
Early childhood assessments are important for understanding how young children are learning and 
developing.1 Policymakers, school district leaders, and educators rely on assessment data when 
deciding on, designing, and implementing early childhood policies and programs.2 Teachers use 
assessment data to guide their instruction and support for individual learners, while families use 

the data to further support their children’s learning at home.3 Research indicates that having data on child 
skills can lead to improvements in child outcomes.4 Yet there are concerns that existing assessment tools 
were not developed to capture the strengths and needs of all children and are burdensome to use, with 
resulting data that are difficult to interpret and act upon.5

For assessment developers seeking to address these concerns, discussions with educators and fami-
lies who rely on these tools and the resulting data can bring about novel ideas and fresh approaches to 
assessment design.6 Incorporating feedback from these key stakeholders into the development of new 
assessment tools could help ensure that assessment data are accurate and useful and that the tools do not 
impose a burden on stakeholders either at home or in schools.7

To that end, this brief shares educators’ and parents’ advice on creating assessment tools that are easy to 
navigate, useful, and designed to capture the skills of all early learners. The advice is drawn from focus 
groups conducted for the Measures for Early Success Initiative (Measures Initiative), an initiative led by 
MDRC that aims to develop scalable and comprehensive early childhood assessment tools that are usable 
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for all educators, children, and families in public pre-K settings. This brief aims to elevate the perspectives 
of educators and families with the goal of expanding the early childhood assessment field’s understanding 
of how to design assessment tools to meet the needs of these stakeholders and the children they support.

 Background on the Measures Initiative
The Measures Initiative aims to reimagine the landscape of early learning assessments for 3- to 5-year-olds 
in pre-K so that high-quality data can be used to meaningfully support and strengthen early learning expe-
riences for all young children. MDRC is collaborating with assessment developers to design new, innovative 
assessment tools in alignment with this vision.8 The developers are tasked with designing tools that reflect 
research-based best practices laid out in the User-Informed Principles—a guidance document that speci-
fies design parameters for developing assessment tools that meet the needs of a broad range of families, 
children, and educators involved with publicly funded pre-K programs.9 The belief that all children need 
assessments that are accurate and engaging underpins the work of the Measures Initiative. To advance 
toward this outcome, the Measures Initiative focuses on designing assessments that successfully support 
demographics that have historically been left out of the assessment development process.

The Measures Initiative aims to produce developmentally appropriate, 
technology-based direct assessments that take children approximately 10 
minutes per assessment session to complete. (Early childhood assessments 
typically capture children’s skills through one of three modes: direct assess-
ment, where children respond to prompts and their responses are the result-
ing assessment data; observations, where teachers gather information about 
children during classroom activities and the observations are the resulting 
assessment data; and portfolios, where teachers’ evaluations of children’s 
work are used as the assessment data.10) Compared with observations and 
portfolios, an advantage of direct assessments is that they are typically 
standardized and can be administered broadly, yielding data that can be 
compared across groups of children and programs.11 

Another advantage of direct assessments is the potential for automated administration. Traditionally, direct 
assessments have involved an educator or another assessor asking children to respond to questions or to 
perform a task. As technology has advanced, some direct assessments have moved to technology-based 
administration, such as on a tablet or other devices that capture children’s responses.12 This brief pres-
ents educators’ and parents’ advice for designing technology-based assessments.13 For specific feedback 
offered by users who reviewed assessment tool prototypes, see the MDRC publication “Developing Engag-
ing Ed Tech Products for Young Children: Insights from User Testing of Assessment Tool Prototypes.”14

Methodology and Sample

To inform the design of the new assessment tools, MDRC and the assessment developers have conducted 
88 focus groups with educators and parents from regions across the country.15 Table 1 shows the focus 
group sample.16
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Table 1. Focus Group Sample 

CHARACTERISTIC (%) EDUCATORS PARENTS

Race or ethnicity
Hispanic or Latine 33 42
Black or African American 30 35
White or Caucasian (not Hispanic or Latine) 28 13
Native American or Alaska Native 3 2
Two or more races 1 1
Unknown or prefer not to say 6 7

Preferred language
English 85 71
Spanish 11 22
Both (English and Spanish) 4 8

Pre-K setting
Head Start center 44 35

Community-based childcare center 34 40

Public school pre-K 16 18

Home-based care 2 3

Unknown 4 4

Sample size 197 130

SOURCE: Self-reported data from a questionnaire administered when recruiting for focus groups. 

Focus groups lasted 60 minutes and took place either virtually or in person from December 2022 to April 
2024.17 In these groups, facilitators asked participants about their priorities for early childhood assessments, 
and assessment developers shared early prototypes of their assessment tools and asked for feedback. 
Participants weighed in on how children would respond to the new tools and gave suggestions for making 
the tools more engaging for all children. They also gave feedback on the functionality and usefulness of the 
tools’ data dashboards for educators and parents.

