
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
November 13, 2013 
 
 
MEMORANDUM 
 
TO: Legislative Education Study Committee 
 
FR: Candy Meza 
 
RE: STAFF REPORT:  NATIONAL GOVERNORS ASSOCIATION:  A GOVERNOR’S 

GUIDE TO EARLY LITERACY 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
In October 2013, the National Governors Association (NGA) published A Governor’s Guide to 
Early Literacy:  Getting All Students Reading by Third Grade, to examine the gap between 
research and policy as it relates to third grade literacy. 
 
This staff report provides the committee with a summary of initiatives included in the NGA 
report, namely: 
 

• Five Policy Actions to Ensure All Children Are Reading by Third Grade; and 
• What Governors Can Do:  Leadership Actions for a Successful B-31 Literacy Agenda. 

 
This staff report also includes a background section that, from the NGA report, describes: 
 

• National Governors Association; and 
• NGA Center for Best Practices. 

                                                           
1 Birth through third-grade B-3 
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This staff report also includes, as an Attachment, the NGA report, A Governor’s Guide to Early 
Literacy:  Getting All Students Reading by Third Grade. 
 
FIVE POLICY ACTIONS TO ENSURE ALL CHILDREN ARE READING BY THIRD 
GRADE 
 
Part III of the NGA report outlines five actions for governors and other policymakers to consider 
in adopting policies and changing systems to ensure that all children are on track to be strong 
readers by the end of third grade.  Including actions that can be executed through policy changes 
and/or strategic redevelopment of existing funds. 
 
Action 1:  Adopt Comprehensive Language and Literacy Standards and Curricula for Early 
Care and Education (ECE) Programs and Kindergarten through Third Grade (K-3) 
 
Through state learning standards and guidance on curricula and instruction for (ECE) programs 
and K-3 grades, governors and other state policymakers can promote a common definition of 
language and literacy development that reflects the research and pays attention to language and 
communication skills as well as the mechanics of reading, all within the context of building 
content knowledge across a range of subjects. 
 
Recommendations 
 

• ensure B-3 learning standards reflect the three areas of early language and literacy skills 
and knowledge;2 and 

• align ECE and K-3 curricula and instruction to the B-3 learning standards. 
 
Action 2:  Expand Access to High-Quality Child Care, Pre-Kindergarten (Pre-K), and Full-
Day Kindergarten 
 
According to NGA, research shows that participation in high-quality ECE programs can increase 
children’s language and literacy skills.  Governors can increase and sustain low income families’ 
access to high-quality ECE arrangements by calling for expansions of Pre-K and full-day 
kindergarten. 
 
Governors can also make families with higher incomes eligible for child-care subsidies, raise 
provider rates, and extend the number of months for which families are eligible for assistance.  
Raising program quality standards while investing in coaching, training, and technical assistance, 
has the potential to improve the quality of ECE programs.  NGA suggests that state leaders 
should consider reallocating existing dollars to expand high-quality early learning opportunities, 
based on the strength of the research on the academic and financial returns of these early 
investments. 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
2 The three necessary sets of skills and knowledge: language and communication, mechanics of reading, and content 
knowledge. 
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Recommendations 
 

• expand access to high-quality child-care; 
• expand access to high-quality pre-kindergarten programs; and 
• expand access to high-quality full-day kindergarten. 

 
Action 3:  Engage and Support Parents as Partners in Early Language and Literacy 
Development 
 
Governors may call for policies that support parental involvement in children’s reading and 
language development throughout the B-3 continuum.  To that end, state policymakers can 
leverage federal funding to expand home visiting programs that: 
 

• promote school readiness and effective parenting practices; 
• pursue public-private partnerships to promote parent-child book reading and build home 

libraries; and 
• adopt public awareness campaigns targeting parents. 

 
Governors may also call for the adoption of standards in state Quality Rating and Improvement 
Systems (QRISs) for ECE programs that support stronger language and literacy outcomes. 
 
Recommendations 
 

• invest in programs that increase parent’s capacity to build their children’s language and 
literacy skills, such as: 

 
 home visiting; 
 public-private partnerships to promote parent-child book reading and build home 

libraries; and 
 early literacy campaigns targeting parents. 

 
Action 4:  Equip Professionals Providing Care and Education with the Skills and Knowledge 
to Support Early Language and Literacy Development 
 
In promoting ECE and K-3 professional standards for language and literacy instruction, 
governors can emphasize the development of language and communication skills, the mechanics 
of reading, and content knowledge.  To ensure that ECE professionals can meet those standards, 
governors can call for higher professional qualifications and training, coupled with financial 
support and incentives to help staff obtain them. 
 
State leaders may also consider improving policies, such as certification and program 
accreditation that influence pre-service preparation for elementary school teachers and 
principals.  Finally, state policymakers can ensure more strategic and effective use of public 
resources by calling for the adoption of research-based criteria for investing in professional 
development. 
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Recommendations 
 

• ensure state professional standards for B-3 teachers and school leaders to address all three 
areas of early language, literacy skills, and knowledge; 

• increase the rigor of teacher certification and program accreditation policies and align 
them to the B-3 professional standards; 

• raise the bar on ECE staff qualifications; 
• build elementary school principal’s capacity to support language and literacy instruction; 

and 
• set standards to promote investment in evidence-based professional development 

strategies. 
 
Action 5:  Develop Mechanisms to Promote Continuous Improvement and Accountability 
 
To ensure that investments and policy decisions have the intended effect, governors can ensure 
that sufficient infrastructure for monitoring and support are in place, such as calling on state 
agency leaders to incorporate indicators of effective language and literacy practices in measures 
of quality, like those within QRIS rating criteria for early care and education programs. 
 
Governors may also call for the development of a B-3 assessment system that assesses 
instructional quality and student outcomes reliably, informs data-driven midcourse 
improvements, and keeps all stakeholders accountable for student outcomes, such as: 
 

• a system to assess full range of language and literacy skills; 
• be valid for dual language learners; and 
• support for professionals in using assessment data appropriately. 

 
Governors may also choose to support data-informed continuous improvement and 
accountability by investing in longitudinal data systems that link early childhood data with K-12 
data.  Finally, governors can develop state agency budgets with adequate resources to deliver 
technical assistance, research and disseminate best practices, and offer incentives that spur local 
innovations. 
 
Recommendations 
 

• strengthen QRIS criteria to promote research-based language and literacy instruction in 
ECE programs; 

• develop comprehensive B-3 assessment systems to appropriately measure: 
 

 children’s progress and success; 
 information instruction; and 
 target interventions as early as possible; and 

 
• use assessment data appropriately to inform research interventions for struggling readers; 
• develop coordinated ECE and K-12 data systems to support quality improvement, such 

as: 
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 link teacher and program data to child outcome data; 
 link child outcome data across ECE programs; and 
 link ECE data to the K-12 longitudinal data system; and 

 
• build the capacity of state agencies to support B-3 quality improvement efforts at the 

program, schools, and district level, such as: 
 

 invest in a state-level support system for districts; 
 research and promote best practices across the state; and 
 create incentives to spur local innovations. 

