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The word assessment strikes emotion in most people these days, and typically not positive 

ones. Our educational system has changed the basic understanding or conception of what as-

sessment really is, and how it can be used to better the lives of children. Back to the basics:  

there are two major categories of assessment: formal and informal. Standardized assessments and 

inventories would fall under the formal assessment category. These formal assessments are used 

in a variety of ways (many times for data and funding), but when considering young children and 

their variable rate of growth, it is most important not to rely on these types of assessments alone. 

“One of the major disadvantages of standardized tests is how to interpret the data obtained. Re-

sults from administration of such tests must be considered in comparison to similar children in 

similar circumstances” (Bowers, 2007). The other category of informal assessments can include a 

wide range of assessment types including observations, anecdotal notes, checklists, rating scales, 

interviews and portfolios. These have been favored in the early education world, because they 

allow monitoring of growth over time in a more individualized way. However, due to time con-

straints an budgets, it is becoming more and more difficult to make this investment. It is very 

important to consider the type of information you want to gain, how you plan to interpret and use 

that information, and its impact on the lives of children.  

In their 2003 Position Statement, NAEYC stated that early childhood professionals have 

the responsibility to “make ethical, appropriate, valid, and reliable assessment a central part of all 
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early childhood programs. To assess young children’s strengths, progress, and needs, use assess-

ment methods that are developmentally appropriate, culturally and linguistically responsive, tied 

to children’s daily activities, supported by professional development, inclusive of families, and 

connected to specific, beneficial purposes: (1) making sound decisions about teaching and learn-

ing, (2) identifying significant concerns that may require focused intervention for individual 

children, and (3) helping programs improve their educational and developmental 

interventions” (NAEYC, Position Statement, 2003). In short, we have to know our kids. The ulti-

mate goal of an assessment for young children should be to gain as much information about the 

whole child as we possibly can in a developmentally appropriate format. This includes informa-

tion about their background, parent input, school input (when applicable), and to be integrated in 

an overall plan for future learning and growth success. The assessment process should be vari-

able, allowing for observation of many domains, as well as room for developmental contrast in 

children. Assessment should bring about benefits for all children, and be tailored for a specific 

purpose.  

In the case of purpose in assessing children during the early years, the main objective is to 

monitor normal developmental growth over time in all domains:  physical/motor, language/com-

prehension, social/emotional, and beginning literacy and numeracy skills as they approach 5 

years. In this process, we can identify inconsistencies, plan further evaluation as needed, target 

areas for continued growth, and plan environments and methods that best promote growth. This 

follows the principle that all assessment should benefit children, and assist their caregivers in 

ensuring they are providing for and meeting their needs appropriately. 

So what assessment is best for young children? 

There are  a variety of early childhood assessment tools. With the introduction of new early 

childhood initiatives and quality rating programs, the options have increased. Many states have 

lists of approved assessments which can be used as part of an overall evaluation of an early 

childhood program, some do not. When considering an assessment for young children, as sub-

mitted to the National Education Goals Panel, authors stated the following:  “Methods of collect-

ing assessment data include direct observation of children during natural activities; looking at 
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drawings and samples of work; asking questions either orally or in writing; or asking informed 

adults about the child. The younger the child, the more appropriate it is to use 

observation” (Principles and Recommendations for Early Childhood Assessments, Shephard & 

Kagan, 1998).  

As with all things concerning young children, balance is key. An ideal world would allow 

for us to receive parent feedback, have adequate time to observe a child, resources to reassess 

every 6 months to monitor developmental growth, and a standardized piece that has appropriate 

data support for peer comparison. Many early educators do not have a choice in the assessment 

tools they use. We all, however, have the opportunity to focus on observation and monitoring as 

we interact with our students and children. High stakes measures, which typically require formal 

assessments, have become necessary for state and federal leaders to allocate funds and track 

quality programs. In light of this, we cannot lose sight of the most important factor, the growth of 

our children. Appropriate assessments are available, and can help us accomplish the goal of using 

the information to better the lives of our youngest learners. “Assessing children in the earliest 

years of life—from birth to age 8—is difficult because it is the period when young children’s 

rates of physical, motor, and linguistic development outpace growth rates at all other stages. 

Growth is rapid, episodic, and highly influenced by environmental supports: nurturing parents, 

quality caregiving, and the learning setting” (Shephard & Kagan, 1998). Our goal focus has to 

be:  using assessment during the early years to gain as much information about the child at that 

moment, to help them grow in the most successful way toward the next stage…and repeat. 

Assessment and Young Children                                                                                              www.gesellinstitute.org

http://www.gesellinstitute.org