 Findings
This brief shares promising recommendations from educators and parents that assessment developers 
can consider when designing early childhood assessment tools to support all children, parents, and 
educators. The ideas fall into two categories: how to create assessments that enable all children to do 
their best, and how to design data dashboards that are usable and useful for educators and parents. 
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Box 1 summarizes the recommendations. Where possible, these recommendations are presented along 
with citations to the relevant sections of the User-Informed Principles in order to demonstrate the rela-
tionship between parent and educator feedback and corresponding evidence-based best practices.

The recommendations are presented with the goal of elevating the voices and preferences of the users of 
assessment data. Developers engaged in the Measures Initiative are developing assessment tools using 
the best practices from the User-Informed Principles as a guide and multiple rounds of testing. In general, 
educators’ and parents’ recommendations aligned with and confirmed the User-Informed Principles.

Designing Assessments That Enable All Children to Do Their Best

A primary consideration for educators and parents was how to design an assessment that helps all chil-
dren perform to the best of their abilities. To accomplish this, they recommended making the content and 
context of assessment tasks relatable to children; incorporating child customization and choice, playful 
and interactive activities, and multimedia; and ensuring tool navigation is easy for 3- to 5-year-olds with 
varying technology experience and providing clear instructions, practice, and reminders. These recommen-
dations are consistent with the best practice of creating assessments that are engaging and potentially 
self-guided.18

Box 1. Educators’ and Parents’ Promising Ideas for Designing Early 
Childhood Assessments

To design assessments that enable all children to do their best:

1.	 Make the content and context of the assessment tasks relatable to children based on 
their background and experiences.

2.	 Incorporate play-based and interactive activities, making use of child choice and cus-
tomization and multimedia.

3.	 Ensure tool navigation is easy for 3- to 5-year-olds with varying technology experience 
and provide clear instructions, practice, and reminders.

To design data dashboards that are useful for all educators and parents:

1.	 Prioritize simplicity and clarity when designing the data dashboard. 

2.	 Show the data of greatest interest to educators and parents and display performance 
in multiple ways.

3.	 Design the data dashboard to facilitate communications about assessment results.

4.	 Provide individualized guidance based on assessment results.
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Make the Content and Context of the Assessment Tasks Relatable to Children Based on Their 
Background and Experiences.

Crafting the wording, context, and scenarios for assessment items to reflect children’s home, community, 
and interest areas is one way to engage children in an assessment. Familiar context may also help children 
develop a better grasp of what a task is asking them to do and to perform more accurately.19 Yet, many 
commonly used early childhood assessments were developed and validated using homogenous samples. 
Consequently, assessments seldom reflect the wide range of backgrounds and experiences of children in 
publicly funded preschools.20

During focus groups, parents and educators agreed that it is vital to make the content and context of 
assessment tasks relatable to children based on their backgrounds. “[Children from my community] don’t 
see themselves in a lot of the [assessment] activities, so they’re not able to connect…. I’d really like to 
see something that has some culturally relevant topics,” an educator shared. Participants recommended 
embedding elements of children’s experiences and communities into stories featured in assessment items; 
these elements could include names, foods, languages and dialects, and activities. In response to an 
assessment demonstrated during a virtual focus group session, an educator typed into the chat box:

I appreciate [this assessment] offering stories that include vocabulary from different dia-
lects/countries. Materials in Spanish (including books!) often have unfamiliar vocabulary. It 
is especially important for assessment materials to reflect the children’s experiences and 
background.

A similar recommendation was to feature children from different backgrounds in assessment scenarios so 
children taking the assessment can see representation they do not normally get to see. Parents highlighted 
a story about a barbershop in one assessment as a good example. “The barbershop/beauty shop connects 
with African American kids because those are places that they go. [I] love how African American hairstyles 
were included,” a parent explained. “I love the inclusion of fades and cornrows,” another parent said. Educa-
tors proposed another way to incorporate children’s communities: designing the visuals in the tool to match 
different types of neighborhoods so children can see aspects of their community such as the geography, 
climate, and urban character reflected in the activity. 

An educator acknowledged the importance of offering assessments in different languages. However, this 
educator also pointed out that simply including an assessment in two languages is not enough. “Even 
though the tool is in Spanish, it doesn’t really capture some cultural responses … those very little things 
[that] are so unique to certain cultures,” the educator said. Educators emphasized the importance of assess-
ments capturing a child’s uniqueness, which they said encompassed a child’s individual circumstances, 
preferences, and interests. 