 
WHAT GOVERNORS CAN DO:  LEADERSHIP ACTIONS FOR A SUCCESSFUL B-3 
LITERACY AGENDA 
 
Part IV of the NGA report indicates that governors are in a position to call for action, convene 
leaders at all levels to craft a response, and oversee implementation of a B-3 agenda to increase 
third grade reading proficiency.  Success, according to the report, requires joint ownership 
among multiple public- and private-sector stakeholders and proposes two methods that governors 
can take for a successful B-3 literacy agenda. 
 

1. Use the Bully Pulpit to Promote a B-3 Agenda (refer to page 41) 
 
Governors can use the bully pulpit to provide an opportunity to speak out and be listened to on a 
B-3 literacy agenda and to rally stakeholders behind the same goal and strategy.  Governors can 
also raise attention to the issue through public addresses and can emphasize reading by third 
grade as a priority in their budget. 
 

2. Cultivate Cross-Agency Leadership to Implement the Agenda and Communicate 
Results (refer to page 42) 

 
Developing and implementing a B-3 agenda requires cross-agency and interdisciplinary support, 
collaboration, and leadership.  It also requires consideration of multiple perspectives and best 
practices from early learning and K-12 education.  To encourage these actions, governors can ask 
existing collaborative policymaking and advisory groups to lead inter-agency policy planning. 
 
Governors may also consider consolidating governance and leadership structures to bridge policy 
divides on issues such as: 
 

• learning standards; 
• training and professional development; 
• assessment; 
• teacher and program evaluation; and 
• data systems. 

 
In addition to, governors can require the inclusion of multiple stakeholders beyond traditional  
K-12 representatives in any leadership bodies they appoint, such as: 
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• early experts and practitioners; 
• family support professionals; and 
• experts on dual language learners. 

 
Appointed leaders must take active responsibility for coordinating decisions and collaborating 
with stakeholders within and across programs, communities, and agencies.  Governors and their 
leaders must set clear expectations for results and establish benchmarks to: 
 

• measure progress; 
• inform continuous improvement; 
• hold stakeholders accountable; and 
• keep the public informed. 

 
BACKGROUND 
 
According to the NGA report (refer to page 1): 
 
“National Governors Association (NGA) 
 
Founded in 1908, the National Governors Association is the collective voice of the nation’s 
governors and one of Washington, D.C.’s, most respected public policy organizations.  NGA 
members are comprised of governors of the 55 states, territories, and commonwealths.  NGA 
provides governors and their senior staff members with services that range from representing 
states on Capitol Hill and before the Administration on key federal issues to developing and 
implementing innovative solutions to public policy challenges through the NGA Center for Best 
Practices.  NGA also provides management and technical assistance to both new and incumbent 
governors. 
 
NGA Center for Best Practices (NGA Center) 
 
The NGA Center is the only research and development firm that directly serves the nation’s 
governors and their key policy staff.  Governors rely on the NGA Center to provide tailored 
technical assistance for challenges facing their states, identify and share best practices from 
across the country, and host meetings of leading policymakers, program officials and scholars.  
Through research reports, policy analyses, cross-state learning labs, state grants, and other 
unique services, the NGA Center quickly informs governors what works, what does not, and 
what lessons can be learned from others grappling with similar issues.” 
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Those research findings apply to all children 
regardless of their socioeconomic standing 
or the language spoken in their homes, but 
to significantly improve the status quo, state 
policymakers also will need to address the 
challenges faced by children in poor families and 
in households where English is not the primary 
language.

Five Policy Actions to Ensure  
All Children Are Reading by  
Third Grade
Developing and implementing an agenda to 
ensure that all children are proficient in reading 
by third grade requires cross-agency and 
interdisciplinary support, collaboration, and 
leadership. Governors are the only state leaders 
who can create that environment, put a spotlight 
on the issue, and promote five policy actions that 
are necessary to improve outcomes in their states.

Action 1: Adopt comprehensive language and 
literacy standards and curricula for early care 
and education programs and kindergarten 
through third grade (K-3). Through state 
learning standards and guidance on curricula and 
instruction for early care and education programs 

and K-3 grades, governors and other state 
policymakers can promote a common definition 
of language and literacy development that reflects 
the research and pays attention to language and 
communication skills as well as the mechanics of 
reading, all within the context of building content 
knowledge across a range of subjects. 

Action 2: Expand access to high-quality child 
care, pre-kindergarten (pre-K), and full-day 
kindergarten. Research shows that participation 
in high-quality early care and education programs 
can increase children’s language and literacy 
skills. Governors can increase and sustain low-
income families’ access to high-quality early 
care and education arrangements by calling for 
expansions of pre-K and full-day kindergarten. 
They also can make families with higher incomes 
eligible for child care subsidies, raise provider 
rates, and extend the number of months for 
which families are eligible for assistance. Raising 
program quality standards while investing in 
coaching, training, and technical assistance 
can also improve the quality of early care and 
education programs. The strength of the research 
on the academic and financial returns of these 
early investments suggests that state leaders 
should consider reallocating existing dollars to 
expand high-quality early learning opportunities.

Action 3: Engage and support parents 
as partners in early language and literacy 
development. Governors can call for policies 
that support parental involvement in children’s 
reading and language development throughout 
the birth-3rd grade (B-3rd) continuum. To that 
end, state policymakers can leverage federal 
funding to expand home visiting programs that 
promote school readiness and effective parenting 
practices; pursue public-private partnerships to 
promote parent-child book reading and build 
home libraries; and adopt public awareness 
campaigns targeting parents. Governors also can 
call for the adoption of standards in state Quality 
Rating and Improvement Systems (QRISs) for 
early care and education programs that support 
stronger language and literacy outcomes. 
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costing the public sector more than $292,000 
over a lifetime.3  

It is alarming, then, that far too many children 
in the United States are not reaching reading 
proficiency by the end of third grade. As shown 
in Figure 1, according to the 2011 National 
Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP), 
only a third of America’s fourth-graders are 
proficient readers or better.4 One third of the 
nation’s fourth-graders demonstrate only basic 
reading skills5, while another third fall below 
even the basic achievement level. The statistics 
are even worse for certain subgroups. More 
than 80 percent of children qualifying for the 
free lunch program (a proxy measure for low 
family income), about 80 percent of all African-
American, Hispanic, and Native American 
children—and more than 90 percent of dual 
language learners—score below proficiency on 
the NAEP fourth-grade reading assessment.6

Gubernatorial leadership on this issue has 
never been more critical. An effective strategy 
for improving third-grade reading proficiency 
requires reforms not only in the K-12 system 
but also in early care and education (ECE), 
higher education, and family supports. With 
leadership of the state agencies that oversee 
these areas, governors are uniquely positioned 
to promote an ambitious B-3rd policy agenda 
to confront this challenge.

