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February 25, 2013 

 

The Honorable Arne Duncan 

Secretary of Education 

U.S. Department of Education 

400 Maryland Avenue SE 

Washington, DC 20202 

 

Docket ID ED-2012-OESE-0033  

Enhanced Assessment Grants—Comments 

 

Dear Secretary Duncan, 

 

The National Black Child Development Institute (NBCDI) is pleased to respond to the request for 

comments regarding Enhanced Assessment Instruments published on January 25, 2013 in the 

Federal Register (Vol. 78, No. 14, pp. 5337-5345).  

 

NBCDI supports the development and enhancement of high-quality Kindergarten Entry 

Assessments; however, we want to raise three specific issues that, if addressed, will be more 

likely to lead to the stated outcome of having a “well-designed and properly implemented” 

assessment system that can “inform teaching and program improvement and contribute to better 

outcomes for children.”    

 

First, however, we want to place our comments in context, noting that the field of education has a 

history of assessment abuses leading to damaging impacts on Black children and communities.  

This has led to understandable skepticism in the field about the intent, benefits, design and 

application of assessment in early childhood education programs, and requires that we must be 

doubly vigilant about addressing and mitigating the real risks that can come from assessments 

that are biased, invalid, unreliable, poorly implemented or that result in misinterpretation or 

misuse of data which causes harm to children, families, teachers, schools and communities.  Our 

children deserve better, and we expect that a truly high-quality KEA, conforming to the 

recommendations of the National Academies of Sciences reports on child assessment, can in fact 

improve child learning outcomes and help close achievement gaps.   

 

PROPOSED PRIORITY 1 

 

1) The Intended Uses of the Data Should be Explicitly Limited  

 

The Notice indicates that the KEA must “not be used to prevent children’s entry into 

kindergarten,” a provision that NBCDI wholeheartedly supports.  We believe, however, that there 

should be additional items on the list of things for which the KEA cannot be used.  In the 

description of the Assessment Design (b)(6)(i) and (ii) and in the Proposed Selection Criteria 

(h)(4), the Notice states that the “intended uses of the data must include but need not be limited 

to” several items.  NBCDI recommends that the Notice should in fact limit use of the data to 

certain items, and should further expressly prohibit the use of the data in several ways, namely:  
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(1) The KEA must not be used to evaluate the quality of individual programs or services children may 

have participated in prior to their school entry.   

(2) The KEA must not be used to determine levels of funding for programs or services children may 

have participated in prior to their school entry.  

(3) The KEA, in keeping with the recommendations from the National Research Council regarding 

assessments for young children, must not be used in a high-stakes manner to determine teacher and 

principal retention and compensation for the early grades.   

 

With respect to (1) and (2), NBCDI is responding to the section in the Notice indicating that “a high-quality 

KEA should provide information to support effective programmatic decisions and better target investments 

in the years before kindergarten.”  While we understand the temptation to have a single assessment such as 

the KEA serve as many purposes as possible, including as a “look-back” to the years before kindergarten, 

using the data as means of evaluating children’s earliest experiences is simply invalid.  There are too many 

uncontrollable elements; too many settings and experiences that impact each child; and too many 

opportunities for the data to result in politicized funding decisions that have unequal and disproportionately 

negative effects on programs serving Black children from low-income families and communities, who are, 

statistically speaking, more likely to demonstrate lower levels of kindergarten readiness.     

 

Therefore, rather than “better targeting investments,” which has the potential for unintentionally 

inappropriate and unequal application, NBCDI supports language that explicitly encourages the use of KEA 

data to invest in increasing the quality of programs in the years before kindergarten, with a focus on 

professional development particularly where children of high need and high potential are served.  This 

would help to ensure that these programs and educators have the tools and resources they need to provide 

the kind of high-quality early care and education that will result in kindergarten readiness for all children.   

 

KEA data can also be very meaningful for professional development both during and after kindergarten, 

which leads us to (3).  While NBCDI is clear that assessments for young children should not be used in a 

high-stakes manner, we encourage the Administration to ensure that there are appropriate resources for 

states to provide additional professional development for teachers regarding the usage of data from a KEA 

to improve instruction in the kindergarten year and beyond.   

 

Finally, as we think about the intended uses of the data, we encourage the Administration to pay attention to 

the diversity of the kindergarten experience itself: are teachers who have students in half-day programs 

expected to help those students achieve the same level of growth as teachers who have students in full-day 

programs?  Are teachers to be held accountable the same way, and do they receive the same levels of 

professional development, training and support?  What does the KEA mean to teachers in these different 

contexts? 

 

2) Guidance Should be Provided Around Using KEA Data to Engage Families  

 

NBCDI is always supportive of efforts to “engage families in the early learning of their children,” as stated 

in the Proposed Selection Criteria (h)(4)(iv).  We encourage the Administration to think carefully, however, 

about how to design this criterion, which serves as a required use of the data, to ensure that the information 

parents receive is helpful, supportive, appropriate and actually engaging – not merely transactional.  We 

encourage the Administration to craft this purpose to focus specifically on how data can be used to help 

build relationships between parents and teachers, and, potentially, how parents can themselves have input 

into the design of the KEA.  Parent surveys, for example, may serve to provide a different perspective on 

children entering kindergarten, and parents may also serve as stakeholders to ensure that the assessments 

are culturally and linguistically appropriate.  NBCDI believes the KEA has potential for family 

engagement, but also that guidance is required to ensure that the use of the data is truly directed towards 

supporting and empowering families before, during and after kindergarten, and that the data is not simply 



provided to families in the form of a “report card” that, if done poorly, could serve only to label, stereotype 

and stigmatize their children.   

 

3) Standards Should Be Revised To Address All Domains  

 

NBCDI applauds the requirement that KEAs “cover all essential domains of school readiness,” and the 

requirement for alignment with K-3 standards.  There is a disconnect, however, in that states’ K-3 standards 

do not typically cover all domains of school readiness.  We can’t help but imagine that the requirement for 

alignment only within early literacy and mathematics will ensure a focus on these two Common Core areas, 

to the neglect of critical social, emotional and physical domains that are equally as important to young 

children’s positive growth and development.  To ensure continuity from the early years to the early grades 

in a developmentally appropriate context, we encourage the Notice to include an assurance that the states 

will review and revise standards in the early grades to address all domains, so that data from all domains of 

the KEA can be equally and appropriately used and valued.   

 

We also believe that if we are to use the KEA as part of a system to promote effective and aligned 

instruction across consecutive years, that we should base instruction on a foundation of aligned standards; 

curricula that connect to those standards; and then assessments that inform the instruction of those standards 

and the implementation of the curricula – not the other way around. 

 

Thank you for your consideration of these comments and for your work to ensure a high-quality educational 

experience for all of our nation’s children.    

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

Felicia DeHaney, Ph.D. 

President & CEO 

 

 

 

 

 