Other aspects of children’s personal contexts can similarly be integrated into assessment items to make 
assessments more widely relatable to all children. Examples mentioned included children’s family makeup 
and history, children’s interests, and children’s communication styles and preferences. A parent recom-
mended that more assessment items be focused on the family, given the central importance of family to 
young children. Others agreed and pointed out that assessment items depicting different family structures 
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can help children living within varying family structures connect to the task. A parent revealed a gap in 
what is typically portrayed:

We don’t really see, like, single dads with kids and single moms with kids. We don’t really 
see grandparents with grandchildren, adoptive kids, foster kids, those types of [family 
structures] are definitely are underrepresented.

Incorporating other common elements of children’s everyday lives into activities is another way to make the 
assessment relatable to children. For example, educators liked an activity that involved comparing heights 
across children, as they noticed children often compare heights with their friends. They also liked an activ-
ity that involved using objects for measuring that are relevant to children’s lives. An educator explained, 
“I like how they used objects or animals to determine the size ... you know, how many turtles is it?... That 
helps give a comparison to young children.” Another educator suggested having topics that adapt to an 
ever-changing world, such as by changing to reflect current events.

However, one parent cautioned that the topics should be both relevant to children and also developmen-
tally appropriate. For example, parents giving feedback on an assessment story about a child helping their 
family make soup pointed out that, realistically, a 3- to 5-year old is not likely to be involved in the steps 
required to make soup, such as chopping vegetables with a knife, cooking the soup on the stove, or han-
dling the pot of hot soup. Instead, they suggested including stories that focus on more realistic examples of 
children taking on more responsibility, such as having a child take care of a pet.

Incorporate Play-Based and Interactive Activities, Making Use of Child 
Choice and Customization and Multimedia.

Children’s experience taking an assessment can directly affect their performance. 
A best practice in early childhood assessment design is incorporating play-based 
elements with developmentally appropriate auditory, visual, and tactile experiences.21 
These features can make the assessment more enjoyable and fun for children, which 
in turn helps them pay attention to assessment items, focus throughout the tasks, and 
stay motivated. In keeping with this approach, educators and parents emphasized the 
importance of making assessments interactive and interesting to children and gave 
ideas for how to do so. 

Structuring an assessment task around a story is one way to engage children, parents said, noting that 
most children enjoy stories. They liked one of the assessments demonstrated during focus groups that used 
this approach. Parents also reacted positively to an activity demonstrated during focus group sessions that 
involved discovering items hidden behind different doors, as they thought incorporating elements of discov-
ery, bit by bit throughout the task, would engage their children. 

Parents endorsed designing assessments that are “like playing a game,” noting that assessments must 
compete against technology-based games for children’s attention and should thus include similar interac-
tive features. Parents recommended designing assessment tasks that are high-energy and dynamic, like 
racing games, with other familiar elements—for example, the “shake to undo” feature commonly used in 
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tablet apps. In response to a demonstration of a tablet-based assessment during a focus group session, a 
parent noted that her daughter would enjoy the assessment because the assessment design—in which chil-
dren are shown pictures and choose an activity—was similar to tablet-based games that provide children 
independence. 

Integrating a brief hands-on or physical activity break from the technology was one suggestion for making 
an assessment more interactive and sustaining children’s engagement. An educator explained that chil-
dren enjoy hands-on activities and working in collaborative settings. An assessment could include prompts 
during a task or at a break between tasks or “anything that gets the kids up and moving,” an educator 
suggested. Integrating opportunities for children to use manipulatives or other physical materials could also 
help improve engagement, educators and parents thought. An educator suggested incorporating cameras 
into the assessment tasks and having children take and interpret pictures as a way to vary the mode of 
administration and make the assessment more exciting.

Building in child-led customizable elements and options for child choice is another method parents and edu-
cators recommended. Both give children agency and the opportunity to be independent, which could help 
with engagement in the assessment. Parents reacted positively to tool prototypes that included customiz-
able, child-designed avatars and characters. They emphasized being able to customize the details—such 
as skin tone, hair style and texture, clothing, and accessories—as a particular benefit. “My son is missing 
a tooth, so he would love that custom part,” a parent said. Parents also recommended including sounds 
as children build the avatar, allowing children to assign a name to the character, and providing options for 
clothing and accessories that align with various cultures and professions. Going further to incorporate child 
choice, a parent suggested allowing children to choose between topics within an assessment activity—
such as counting trucks, dinosaurs, or animals—so they can choose the topic they are most excited about. 

To sustain children’s engagement, parents recommended embedding a mixture of multimedia elements 
such as videos, pictures, and audio. An educator emphasized the importance of adding colors, sounds, and 
noises, noting that “kids get bored easily.” A parent shared why visuals and audio are especially important 
for children who are bilingual:

I grew up [speaking] Spanish so, like, throughout early school, it was hard to catch English 
and to learn it, and at home my parents spoke Spanish. So it was hard to read [or under-
stand] English ... so the images were very supportive ... [because] I could use my imagina-
tion, or just kind of figure out the storyline and what was going on.... [And] if there’s audio 
involved, there’ll be more ... opportunity to be more engaged and [a] guide ... on what’s 
going on in the story.