3 Sum, A. et al, Joblessness and Jailing for High School Dropouts and the High Cost for Taxpayers. Center for Labor Market Studies, Northeastern University (October 2009). Accessed 
from http://www.northeastern.edu/clms/wp-content/uploads/The_Consequences_of_Dropping_Out_of_High_School.pdf   

4 According to NAEP, “Fourth-grade students performing at the Proficient level should be able to integrate and interpret texts and apply their understanding of the text to draw 
conclusions and make evaluations.” Definition from NAEP Reading Achievement Levels by Grade, 2009 – 2011 Achievement-Level Descriptions, Grade 4. Accessed from http://nces.ed.gov/
nationsreportcard/reading/achieve.aspx#2009_grade4

5 According to NAEP, “Fourth-grade students performing at the Basic level should be able to locate relevant information, make simple inferences, and use their understanding of the text 
to identify details that support a given interpretation or conclusion. Students should be able to interpret the meaning of a word as it is used in the text.” NAEP Reading Achievement Levels 
by Grade, 2009 – 2011 Achievement-Level Descriptions, Grade 4. Accessed from http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/reading/achieve.aspx#2009_grade4

6 U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 2011 Reading Assessments. 
Results data accessed from http://nationsreportcard.gov/reading_2011/nat_g4.aspx
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1. Starting at kindergarten is too late.

The research is clear that language and literacy 
development begins at birth and that gaps in 
achievement appear well before kindergarten 
entry.7 Children who are strong readers grow 
up in environments (e.g., homes, communities, 
ECE programs, and schools) that offer frequent 
interactions with books and print materials, 
promote engaging conversations with adults 
and peers, and expose them to rich content 
knowledge. From the earliest ages, the quantity 
and quality (i.e., complexity and warmth) of 

speech that children hear from adults 
help children distinguish sounds 
and words and learn new vocabulary 
while encouraging their oral language 
development. 

Research shows that participation 
in high-quality ECE programs can 
increase children’s language and 
literacy skills before school entry 
and through at least the elementary 
grades.8 There is also evidence that for 
dual language learners, participation 
in high-quality ECE programs has 
particularly large effects on their 
cognitive development and could 
potentially reduce the Hispanic-

Caucasian gap in literacy and language skills at 
school entry significantly.9 ECE programs that 
show positive results tend to support and offer 
a high degree of verbal stimulation,10 along with 
age-appropriate curriculum and diverse materials 
that encourage hands-on learning and support 
development across all critical skills and subject 
areas. Through small group sizes, low staff-child 
ratios, and staff qualifications and training that 
include content on child development, these 
programs promote frequent teacher-child 
interactions, extended conversations, and the 
exchange of rich and varied vocabulary.11

7 Halle, T., Forry, N., Hair, E., Perper, K., Wandner, L., Wessel, J., & Vick, J. (2009). Disparities in Early Learning and Development: Lessons from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study – 
Birth Cohort (ECLS-B) Executive Summary. Washington, DC: Child Trends. Accessed from  http://www.childtrends.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/2009-52DisparitiesELExecSumm.
pdf; Aber, J.L. et al, Middle Childhood Success and Economic Mobility. Washington, DC: Center on Children and Families at Brookings, February 2013. Accessed from http://www.brookings.
edu/research/papers/2013/02/15-education-success-economic-mobility-aber-grannis-owen-sawhill

8 Belfield, C. R., Nores, M., Barnett, W. S., & Schweinhart, L. (2006). The High/Scope Perry Preschool Program: Cost-benefit analysis using data from the age-40 follow-up. Journal of 
Human Resources, 41(1); Barnett, W. S. & Masse, L. N. (2007). Comparative benefit-cost analysis of the Abecedarian Program and its policy implications. Economics of Education Review, 
26; Reynolds, A J., Temple, J. A., Robertson, D. L., & Mann, E. A. (2002). Age 21 cost-benefit analysis of the Title I Chicago Child-Parent Centers. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 
24; Andrews, R. J., Jargowsky, P., & Kuhne, K. (November, 2012). The effects of Texas’s pre-kindergarten program on academic performance. Washington, DC: National Center for Analysis 
of Longitudinal Data in Education Research; Gormley, W. T., Gayer, T., Phillips, D., & Dawson, B. (2005). The effects of universal pre-k on cognitive development. Developmental Psychology, 
41(6); Wat, A. (2010). The case for pre-k in education reform. Washington, DC: Pew Center on the States; Vandell, D. L., et al. (2010). Do effects of early child care extend to age 15 years? 
Child Development, 81(3); Dearing, E., McCartney, K., & Taylor, B. A. (2009). Does higher quality early child care promote low-income children’s math and reading achievement in middle 
childhood. Child Development, 80(5); Loeb, S., Bridges, M., Bassok, D., Fuller, B., Rumberger, R. W. (2007). How much is too much? The influence of preschool centers on children’s social 
and cognitive development. Economics of Education Review, 26; Magnuson, K. A., Ruhm, C., Waldfogel, J. (2007). Does prekindergarten improve school preparation and performance. 
Economics of Education Review, 26; Belsky, et al. (2007). Are there long-term effects of early child care. Child Development, 78(2); Camilli, G., Vargas, S., Ryan, S., & Barnett, W. S. (2010). 
Meta-analysis of the effects of early education interventions on cognitive and social development. Teachers College Record, 112(3).

9 Magnuson, K. A. & Waldfogel, J. (2005). Early childhood care and education: Effects on ethnic and racial gaps in school readiness. Future of Children¸15(1), Princeton, NJ: Princeton/Brookings.

10 Cohen, J. and Ewen, D., Infants and Toddlers in Child Care. Washington, DC: ZERO TO THREE and the Center for Law and Social Policy, 2008. Accessed from http://main.zerotothree.
org/site/DocServer/Infants_and_Toddlers_in_Child_Care_Brief.pdf?docID=6561

11 Hirsh-Pasek, K., & Golinkoff, R.M. (2011) The great balancing act: Optimizing core curricula through playful learning. In E. Zigler, W. & Gilliam S. Barnett (Eds.) The preschool education 
debates.110-116; Camilli et al., 2010; Dickinson, D. K. and Porche, M. V. (2011). Relation Between Language Experiences in Preschool Classrooms and Children’s Kindergarten and Fourth-
Grade Language and Reading Abilities. Child Development, 82: 870–886; Justice, L. M., Mashburn, A. J., Hamre, B. K., Pianta, R. C. (2008). Quality of language and literacy instruction in 
preschool classrooms serving at-risk pupils. Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 23.
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services and instruction.64 Finally, the common 
policy requiring renewal of a family’s eligibility 
for subsidy more frequently than once a year 
often disrupts the continuity of care that children 
receive. These policy decisions compromise the 
quality of ECE services while pushing low-income 
families into an unregulated market. Governors 
and other state policymakers can consider a 
number of policy options to ensure that working 
families have access to a sufficient supply of 
high-quality child care. Research suggests the 
following best practices: 

