level data are not always available from federal statistical data systems and states do not often organize available data to look specifically at the needs of young children and their families.

Incorporating a multidimensional view of school readiness and a unique focus on the states, The National School Readiness Indicators Initiative developed sets of indicators at the state level to track results for children from birth through age 8.   Seventeen states were involved in the 3-year Initiative, which focused on children through third grade because research shows that children who are not performing proficiently by the end of third grade are at very high risk for poor long-term outcomes, such as dropping out of school, teen pregnancy and juvenile crime. 

Participating states were: Arizona, Arkansas, California, Colorado, Connecticut, Kansas, Kentucky, Maine, Massachusetts, Missouri, New Hampshire, New Jersey, Ohio, Rhode Island, Vermont, Virginia and Wisconsin.

A core set of school readiness indicators can guide state and national policy action for young children. As such, the primary goal of the Initiative was for states to use the developed school readiness indicators to inform public policy decisions and track progress in meeting key goals for young children. 

Rhode Island KIDS COUNT played multiple roles in the initiative, including coordinating:

· The work of the Rhode Island state team.

· A peer-to-peer learning network across the 17 states.

· National meetings to learn from key experts in the field.

· Residency roundtables to develop indicators in the five domains of child development.

· School readiness indicators listserv and website, www.gettingready.org.
The goal of the 17 state Initiative was achieved when states produced state level reports on the set of school readiness indicators selected by their state team and released the reports to highlight key issues affecting young children in their states. Equally important, the states agreed on a common set of core indicators that had emerged from their state work. 
This background description is excerpted from the Initiative’s Getting Ready Executive Summary and full report. To download a copy of the report or the summary, go to www.gettingready.com.  To obtain a hard copy, please contact Shanon Connor at sconnor@rikidscount.org
Lessons Learned and Implications for KIDS COUNT Organizations  

“The goal of the 17 state school readiness indicators initiative was to develop indicators, not just for data’s sake, but to inform policy decisions in order to improve school readiness. There are a variety of viable policy options that states can adopt to influence the trajectory of young children as they grow and develop.”
Indicators must be linked with policy and communications.  When policymakers and government leaders are involved in the development and selection of priority indicators they are more likely to embrace them as a policy tool. Indicators are most powerful when there is a deliberate plan to use them as a tool to communicate with policymakers and the public.
Kindergarten assessment – necessary but not sufficient. While kindergarten assessment data are important, we know that the achievement gap begins long before a child enters kindergarten. Closing the educational achievement gap between poor and non-poor children will require attention to the child’s earliest learning environments, beginning at birth and continuing through the preschool years. School readiness indicator sets are most effective when they track measures that are relevant to infants, toddlers, and preschoolers as well as kindergarten children. 
Closing the gap: service system indicators. In framing school readiness we chose to be deliberate about including service system indicators, such as affordable health care and quality child care. A comprehensive set of school readiness indicators enables states to track these kinds of service system improvements. 

Linking early learning to K-12. One of the biggest challenges to making dramatic improvements in children’s school readiness is bridging the artificial divide between the early learning years and the K-12 system. Both parts of the system are essential, so the School Readiness Indicators Initiative focused on children birth through age 8 (rather than stopping at age 5) and included indicators on ready schools.  

Strategically pursue emerging indicators. Some of the indicators most critical to school readiness do not have data at the state level. These emerging indicators can be used to highlight important issues and create the impetus for new data collection. Often, there are comparable federal data sources or research studies that states can learn from to identify ways to collect new data at the state and local level. Some examples of emerging indicators highlighted in the Getting Ready report relate to developmental screening, quality child care, and housing, among others.  

Which is it: universal access or the most vulnerable? While the goal is for all children to enter school ready to learn, it is important to acknowledge the fact that some children are much more vulnerable than others. States face the conflict between the positive public response to an all-children’s agenda and the tremendous needs of infants and young children at high-risk.  
What gets measured gets done. It is critical to pick a manageable number of indicators that you care about enough to measure and track over time. Long lists of indicators can be overwhelming. So be strategic and pick a set of indicators with your state policy context and communications strategy in mind. 
National Partner Organizations
State Early Childhood Policy Technical Assistance Network (SECPTAN), www.finebynine.org

Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO), www.ccsso.org

Education Commission of the States (ECS), www.ecs.org

National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC), www.naeyc.org

National Conference of State Legislators (NCSL), www.ncsl.org

National Governors Association (NGA), Center for Best Practices, www.nga.org
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