When designing the visuals and graphics, parents advised considering children who are color-blind and 
selecting colors that work for those children. 

Parents varied in whether they thought illustrations, such as cartoons, or real images are best for images 
in assessment items. However, they agreed that any illustrations used should not be overly stylized and 
should have facial expressions that are easy to read. Parents said they did not like a particular illustration 
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shown during a focus group session because the character’s expression was ambiguous. For images in 
assessment items measuring social and emotional learning, parents advised depicting the whole body—
rather than just the face—to help children identify emotions. For other images, they suggested prioritizing 
those with children who look happy, to lighten the mood. 

Multimedia can also be used to help make assessment content more relatable to children, as discussed 
above. Parents recommended including images of children from a wide range of backgrounds so all chil-
dren could find a picture that represents them. They also proposed including photos that are meaningful 
to children, such as photos of people or places in their community—for example, a mail carrier, doctor, or a 
store across the street that children see daily. 

When incorporating audio, parents recommended varying the voice used for narration within the same 
assessment tool, while making sure the narrator’s voice is child-friendly and energetic. For instance, 
parents did not think an assessment video demonstrated during focus group sessions would engage 
children because the narration was monotone and lacked expression. Including music as well as fun, silly 
noises were other strategies parents endorsed for engaging children in the assessment tasks. They also 
suggested using audio capabilities to have the tool give children words of encouragement to sustain their 
engagement. Ultimately, parents advised including and mixing up multiple types of audio—including 
narration, noises, and music—as a way to maximize child engagement; “kids love touching things, they love 
pushing things, they love noises,” explained a parent.

Ensure Tool Navigation is Easy for 3- to 5-Year-Olds with Varying Technology 
Experience and Provide Clear Instructions, Practice, and Reminders.

Children ages 3 to 5—who are developing fine motor skills—differ widely in how adept 
they are at clicking, pressing buttons, tapping, dragging and dropping, and performing 
other actions required to take a technology-based assessment. Therefore, the gestures 
and movements required to interact with the technology should be developmentally 
appropriate; for instance, for tablets, actions should not rely heavily on dragging and 
dropping objects.22 This is important to ensuring that children can complete the tasks 
without external support.

Designing a tool that is easy for all children to use, regardless of exposure to technology, was a primary con-
sideration for educators and parents. Educators acknowledged that many of the children in their class know 
how to use technology-based tools, but expressed concern for those who do not use technology at home and 
for younger 3-year-old children, who have less experience with technology. An educator explained the impor-
tance of designing tool navigation in consideration of a range of experience with technology:

There are some children that are on [technology] all the time when they’re at home and in 
school. And then there’s some children that don’t have that exposure except at school. So 
just to use that as one assessment wouldn’t be a true picture of the child.

Educators and parents highlighted the necessity of giving children clear guidance on how to use the 
touchscreen features and opportunities to practice using them. Educators said children often have trouble 
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advancing to the next screen on a tablet; knowing that the arrow button brings them to the next page is 
not intuitive for them. They commended an activity shown during focus groups in which the audio explicitly 
directed children to “tap the green button when done.” Parents recommended embedding video or audio 
reminders about where to tap to record an answer and move to the next screen throughout the assess-
ment to help children move through the task. To help children understand their response options, a parent 
advised highlighting all available answer options on each new question. Because children—younger 3-year-
olds, especially—struggle with dragging and dropping items on a touchscreen, another parent suggested 
including a video tutorial that shows how to drag and drop, and giving children time to practice. Incorporat-
ing features such as navigational controls from video games children play was another suggestion parents 
shared for helping children use the tool.

They also emphasized the importance of giving consistent guidance. Educators pointed out that one of the 
task prototypes displayed during a focus group reminded children what to tap for some questions but not 
others, and they expressed concern that the inconsistent directions might confuse children. 

Participants also commented on the use of icons, noting that they should be visually simple. They sug-
gested accompanying icons with audio to help children who do not use technology at home understand 
an icon’s meaning. Opinions were mixed about a specific question involving which icon to use to indicate 
speaking—an icon of a microphone or a face. “[The] microphone could [indicate] recording instead of 
speaking” said a parent who preferred the face, while another voiced a different opinion—“I think for 
‘speak,’ the microphone makes sense for 3- to 5-year-olds ... [because] when a child sees a microphone, they 
automatically want to talk in it.” 

Educators and parents said another challenge of technology-based tools with physical components is that 
children often struggle to push buttons hard enough. Parents therefore advised designing physical features 
such as buttons to be easy for a small hand to manipulate, and color coding the buttons to help children 
remember which to push.