¡	 Setting family income eligibility limits for 
subsidized child care at up to 85 percent of 
the state median income (or 200 percent 
of the federal poverty level, or FPL) and 
adjusting annually for inflation;

¡	 Ensuring sufficient funding to eliminate 
waiting lists;

¡	 Capping family copayments for child care 
subsidies at 10 percent of family income; 
and

¡	 Setting provider reimbursement rates at 
the 75th percentile of current market rates 
to ensure families have adequate choice 
of providers in their communities.65 

Despite continuing tight fiscal conditions, some 
states are taking action to improve access to 
quality child care. For example, Washington 
increased its income eligibility limit from 175 
percent of the 2011 FPL to 200 percent of the 
2012 FPL. South Dakota recently adjusted its 
reimbursement rate for inflation to bring it in 
line with the 75th percentile of 2010-2011 market 
rates.66 

State child care licensing, monitoring, and family 
income eligibility policies also affect child care 
quality. Program characteristics that are particularly 
relevant to language and literacy development 
include: adult-child ratios, group sizes, staff’s 
training requirements, alignment of services to 
early learning standards, and family engagement.67 
State policymakers can consider raising licensing 
policies to better reflect nationally recommended 
standards. (See sidebar for links to these standards.) 
For example, Minnesota requires 40 hours of 
annual training for licensed center-based providers 
on topics including child development and learning 
activities.68  

64 Schulman, K. and Blank, H. Downward Slide State Child Care Assistance Policies 2012. Washington: DC, National Women’s Law Center, 2012. Accessed from http://www.nwlc.org/
resource/downward-slide-state-child-care-assistance-policies-2012

65 These policy recommendations are based on available research and analysis by the National Center for Children in Poverty. For more information, see Improving the Odds for Young 
Children: User Guide to the State Policy Profiles, New York: National Center for Children in Poverty, Columbia University School of Public Health, available at http://www.nccp.org/
publications/pdf/download_230.pdf. 

66 Schulman and Blank, 2012.

67 See for example, National Resource Center for Health and Safety in Child Care and Early Education (Caring for Our Children 3rd Edition) available at http://nrckids.org/CFOC3/; the 
“Program and Oversight Benchmarks” within We Can Do Better: 2013 Update: Child Care Aware® of America’s Ranking of State Child Care Center Regulation and Oversight available at  
http://www.naccrra.org/sites/default/files/default_site_pages/2013/wcdb_benchmarks_040813.pdf and within Leaving Children to Chance: 2012 Update: Child Care Aware® of America’s 
Ranking of State Standards and Oversight of Small Family Child Care Homes, accessed from http://www.naccrra.org/sites/default/files/default_site_pages/2012/lcc_benchmarksapril6.
pdf; and standards established by accreditation bodies such as the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) available at http://www.naeyc.org/academy/primary/
standardsintro and the National Association for Family Child Care (NAFCC) available at http://www.nafcc.org/media/pdf/accreditation/NAFCCQualityStandardswith2013Updates.pdf.

68 We Can Do Better: Child Care Aware® of America’s Ranking of State Child Care Center Regulations and Oversight – 2013 Update (2013). Child Care Aware® of America, accessed from 
http://www.naccrra.org/node/3025 
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budget cuts have weakened some standards in 
many states.72  

Governors and other policymakers in several 
states have recognized that high-quality pre-K 
programs are a critical plank of a literacy agenda. 
Colorado, Kentucky, and Wisconsin include 
pre-K and other ECE settings as a prominent 
part of their statewide literacy plans.73 To 
improve early literacy and learning outcomes, 
Minnesota’s department of education is using its 
Race to the Top – Early Learning Challenge grant 
to provide technical assistance and incentive 
funds to targeted districts to encourage them 
to use Title I funds to increase pre-K quality 
and enrollment. As state investments in such 
programs rise, policymakers can consider putting 
in place requirements for high-quality standards 
(such as those promoted by the National Institute 
for Early Education Research), developing systems 
to monitor and support instructional quality, 
and contracting with third-party evaluators to 
examine these programs’ impact on children’s 
learning and development. 

2.3 Expand access to high-quality  
full-day kindergarten 

Governors seeking to ensure that all 
kindergartners can meet the demands of the 
CCSS and are reading proficiently by third grade 
should consider investing in expanded access 
to high-quality full-day kindergarten programs. 
Currently, only 11 states require districts to 
provide full-day kindergarten, and five states do 
not even have a mandate that districts provide 
half-day kindergarten.74 

To spur expansion, policymakers in some states 
successfully added full-day kindergarten to the 
school funding formula at the same level or 
higher than that for first grade. Delaware passed 
legislation in 2006 to require all districts to offer 
full-day kindergarten. Programs are funded at 
the same level as first through third grades, and 
districts must provide at least six hours per day of 
instruction. Legislation in other states authorizes 
use of state funds to provide incentives to districts 
to offer full-day kindergarten or encourage 
districts and schools to use other sources of 
funding, such as federal Title I funds. Under the 
Colorado READ Act, full-day kindergarten is an 
allowable use of the state’s Early Literacy Grant 
Program.75 

State policy can also promote consistently 
high levels of quality in full-day kindergarten 
through: consistent standards for the number 
of days and length of instruction time, teacher-
child ratios and group sizes, and policies guiding 
curriculum, assessments, teacher certification, 
and professional development.76 In New Mexico, 
voluntary full-day kindergarten was phased-in 
over five years, with initial funding prioritized 
for districts with higher populations of at-risk 
students. Although not required, all districts 
now offer full-day programs. The state requires 
programs to be at least 5.5 hours per day with 
a maximum group size of 20. Teachers with 
more than 14 students are entitled to a teaching 
assistant.  

72 Barnett, et al, 2013. 

73 For more information on Colorado, visit http://earlychildhoodcolorado.org; on Kentucky, visit http://education.ky.gov/curriculum/lit/Documents/LiteracyPlanForKentucky.pdf; and on 
Wisconsin, visit http://walker.wi.gov/education/read-to-lead. 

74 Workman, E., Inequalities at the Starting Line: State Kindergarten Policies. Denver: Education Commission of the States, 2013. Accessed from http://www.ecs.org/clearinghouse/01/06/78/10678.pdf 

75 For more information, see Colorado House Bill 12-1238, available at http://www.leg.state.co.us/clics/clics2012a/csl.nsf/fsbillcont3/BE80872E0CC93D2987257981007DC105?Open&f
ile=1238_enr.pdf. 

76 More information state policies to support full-day kindergarten is available from the Education Commissions of the States, Full Day Kindergarten: What States Are Doing, accessible at 
http://www.ecs.org/html/IssueSection.asp?issueid=260&subissueid=285&ssID=0&s=What+States+Are+Doing. 
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a multi-level, evidence-based parenting and 
family support system, and programs such as 
Motheread/Fatheread and Reach Out and Read 
to help parents and community members support 
children’s literacy development.81 Providence 
Talks, an innovative pilot in Providence, Rhode 
Island, seeks to help new low-income parents 
support their children’s language development. 
With a $5 million innovation prize from the 
Bloomberg Philanthropies’ Mayors Challenge, 
the program will record daily parent–child verbal 
interactions to inform monthly coaching sessions 
conducted by home visitors.82

3.1b) Public-private partnerships to promote 
parent-child book reading and build home 
libraries. Agency leaders in several states 
are partnering with national initiatives such 
as Reading Is Fundamental and First Book to 
distribute books to families and promote more 
frequent and effective reading by parents to their 
children.83 In Washington, the state Department 
of Early Learning and Thrive by Five partnered 
with Reach Out and Read, which involves 
pediatricians and other health professionals 
sharing effective reading practices with new 
parents as part of the developmental screening 
process and well-baby visits.84 Massachusetts 
established a public-private partnership with 
IBM to supplement existing adult education 
programs with computers and software that 
help strengthen parents’ and family members’ 
language and literacy skills and give them tools 
to support their children’s reading and language 
development.85 State officials are also working 
with the Boston Children’s Museum, the local PBS 

station, and the state library association to give 
families and library and museum professionals 
the skills and tools they need to support early 
literacy development.86 

3.1c) Public awareness campaigns targeting 
parents. Washington developed a public 
engagement campaign targeting parents called 
“Love, Talk, Play,” which provides everyday family 
activities that are aligned with the state’s B-3rd early 
learning standards. The campaign disseminates 
information to families through regional early 
learning coalitions, a website with informational 
videos and materials, an email service, and social 
media.87 The standards are written in accessible 
language and include activities that parents can 
do with children to promote their language and 
literacy skills and support their physical, cognitive, 
social and emotional development.88   

3.2 Incorporate parent engagement 
in existing ECE and K-3 policies, 
practices, and intervention planning

Parents can provide valuable information to 
programs and schools about their children’s 
strengths, needs, and past experiences in 
language and literacy development as well as 
other areas. Ongoing communication and 
engagement activities throughout the year are 
important to sustain and strengthen parents’ 
roles as teachers and advocates.89 In a number 
of states, decision-makers have built family 
engagement standards into their QRIS criteria 
for ECE programs. New York’s QRIS specifies 
family engagement standards related to regular, 

81 Race to the Top – Early Learning Challenge: Annual Performance Report, CFDA Number: 84.412, North Carolina Year 1: 2012. U.S Department of Education, 2013. Accessed from http://
www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop-earlylearningchallenge/annual-performance-reports/ncfinalapr.pdf

82 For more information, visit http://mayorschallenge.bloomberg.org/index.cfm?objectid=EB68F7C0-8B47-11E2-92C8000C29C7CA2F

83 For more information, visit http://www.firstbook.org; http://www.rif.org

84 For more information, visit http://www.reachoutandreadwa.org/index.php 

85 For more information, visit http://www.mass.gov/edu/government/departments-and-boards/department-of-early-education-and-care/press-releases/2012/support-early-literacy-
programs-for-families.html 

86 For more information, visit http://www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop-earlylearningchallenge/performance.html. 

87 For more information, visit http://lovetalkplay.org/ 

88 Washington State Early Learning and Development Guidelines, Birth through 3rd Grade. Olympia, WA: Washington State Department of Early Learning. Accessed from http://www.del.
wa.gov/publications/development/docs/guidelines.pdf 

89 Bohan-Baker, M. and Little, P.M.D, 2002. 
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education to align their professional preparation 
programs to the B-3rd professional standards. 
In 39 states, governors appoint the entities that 
make decisions regarding preparation program 
standards and approval.96   

Governors can also use teacher certification 
policy as a lever to ensure entry of high-quality 
candidates into professional preparation 
programs, influence the content of what 
is taught, and ensure that candidates can 
demonstrate mastery of necessary knowledge 
and competencies upon program completion. 
Though it varies by state, candidates can often 
pursue certification to teach in elementary grades 
up to the fifth or sixth grade (in some cases, up to 
the eighth grade). Broader certificates are more 
appealing to teachers and principals because 
they widen the range of teaching opportunities 
and assignments. Such a strategy, however, may 
not allow student-teachers to focus sufficiently 
on the distinct skills and concepts that are 
needed to work effectively with early elementary 
students (for example, strategies to promote oral 
language development and vocabulary across all 
content areas and developing hands-on learning 
opportunities.)97 As a result, many experts are 
now calling on state policymakers to minimize 
the overlap of teaching certificates in the early 
grades and to develop separate certificates for 
developmentally appropriate age spans. For 
example, in 2007, policymakers in Pennsylvania 
approved regulations to eliminate their broad 
K-6 elementary teaching license and develop 
a pre-K-4 license to provide more focus on the 

early grades. To offer this new license, teacher 
preparation programs must follow new guidelines 
that require a heavier dose of language and 
literacy coursework, as well as more attention 
to child development principles and assessment 
methods.98 

Teacher certification policy can also require 
candidates to demonstrate mastery of research-
based, age-appropriate language and literacy 
instruction practices. As of 2012, policy in only 
10 states requires elementary teachers to pass 
an assessment of reading instruction as part 
of their certification process.99 Connecticut law 
requires all certified teachers in early childhood 
and elementary grades to pass a one-time reading 
instruction examination,100 while Wisconsin law 
greatly expanded the certification examination’s 
section on reading instruction.101  

Some states’ policies require teacher candidates 
to demonstrate proficiency in classroom 
instruction before receiving certification.102 The 
American Association of Colleges for Teacher 
Education, together with Stanford University, 
developed a new model called edTPA, which 
has created performance assessments for 
a variety of grade levels and subject areas, 
including Early Childhood, Elementary Literacy 
and Mathematics, and English as an Additional 
Language. Four states so far have adopted this 
model as part of the requirements for completing 
a teacher preparation program or becoming 
certified: Minnesota, New York, Tennessee and 
Washington.103  

96 2012 State Teacher Policy Yearbook: Improving Teacher Preparation – National Summary. National Council on Teacher Quality, 2012. Accessed from http://www.nctq.org/dmsView/2012_
State_Teacher_Policy_Yearbook_National_Summary_NCTQ_Report. 