Designing Data Dashboards That Are Useful for All Educators and Parents

Along with students’ experiences taking an assessment, the experiences of people who use the resulting 
assessment data also matter. Educators and parents rely on assessment results to support child devel-
opment; the data can influence their decision-making related to early childhood programs and practices, 
teaching in the classroom and at home, and ways to best support individual children.23 Assessment results 
are often shown on a data dashboard, or the section of the tool that displays the data in various ways, 
including numerically and visually in charts and graphs.24 

In focus group sessions, educators and parents gave recommendations for designing data dashboards to 
optimize their usefulness. They advised making the data easily accessible to educators and parents by 
prioritizing simplicity and clarity; displaying the results in a way that is motivating and not negative; show-
ing the data of most interest to educators and parents; using design to facilitate communication about the 
results; and providing individualized guidance based on assessment results.
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Prioritize Simplicity and Clarity When Designing the Data Dashboard.

Educators and parents are best empowered to use assessment data when the data are easy to access and 
understand. It is all the more important that the data are easily accessible as educators typically have lim-
ited time to spend reviewing reports.25 Ease of use relies on multiple factors including presentation of data 
in a user-friendly, visually appealing way; communication about the data in the user’s home language; and 
inclusion of explanations that help with interpretation.26

Educators and parents gave suggestions for dashboard visuals and features that could enhance compre-
hension of assessment results. Though educators and parents often need different things from a data 
dashboard—for instance, educators need a vantage point that shows data for all children and comparisons 
across the class, while parents only need to see data for their children—the recommendations shared apply 
to both groups of users. 

A simple data dashboard that is easy to navigate was a top priority for educators and parents. A parent 
emphasized that she “would appreciate something short and sweet and to the point.” Including too much 
detailed data can complicate the dashboard and make the results difficult to comprehend. At the same 
time, focus group participants did not want to spend a lot of time clicking through several levels of menu 
options to get to the information they needed. Parents recommended including more information on the 
main page, rather than dispersing it onto different pages that require users to navigate a menu to find what 
they are looking for. Parents reacted positively to a tool examined in a focus group session that imple-
mented this design approach. As a parent observed:

It’s very practical to have all the options on the same page. I’d like to use something like 
[this dashboard] because it’s easier than having to find different options in a menu. It’s 
much more available when it’s all on the same page.

Therefore, providing the right amount of information in the clearest way, while requiring minimal navigation, 
emerged as one challenge for assessment designers to address.

Parents and educators also expressed an interest in being able to view data at varying levels of complexity 
and detail, with an initial summary view provided on the dashboard and the more detailed results a click 
away. Parents pointed to a dashboard with a spreadsheet showing a summary of information and a link to 
get more details as a good example. They liked how this spreadsheet clearly showed where a child strug-
gled and improved, along with a timeline of the assessments and how the child progressed over time. An 
educator explained why she also liked this dashboard:

It’s easy to read, especially for families, and just to understand.... Instead of having it too 
comprehensive ... they get the overall picture of where [the children] are and where they 
need to be. When it’s too complicated, you don’t tend to pay attention or care about it or 
even listen, even if the teacher’s trying to explain it.

To help viewers understand the assessment results, educators emphasized the importance of providing 
assessment results in families’ home languages. They also recommended including a rubric on how to 
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interpret scores—for instance, identifying the score threshold that indicates that the child is meeting or 
exceeding goals. Similarly, a parent suggested including information on what it means for a child to master 
a skill. “The word ‘mastering,’ like, what exactly does that entail?... Is it that [the child has] done this a lot of 
times and they’ve mastered it or is [it] just that one time?” the parent wondered. Parents also recommended 
defining the skills displayed or using more plain language, as parents without a background in child devel-
opment might not understand the terminology. In response to a dashboard shown during a focus group, a 
parent said, “It does look confusing. I wouldn’t understand what ‘subitize items’ means.”

Visually depicting the assessment results in charts and graphs was another strategy parents and educators 
endorsed for making data easy to interpret. A parent shared why she liked a dashboard with these visuals:

The progress [shown] on the [dashboard] on where they’re at ... [is] a visual so I’m actually 
able to see—especially when it comes to math or geometry—it broke down into different 
categories so I can understand where he’s at.

Educators suggested using color bands associated with different skill levels, as they allow educators to 
quickly identify a child’s skill level. They responded better to tools that used bright colors—but not red, 
which they said has a negative connotation. Parents also reacted positively to a report displayed during 
focus group sessions that used colors, especially in tandem with percentages.

Going a step further, educators envisioned a dashboard that visually displays the results aligned with child 
development levels, which would allow them to quickly see which children are on track for their develop-
ment level and which need more support. An educator described how a commonly used observation-based 
formative assessment does this:

We take our actual observations and documentation and put it into the [assessment] 
system. At the end [of the assessment period] … it generates a report with color bands for 
us to kind of guide, you know, are they on track, where do we need to work.... It’s a great 
report [for me] as a teacher … [to] be able to figure out, “Yep, that’s about where they 
should be.”