97 Bornfreund, L., 2011. 

98 Pennsylvania Department of Education, Chapter 354 General Standards and Specific Program Guidelines for State Approval of Professional Educator Program, Grades PreK-4. Accessed 
from http://www.portal.state.pa.us/portal/server.pt/community/institutional_program_approval/8817 

99 Improving Teacher Preparation: National Summary, 2012 State Teacher Policy Yearbook. National Council on Teacher Quality, 2012. Accessed from http://www.nctq.org/stpy11/reports/
stpy12_national_report.pdf 

100 Connecticut Public Act No. 12-116

101 2011 Wisconsin Act 166. Accessed from http://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/2011/related/acts/166 

102 The Changing Teacher Preparation Profession: A Report from AACTE's Professional Education Data System (PEDS). American Association of Colleges of Teacher Education, 2013. 
Accessed from http://aacte.org/news-room/announcements/aacte-releases-data-report-on-state-of-teacher-preparation.html. AACTE estimates that about 23 percent to 38 percent 
of teacher education programs, depending on the type, require performance-based assessment as part of the certification process, and recommends this practice for wider adoption.

103 For more information, see: http://edtpa.aacte.org/ 
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that in the highest-rated centers, the proportion 
of children demonstrating age-appropriate 
language and literacy skills increases from about 
32 percent in the fall to more than 70 percent in the 
spring.110 Eighteen states’ QRISs also incorporate 
scholarships such as T.E.A.C.H. Early Childhood® 
for providers to further their education, while 
eight states’ QRISs offer wage enhancement and/
or retention bonuses such as the Child Care 
WAGE$® program.111  

Finally, state policy can support higher education 
attainment among ECE teachers by making it 
easier to transfer credits between two-year and 
four-year colleges. New Mexico and Pennsylvania 
are among the states with B-3rd professional 
standards and policies that allow articulation 
of early childhood associate degree credits to 
baccalaureate early childhood degree programs 
statewide. 

4.4 Build elementary school principals’ 
capacity to support language and 
literacy instruction 

Without adequate pre-service preparation in early 
childhood and language and literacy development, 
many elementary school principals struggle to 
support and evaluate pre-K-3rd teachers and 
may even unknowingly promote developmentally 
inappropriate classroom strategies that are more 
suitable to later grades. Also, evidence is emerging 
that principals may assign less effective teachers 
to the early grades, where state standardized tests 
typically are not used or not tied to high-stakes 
decisions.112 School leaders who are knowledgeable 
about early learning issues may be more likely to 
ensure that pre-K-3rd classrooms are led by strong 
teachers. 

State policy can strengthen preparation and 
support for principals so that they can better 
support effective instruction in the early 
grades. Through recently passed legislation, 
for example, Illinois has expanded its principal 
certification from a K-12 to a pre-K-12 certificate 
and is now requiring all principal preparation 
programs to include early childhood education 
content through both coursework and field 
experiences.113  Connecticut law charges the 
state superintendent with creating a professional 
development plan to help principals and teachers 
implement “scientifically-based reading research 
and instruction” that, among other requirements, 
provides “differentiated and intensified training 
in reading instruction for teachers, outline(s) how 
mentor teachers will train teachers in reading 
instruction, outline(s) how model classrooms 
will be established in schools for reading 
instruction, [and] inform(s) principals on how 
to evaluate classrooms and teacher performance 
in scientifically-based reading research and 
instruction.”114    

4.5 Set standards to promote 
investment in evidence-based 
professional development strategies

Finally, governors and other state policymakers 
can act to ensure that professional development 
resources for both ECE and K-3rd educators 
are allocated to strategies that have the greatest 
likelihood of improving literacy instruction. 
Experts agree that too much of states’ 
professional development resources are being 
spent on isolated workshops or trainings that are 
disconnected from classroom practice.115 While 
research on effective practice is still emerging, 
evidence suggests that professional development 

110 Research Brief: Children’s Progress Update, Keystone STAR 3 and 4 programs, 2011-2012. Pennsylvania Office of Child Development and Early Learning, Departments of Education and 
Public Welfare, Issue Brief 8, July 5, 2012, Accessed from http://www.ocdelresearch.org/Research%20Briefs/OCDEL%20Research%20Brief%208.pdf 

111 Austin, L. J. E., Whitebook, M., Connors, M. & Darrah, R. (2011). Staff preparation, reward, and support: Are quality rating and improvement systems addressing all of the key ingredients 
necessary for change? Berkeley, CA: Center for the Study of Child Care Employment, University of California at Berkeley. Accessed from http://www.irle.berkeley.edu/cscce/wp-content/
uploads/2011/12/CSCCEQRISPolicyBrief_2011.pdf 

112 Bornfreund, L., 2011. 

113 Szekely, A. Leading for Early Success: Building School Principals’ Capacity to Lead High-Quality Early Education. National Governors Association Center for Best Practices, 2013. 

114 Connecticut Public Act No. 12-116

115 Dickinson & Brady, 2006; Moats, 1999. 
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State decision-makers who are working on KEAs 
can take this opportunity to ensure that any 
language and literacy assessments administered 
before and after kindergarten are well-aligned 
in terms of the types of skills covered and their 
expectations of what children should be able to 
do. For example, Maryland is developing a KEA 
that will serve as an anchor to an assessment 
system for birth through age 6. In North Carolina, 
the KEA is anchoring a K-3 formative assessment 
strategy. Both efforts aim to track children’s 
growth and development in multiple areas, 
including language and literacy, coherently and 
consistently throughout the early grades.

Governors and other state policymakers 
should, however, exercise caution in using child 
assessment instruments to make high-stakes 
decisions about pre-K-3 teachers on issues such 
as compensation and employment. Stakeholders 
in many states are currently devising new teacher 
evaluation systems for these purposes, using 
students’ growth data as one of several criteria. 
If these systems are to reliably support third-
grade reading proficiency and inform high-stakes 
teacher evaluations in the early grades, they 
will need to meet several challenges. Because 
standardized tests are typically not used in pre-
K-2 classrooms, alternative assessments will need 

to be identified. Such assessments will need to 
(1) capture the breadth of language and literacy 
outcomes that contribute to reading success, 
(2) produce data with sufficient reliability and 
validity for high-stakes purposes, and (3) be 
sensitive to the high variability in children’s 
development and performance at these ages. 
State leaders are just beginning to grapple with 
these challenges and have devised three main 
strategies to address them: adopting or developing 
alternative assessments, including portfolio 
assessments that rely on ongoing observations 
of student performance; developing “student 
learning objectives” and associated assessments 
that are tailored to specific teachers and classes; 
and using an aggregate measure of students’ 
progress in a particular grade, subject, or across 
the school.130 

Whatever role student growth data play in teacher 
evaluations, assessment systems that provide 
data on student progress have limited value for 
continuous improvement if they do not also 
provide insights on teacher practice. For that, 
high-quality observation instruments are needed. 
A number of these instruments— including the 
Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS), 
the Early Language and Literacy Classroom 
Observation (ELLCO), and the Early Childhood 
Environment Rating Scale (ECERS)—have been 
developed for ECE programs whose purpose is at 
least in part to assess the quality of the linguistic 
environment and teachers’ ability to support 
children’s language and literacy development. 
Both ELLCO and CLASS also have versions that 
apply to K-3 teachers.