However, parents cautioned against including overly complex graphics. They thought one visual displayed 
during focus groups was difficult to read: “[A]ll the colors [make it] a bit too chaotic,” said a parent. Reacting 
to a different visual, another parent said, “[I]t’s just so busy, [I wouldn’t] be able to understand how my child 
is actually performing and what their goal should be to perform at.”

Across all the recommendations from parents and educators on how to design a dashboard, there was some 
tension between the desire for a simple dashboard with an easy-to-navigate interface and the desire to 
see many detailed data points displayed in different ways, visually and numerically, alongside guidance for 
interpreting the results. While it may not be feasible to accomplish both goals, developers may consider a 
simple primary dashboard that includes the main points and simple visuals, while offering additional details 
via a double-click, for those who are interested.
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Show the Data of Greatest Interest to Educators and Parents and Display Performance in Multiple Ways.

Educators and parents are most likely to read the assessment results if the data included are useful and 
important to them.27 Study participants provided insights into which kinds of data they most want to see. 
As educators and parents have different needs, they did not always recommend the same data points for 
inclusion; this section indicates when a data point was requested by educators, parents, or both.

Both parents and educators said that having detailed information on children’s skills and strengths—
beyond score reports or areas of growth—was a top priority. They reported wanting to see the specific 
skills children mastered, in addition to an overall, compiled rating. Examples shared included specific new 
vocabulary words children learned and how children’s reading ability has progressed as shown by their 
grasp of more difficult books. Parents explained that they can use knowledge of the areas where their child 
is excelling to encourage their child. Educators also wanted to see the skill mastered and the action the 
child exhibited that indicated they had that skill. An educator explained that it would be helpful “to have 
the detail of why [the assessment documented] that skill—what was the child doing that met that skill?” A 
simple list of the skills a child did and did not exhibit may not be particularly useful, especially for educators 
who have not worked directly with the child.

Parents also wanted to see the skills children will work on next and the expected skill progression. They 
reacted positively to a data dashboard shown in focus groups that presented the skills a child had attained 
alongside information about the skills children develop at different ages. 

Understanding the areas where children are struggling and skills they need to work on was also of inter-
est to educators and parents. Educators wanted the details of what a child did—or did not do—during 
the assessment that indicated that the child was struggling in a certain area; they wanted the evidence of 
why a child received a particular score to help them fill out other required reports on the child’s progress. 
Parents’ primary concern was getting the information they need to support their children at home and they 
requested having access to as many details as possible on the areas where their children struggled. High-
lighting this point, a parent suggested:

[Provide] a breakdown of everything showing ... what [children] know and what they don’t 
know. What did she miss? What question was she asked that she struggled with? And 
what question did she excel at? So as parents, we further know how to help her get ready 
for kindergarten or continue helping her while she’s in kindergarten.

Educators and parents said they also want to see children’s performance represented in multiple ways: 
growth over time (including the timeline for assessments), age-based scores comparing their child to what 
is expected for their age, and grade-level-based scores. Similarly, parents acknowledged that preferences 
may vary and suggested showing performance in multiple ways (for example, sorted by skill, domain, and 
performance level) and letting users filter to choose the view they prefer. To explain the interest in multiple 
types of scores, an educator said:

From an early childhood perspective, you focus more on age and developmental readi-
ness. But as a wider society and parents, what they’re interested in is: Are they ready for 
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kindergarten? So there’s going to be that disconnect. Personally, I’d stick with age. But for 
parents, I know that they would want to know: Is my child ready for kindergarten?

Other educators and parents endorsed the idea of reporting on the extent to which children have developed 
the skills that will help them have a strong start in kindergarten. They reacted positively to a dashboard dis-
played during focus groups that included a “kindergarten-ready” line—a marker on graphical representa-
tions indicating where children should be by the end of pre-K—because they thought it would give parents 
a benchmark for understanding their children’s progress. Expanding on this, another educator shared in the 
chat:

I work with parents for kindergarten readiness and I think having parents see where their 
child lies will provide a proactive approach on what parents [and] educators need to focus 
on for the Kindergarten Readiness Assessment. So I appreciate that Kindergarten Readi-
ness line [in an example dashboard]. Especially with the kids coming from [the] Covid era 
and [who] will be turning 4 and seeing where they score.28

Parents were particularly interested in understanding how their child’s assessment results compared 
with what educators expect children to know at the time of the assessment. A parent stated that the most 
important information to have on a data dashboard is “where your child is at, or what are they supposed to 
know versus what they know … so you know where they are educational[ly].” 

To help educators compare and contextualize the assessment results, educators recommended mapping 
the assessment data onto other assessment data, school reports, and state standards. Showing how the 
data align with these metrics would help them more readily see how a child is doing across measures and 
where a child might need support, while also saving them time when using the data to fill out other required 
reports. Educators also liked the idea of a feature that enables them to compare data over time for groups 
of individuals such as classes or grades—for example, comparing between and within classrooms over 
several years. 