Finally, to ensure that a state assessment strategy 
is effective, state leaders should also ensure 
that preparation and professional development 
programs for early childhood and early elementary 
educators include training on the appropriate use 
of language and literacy assessments and the data 
that they yield.

130 Bornfreund, L., An Ocean of Unknowns: Risks and Opportunities in Using Student Achievement Data to Evaluate PreK-3rd Grade Teachers. Washington, DC: New America Foundation, 
2013. Accessed from http://www.newamerica.net/publications/policy/an_ocean_of_unknowns
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For example, Colorado statute requires that 
at least one of the recommended K-3 reading 
assessments is normed for Spanish speakers and 
is available in both English and Spanish.135  

More recently, new laws in some states require 
retention at third grade if students do not 
demonstrate reading proficiency at the end of 
that year. Research on the impacts of retention 
is mixed. An extensive body of research suggests 
that retaining students has potential negative 
long-term educational outcomes, such as higher 
dropout rates.136 However, recent studies of efforts 
to pair retention policies with other interventions 
show increased rates of reading proficiency in the 
short-term.137 Florida, for example, implemented 
retention in 2002, and researchers have observed 
benefits for retained students through as late as 
seventh grade.138 However, because the policy 
was enacted as part of a package of significant 
reforms, it is difficult to conclude the extent to 
which retention per se caused the improvements 
in outcomes. Taken as a whole, the research 
literature does suggest that retention alone may 
not be sufficient.139  

In the case of Florida, the retention policy is part 
of a multi-pronged strategy that reformed teacher 
preparation and certification requirements, 
professional development, intervention 
strategies, and education funding policies. For 
example, over the last decade, Florida retrained 
elementary school teachers on evidence-based 
strategies to teach reading and further reinforced 
the training through reading coaches in low-
performing schools. During a five-year period, 
with support from federal funds, the state provided 
professional development workshops based on 
the recommendations of the National Reading 

Panel to all 35,000 K-3 teachers. In 2005, the state 
legislature established a research-based reading 
instruction allocation as a permanent categorical 
aid in the state’s school funding formula. These 
funds are allocated to districts each year to 
support development and implementation of 
districts’ research-based reading plans and to 
pay for reading coaches, particularly for low-
performing schools. 

State leaders considering a retention policy should 
use caution in selecting assessment instruments to 
ensure they are valid and reliable for the purpose 
of such decisions. Policymakers should also weigh 
the costs and benefits: While retention may reduce 
the costs of remediation later on, the policy incurs 
the immediate cost of an extra year of schooling 
for retained students. Finally, looking down the 
road, both the Partnership for Assessment of 
Readiness for College and Careers and Smarter 
Balanced Assessment Consortium are developing 
K-12 assessments that are aligned to the CCSS and 
have higher cut scores for reading proficiency. The 
implementation of these assessments, scheduled 
to begin in the fall of 2014, is likely to dramatically 
increase the number of third-graders deemed 
reading below grade level, and state policymakers 
should consider – and prepare for – the ramifications 
of a retention policy under these new assessments. 

For all of these reasons, governors who are 
committed to advancing third-grade retention 
policies should consider doing so within the context 
of the five-point B-3rd action agenda described in 
this guide. The goal should be to minimize the need 
for retention by intervening throughout the B-3rd 
continuum and retaining students only as a last 
resort. Governors should also consider providing 
local flexibility and discretion for decisions about 

135 For more information, view Colorado House Bill 1238, Colorado Early Literacy Act, available at http://www.leg.state.co.us/clics/clics2012a/csl.nsf/fsbillcont3/BE80872E0CC93D2987
257981007DC105?open&file=1238_01.pdf. 

136 Rose, S. and Schimke, K., 2012. 

137 Rose, S. and Schimke, K., 2012.

138 Greene, Jay P., and Winters, Marcus A. (2006) Getting Farther Ahead by Staying Behind: A Second-Year Evaluation of Florida's Policy to end Social Promotion (Civic Report No. 49) 
Manhattan Institute for Policy Research, 2006; Winters, Marcus A. (2012) The Benefits of Florida’s Test-Based Promotion System (Civic Report No. 68) Manhattan Institute for Policy Research

139 West, M. R., Is Retaining Students in the Early Grades Self-Defeating?. Brookings Institution. Center on Children and Families Brief #49, 2012. Accessed from http://www.brookings.
edu/research/papers/2012/08/16-student-retention-west 
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has also required such linkage and data-sharing 
arrangements. For example, Iowa law requires 
state pre-K programs to collect assessment data in 
language and literacy and in other areas aligned to 
the state’s early learning standards. These data are 
then integrated into the state’s K-12 data system to 
allow examination of the relationships between ECE 
program participation, early literacy development, 
and subsequent reading proficiency.145  

5.5 Build the capacity of state 
agencies to support B-3rd quality 
improvement efforts at the program, 
school, and district levels 

Finally, governors can seek to build the capacity 
of state agencies to support and monitor local 
implementation and improvement efforts. For 
example, governors can call for:

5.5a) Investment in a state-level support 
system for districts. When New Jersey leaders 
launched an ambitious effort in the early 2000s 
to improve third-grade reading proficiency and 
expand early learning opportunities in the state’s 
poorest districts, the state department of education 
recruited a corps of reading coaches to provide 
professional development and ongoing support 
to all early elementary teachers. State agency staff 
also worked with district leaders to design and 
implement interventions that respond to specific 
needs in those communities. This support system 
has helped some of the poorest districts narrow 
the fourth-grade reading proficiency gap between 
their students and the state average.146 Likewise, 
the state’s pre-K expansion was accompanied 
by a group of early childhood supervisors, 

intervention specialists, and parent involvement 
specialists to help providers and districts adhere 
to high-quality standards, review their practices 
and outcomes, and make improvements 
accordingly.147 Longitudinal evaluations of the 
state pre-K program have shown that participants 
made gains in language and literacy and math 
skills that last through fifth grade.148 

5.5b) Research and dissemination of best 
practices across the state. States can play 
an important role in highlighting best practices 
and facilitating peer-to-peer learning across 
the state. Iowa established a research center to 
support these activities. In addition, legislation 
passed in Kentucky requires the state education 
agency to monitor local implementation, collect 
information about the interventions and their 
effectiveness, and report findings to the state 
legislature.

5.5c) Incentives to spur local innovations. 
Connecticut’s early literacy legislation authorizes 
the Commissioner of Education to establish an 
incentive program to reward schools that increase 
the number of students meeting or exceeding the 
statewide goal for reading proficiency by at least 
10 percent. The incentive can take the form of 
public recognition, financial awards, or enhanced 
flexibility for districts. Private donations may be 
accepted to support these incentives. Because 
rewarded schools must demonstrate the strategies 
that were instrumental in the improved results, 
the state can use this program to disseminate 
promising practices.149   

145 Iowa Senate File 2284

146 Mead, S., 2009. 

147 Mead, S., 2009 

148 Barnett, et al, 2013. 

149 Connecticut Public Act No, 12-116, Sec. 94
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reading proficiency levels in the early elementary 
grades. Subsequently, legislators who served on 
the task force introduced a bill that was informed 
by the report’s recommendations, and within 
two months, the bill was signed by the governor. 
Gov. Walker charged state agencies beyond the 
“usual suspects,” including the departments 
of transportation, natural resources, veterans 
affairs, tourism, and corrections, with developing 
a reading initiative to support the goals of Read 
to Lead.151  

Cultivate cross-agency leadership 
to implement the agenda and 
communicate results

Developing and implementing a B-3rd agenda 
requires cross-agency and interdisciplinary 
support, collaboration, and leadership. It also 
requires consideration of multiple perspectives 

and best practices from early learning and K-12 
education. To encourage these actions, governors 
can ask existing collaborative policymaking 
and advisory groups to lead interagency policy 
planning. They can also consider consolidating 
governance and leadership structures to bridge 
the ECE – K-3 policy divides.152 In Massachusetts, 
2012 law requires the Secretary of Education 
to collaborate with the commissioners of early 
care and education, elementary and secondary 
education, and higher education to identify eight 
members to serve on the state’s Early Literacy 
Expert Panel.153 In New Jersey, the Office of Early 
Childhood Education in the state education 
agency has been instrumental in making pre-K 
education a key part of the state’s literacy effort 
since the early 2000s. In 2007, this office became 
the Division of Early Childhood Education, 
expanding its scope to ensuring high-quality 
educational experiences from pre-K through 
third grade. The division has since been working 
to integrate the state’s well-tested approaches 
to instruction and assessments in pre-K into the 
early elementary grades.154 

Finally, governors can require the inclusion of 
multiple stakeholders beyond traditional K-12 
representatives—such as early learning experts 
and practitioners, family support professionals, 
and experts on dual language learners—in any 
leadership bodies they appoint. Appointed 
leaders must take active responsibility for 
coordinating decisions and collaborating with 
stakeholders within and across programs, 
communities, and agencies. Governors and their 
executive leaders must set clear expectations for 
results and establish benchmarks to measure 
progress, inform continuous improvement, hold 
stakeholders accountable, and keep the public 
informed. 

151 For more information, visit http://read.wi.gov/Home.

152 For a more detailed discussion about ECE and K-12 alignment, see Wat, A., Governor’s Role in Aligning Early Education and K-12 Reforms: Challenges, Opportunities, and Benefits 
for Children. National Governors Association, 2012. Available at http://www.nga.org/cms/home/nga-center-for-best-practices/center-publications/page-edu-publications/col2-content/
main-content-list/governors-role-in-aligning-early.html 

153 An Act relative to third grade reading proficiency (Chapter 287 of the Acts of 2012), Commonwealth of Massachusetts. Accessed from http://www.malegislature.gov/Laws/SessionLaws/
Acts/2012/Chapter287 

154 Mead, S., 2009.
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Policies Intending to End Social 
Promotion 

• In the past, public schools have tended to promote students to 
next grade level even if they have very low academic 
proficiency 
– The idea is that holding them back would be harmful to their self 

esteem, and thus counterproductive 
 

• But in recent years more and more people have argued that it 
might be better to ensure that students have the skills 
necessary to succeed at the next grade level 
 
 

2 



Previous Research 
• There is a wide body of research going back several decades that 

finds student proficiency is harmed by retention 
 

• But past research has been severely limited by its inability to 
account for unobserved differences between retained and promoted 
students 
– Past research has not been able to make apples-to-apples comparisons 

 
• We use a research strategy widely considered to provide causal 

estimates in order to evaluate the effect of a policy that includes 
retention 
– This research has been peer reviewed was published in a recent issue 

of Education Finance and Policy 

3 



Test-Based Promotion 
• Florida is one of several school systems that have 

recently adopted test-based promotion policies 
intended to end social promotion 
 

• Students must meet a minimum threshold on a 
reading test in order to be default promoted to the 
next grade 
 
 
 



Florida’s Policy 
• Policy first enacted statewide in 2002 

 
• Third grade students required to meet the Level 2 

benchmark on the state’s reading exam in order to be 
default promoted to the fourth grade 
– Second lowest of five levels 

 
• Could receive one of a variety of exemptions and be 

promoted even if scored below threshold 
– About 60 percent of students in the first class subjected to 

the policy with scores below the benchmark were retained 
 

 



Interventions Other than 
Retention 

• Retained students were required to attend summer 
school 
 

• Were required to be placed in the classroom of a 
“high-performing teacher” 
 

• Schools were required to develop academic 
improvement plans for each of the retained students 
 

• Retained students were required to receive an 
additional 90 minutes of daily reading instruction 
during the school year 



Our Research Approach 
• We use a research strategy known as “regression discontinuity” 

– Replicates a randomized experiment 
– One of the few techniques recognized to produce causal estimates by  

What Works Clearinghouse 
 

• Essentially, the procedure compares the later academic outcomes of 
students who barely pass the exam to those who barely failed it 
– The difference of one or a few questions right on the exam 

• Largely explained by randomness 
 

• Compare students when in same grade level 
 

• Look at the medium-run effects of the policy on student achievement 
– Can follow students through the seventh or eighth grade 

 
• Here we will focus on the second class subjected to the policy 

– Measuring the effect on the first class is tricky 
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Summary of Findings for Retained 
Students 

• Retention had a large short-run effect that declines over time, but is 
still distinguishable and meaningful in size as late as 7th grade 
– Some other treatments have been found to fade out completely in a 

short period of time 
• Head Start 

 
• The magnitude of the effect is substantial 

– Reading – by 7th grade 0.183 standard deviations 
– Math – 0.174 standard deviations 
– One-year effect of teacher quality – between 0.1 and 0.2 standard 

deviations 
 

• Also see similar positive effect on 5th grade science test 
 

• Results similar on low-stakes standardized test 



Multiple Interventions 
• We are not able to completely separate the 

effect of retention from that of other interventions 
tied to the policy 
 

• However, we do show that assignment to a “high 
quality” teacher in the retained year is not driving 
the result 
 

• We find strong evidence that remediation under 
a policy similar to Florida’s has a large and 
sustained positive effect on student achievement 



Still More to Learn 

 

• We now want to know whether that positive 
effect leads to higher rates of high school 
graduation 
 

• What effect does this have on students in their 
initial third grade year? 
 

• The evidence thus far, however, suggests that 
Florida’s remediation policy is a promising 
avenue for improving student achievement 
 