Inspired by the tools and discussion, some focus group participants shared ideas that perhaps extend 
beyond the scope of traditional direct assessments, but help to convey a clear picture of user needs. Educa-
tors presented an idea for a tool to capture a child portfolio that stays with the child year to year, as another 
way to track and support the child’s growth and to help teachers who will work with the child the next year 
prepare. Meanwhile, parents saw an opportunity for a tool that shares information not just about children’s 
academic progress, but also about their interests and behaviors at school. They were curious about whether 
their child enjoys reading and what kind of books their child likes to read, and wanted to know about their 
children’s social and emotional development. A parent clarified:

You tend to only find out when it’s bad behavior, but I’d like to know, are they shy? Do they 
participate? Do they interact with everyone? Do they stay out of circle time? We don’t ever 
really hear about how they are emotionally at school unless it’s bad behavior. We can also 
help with this at home ... if we had a better idea of how they are emotionally at school too.
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Design the Data Dashboard to Facilitate Communication About Assessment Results. 

Once assessment results are available, educators and parents will want to take action based on what they 
learn. They may need to share the results with other people who support children’s development—for 
example, family members, school specialists, the child’s future teachers, or the school district—or use the 
results to fill out other required reports. Data dashboards can be set up to facilitate these communications.29 

Educators and parents emphasized the utility of a tool that facilitates communications, especially by 
enabling information-sharing within one platform or simplifying sharing data outside the platform, as both 
could reduce burden. They recommended setting up the dashboard to allow users to download data in dif-
ferent formats and export it to various applications (such as email or a pediatrician’s web portal). Educators 
suggested designing the dashboard to be compatible with school databases, so they can upload the data 
from the tool directly to the database without having to re-enter the data or write a separate report. 

Focus group participants also suggested ways to set up the data dashboard to make it easier to discuss the 
assessment results. Parents proposed organizing the results in a way that sets them up for a one-on-one 
meeting with their child’s teacher—for example, organizing the results in the order they will be discussed 
during parent-teacher meetings or in alignment with schoolwide progress reports. Educators also rec-
ommended aligning the results with school reports to make it easier for them to communicate about the 
results with others at their school and to complete their school reporting requirements.

Assessment tools could also use alerts and push notifications to encourage action on assessment results, 
educators and parents pointed out. These alerts could let educators know when a child is ready to take the 
next assessment task, while also serving as timestamped documentation of a child’s progress. An educator 
explained, “Some days are really hectic, and in your downtime, you can always go back and just look.... ‘That 
message came through [on this date], let me go ahead and document [in the required school child report].’” 
Knowing when the child finished one task and is ready to move on to the next can help educators with their 
own documentation on child task progression. Parents were interested in the tool notifying them when 
assessment results were available.

To help users feel motivated by the results, parents advised communicating the data in ways that feel 
supportive and encouraging, rather than critical or overly negative. As mentioned above, parents suggested 
avoiding use of the color red because of its potential for communicating a negative message. They recom-
mended showing the results as milestones or steps, rather than percentages, which they thought could 
have negative associations. They also noted that it can be discouraging when the data do not indicate any 
progress, and suggested displaying progress in small increments to maximize the possibility of a visible 
increase. 

Checkboxes showing the skills in which children have become proficient and those they have yet to develop 
would be helpful, as they would encourage forward thinking and allow families to see what skills children 
are working on next. “I would … start working on any of the skills that don’t have a check mark next to it,” 
a parent said to clarify how she would use the checkboxes. “[The report our center uses] doesn’t give [the] 
things they don’t work on, it just gives all the things they did work on,” she explained. 
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Parents also considered the wording that can be used when displaying assessment results. Using words to 
describe the results—in lieu of or in addition to numbers—can help with interpretation and motivation. Par-
ents reacted positively to a data dashboard exhibited during focus groups that used the terms “emerging” 
and “progressing” rather than negative words. “When I see 23 percent I think ‘Oh my gosh, they failed,’ but 
when I see that they’re ‘emerging,’ that [is] a little bit more positive,” a parent explained. 

Provide Individualized Guidance Based on Assessment Results.

Ideally, an assessment should generate actionable information about children’s learning, development, and 
competencies for multiple purposes, such as to help educators differentiate instruction for children based 
on children’s abilities.30 This was a central theme that emerged across focus groups: Educators and parents 
want more than just assessment data—they want clear guidance on what to do with the data. A parent 
explained:

If there is an assessment on my child, not just getting results [would be helpful], but know-
ing what to do with them. You get the results and hear “You are in the X percentile,” but if 
they are not average, what should I do with that?

To this end, educators and parents shared promising ideas for a tool to yield actionable results. To start, 
educators emphasized the importance of receiving more information when a child does not meet a certain 
skill: what the assessment evidence is that the child is not meeting the skill, and how an educator or parent 
can help the child improve in that area. An educator explained:

Whenever a child fails and needs more support, our educators have a way to pull up a 
strategy page. So maybe if a child was not on level, maybe if there was a way that you 
could connect “Why is my child not meeting that?... What are things that I can do at home, 
like provide activities, or maybe more support I can do with her [in that area]?” So if they’re 
not meeting that, maybe there could be an activity box that the parents could pull up. Or 
maybe it links to a more intensive part of the app.

Going a step further, educators envisioned the tool providing suggestions on how to individualize instruction 
and design small group activities based on assessment results, which would help educators with lesson 
planning. The tool could save educators time by automatically synthesizing the results and sharing feed-
back on how a child is doing and how the educator can support that child in the areas they are struggling, 
which would help the educator provide the child with more immediate assistance. Offering an example, 
an educator referenced the commonly-used observation-based formative assessment mentioned earlier, 
noting that it “gives us next steps, different ideas through the curriculum that we can utilize it with” based 
on assessment results. Educators envisioned receiving similar tailored feedback, but more rapidly, as tech-
nology-based assessment tools could allow for more frequent assessments and less time required from 
educators to review and plan next steps.

Educators and parents described different types of guidance they would find most beneficial. Educators 
requested resources that offer coaching and advice on how to improve their teaching. They proposed 
designing the tool to synthesize data across assessments and provide actionable feedback for educators in 
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the dashboard. Another resource educators said they would find helpful is a list of suggestions for open-
ended questions educators can ask children to elicit educator-child conversations. They advised including 
questions about a specific topic (ideally related to a topic discussed that day, as a way to extend the lesson), 
as well as offering a range of questions and different ways to pose the questions to allow educators to tailor 
to a child’s interests. Additionally, an educator suggested including a checklist on the data dashboard that 
shows what the educator should work on next with individual children.

Parents also expressed a strong desire for resources and guidance on supporting their children’s learning. 
They reacted positively to a data dashboard displayed during focus group sessions that included a list 
of activities parents could do with their children, individualized according to a child’s assessment perfor-
mance. “I love the recommended activities,” a parent said, “because sometimes ... [teachers] say, ‘This is 
where [the children] are, and this is what they don’t know,’ but then you don’t come away with feedback on 
‘Okay, what can I do to help improve certain areas?’” A specific example mentioned was a list of vocabulary 
words a child needs to work on, with guidance on pronunciation and definitions, so parents could help their 
child with these words at home. 

More specifically, parents requested information on how they can work with their children on specific skills 
in a way that aligns with how children are taught at school, so they can complement what the teacher is 
doing in the classroom. They recommended including information on how each skill displayed in the dash-
board is being taught in the classroom (for example, what activities are used and which aspects of the skill 
the teacher focuses on). As with educators, as parents talked, they began thinking of ways in which the 
dashboard could serve a purpose beyond delivering assessment results. For example, parents liked the idea 
of suggestions for open-ended questions to ask their children to spark a conversation, and guidance on how 
to support their children emotionally. Finally, they proposed including a goal-setting feature to help them 
determine what to work on next with their child, based on their child’s learning and development.

 Conclusion and Looking Forward
Giving policymakers, school leaders, educators, and parents early childhood assessment data that are 
accurate, useful, and reflect the skills of all early learners is vital in supporting young children’s learning 
and development. Designing assessment tools to capture and report these data in ways that are meaningful 
for stakeholders is an important step. Focus groups with educators and parents who rely on early childhood 
assessments surfaced promising ideas for how developers designing assessments as part of the Measures 
Initiative should proceed. 

To enable all children to perform their best, educators and parents recommended making assessment con-
tent relatable to children based on their background and experiences; incorporating play-based and inter-
active activities, making use of child choice and customization and multimedia; and ensuring tool navigation 
is easy for 3- to 5-year-olds with varying technology experience and providing clear instructions, practice, 
and reminders. To make the tool useful for educators and parents, they suggested prioritizing simplicity 
and clarity when designing the data dashboard; showing the data of greatest interest to educators and 
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parents and displaying performance in multiple ways; designing the data dashboard to facilitate communi-
cations around assessment results; and providing individualized guidance based on assessment results.

Looking forward, during the 2025-2026 school year, the Measures for Early Success Initiative will conduct 
pilot testing of two assessment tools, both currently in development, in pre-K centers across the country. 
The goal of the pilot testing is to further develop the assessment tools and understand their potential for 
implementation in different types of pre-K centers at a larger scale. Visit the Measures for Early Success 
Initiative page for future project updates: https://www.mdrc.org/work/projects/measures-early-success. �

https://www.mdrc.org/work/projects/measures-early-success
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