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Podcast 1: My Messy Divorce from Assessment: Who Gets the Kids? 
Episode notes: https://prekteachandplay.com/podcast1  

 
 

Hi, I'm Kristie and welcome to another episode of the Pre-K Teach and Play podcast. Today, we're going 
to be talking about some of the requirements under the Every Student Success Act of 2015. Some of 
you may have heard about, or read about, that now we're being required to measure things like joy and 
grit, and other sort of non-academic or social emotional learning skills. 
 
So, we're going to take a minute and really say, to ourselves, "What does it mean to measure non-
academic skills, and what's really required under ESSA? And what should I be concerned about? And 
what actions should I take?" But before we get into all of that, you're going to want to stay tuned today. 
At the end of this episode I'll give you a link to where you can download, a free handout that will help 
you assess children's, innate talents, their gifts, their contributions…essentially what helps them to 
thrive in school and in life. 
 
So, you'll want to stay tuned to get that URL so that you can download, some tips to really engage in 
authentic assessment to really get at what will help children, again thrive in life and in school. So, a little 
back story about why I'm even interested in, what's being assessed under Every Student Success Act, 
which we call ESSA. So many, many, many years ago, when I was doing my dissertation and picking my 
topic, I landed on this fabulous idea that I would study infant massage. And for those of you who know 
me know that that's not at all what I ended up studying. 
 
So, my major advisor Dr. Diane Bricker had another idea, she thought that it would be important for me 
to study what's called the treatment validity of an assessment. So, first treatment validity, and then the 
assessment. So, treatment validity really has to do with, social value, merit, impact, meaning. So, after 
you do an assessment, do you get results, can you make interpretations, can you make decisions that 
actually benefit a child or a family? Or that have some sort of social value, or meaningfulness to our 
practice? 
 
 
 
And so we call this, treatment validity. And then, the assessment that we were working on at the time, 
and continue to work on to this date, is called the Assessment, Evaluation, and Programming System. 
Some people call it the AEPS. And so what we wanted to know was if a teacher, if a home visitor, if an 
diagnostician administered the AEPS would they be able to say with some assurance that there was 
treatment validity? So that there was some meaningfulness, some utility if you will, in the scores and 
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interpretations made. And so despite my love affair with infant massage and my desire to study that, I 
did as I was told and I studied the treatment validity of the AEPS. 
 
And yes in those initial findings we, were able to verify that when you used these more authentic 
procedures that were inherent inside the AEPS, you were able to establish treatment validity of the 
scores and interpretations made. So, there was more meaning, there was more utility. And so that sort 
of set a course for me of really, being passionate about not just from an emotional perspective, but also 
from really a brain perspective, in knowing that if I engaged in authentic assessment like the AEPS, that I 
would actually be able to make decisions and interpretations that were more meaningful, had greater 
utility, and would actually help children and families. 
 
And so that sort of set this, dichotomy up for me where I then, took a stand against and continue to 
take a stand against sort of conventional testing, or what many might call standardized testing. And so 
when we, in this day and age of accountability, think about testing or assessing children and students 
we often, opt for, if not always, lean towards or are pushed towards, standardized testing, which of 
course doesn't have, evidence of treatment validity. And in fact, oftentimes, has evidence of being 
biased, has evidence of leading to stress and negative consequences for students. 
 
And many of these standardized tests that we are required to administer, especially for young children 
because of the standardized procedures, really those scores and those interpretations, are the opposite 
of even having treatment validity. They lack any sort of reliability and validity. So we'll come back to 
that a little bit later in the episode. But again, it was this idea that we can sort of, not only feel that it's 
important to engage in authentic assessment, which is familiar people and familiar settings, doing 
familiar things with children and familiar objects….not only can we believe that that's the right thing to 
do or the best practice…we actually had some evidence to say that we could make better more 
meaningful, more useful interpretations from the scores and those interpretations. 
 
On the flip-side, we didn't see that in the standardized testing procedures. And we again saw the bias, 
we saw the lack of evidence that scores and interpretations were valid particularly for young children, 
particularly children who might be English language learners, children who may have sensory 
processing disorders, or just children who are exposed to a lot of trauma and stress. I don't mean just 
as, that's nothing to it, but just meaning kids that, may be living in poverty, may have a family that 
lives…a military family where there's just a lot of stress in the family…that these standardized test 
procedures don't capture all that this child is able to do. 
 
And in fact when we really think about ever since around 2002 with, um, No Child Left Behind, or some 
of us call No Teacher Left Standing, and No Child Left Untested, we really saw this push for more and 
more testing. And more and more standardized testing. In fact, a recent report said that the average 
student will take about 112 standardized tests in his or her public school career. So if you have a 
student right now that's in public education in the United States, the average number of standardized 
tests they will take is around 112. 
 
And this is not even, really always counting all the other testing that we do. So this isn't always about 
optional tests, this may not be tests that a teacher created. This may not be tests that we administer for 
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diagnostic reason, this may be just things that we do for accountability mandates. Again, under what 
was No Child Left Behind, and some know it as The Elementary and Secondary Education Act, which was 
updated in 2015 as the Every Student Success Act. 
 
 
And so there has not been a shift away from the amount of testing nor the type of testing. So under 
ESSA of 2015, this push for greater amounts of accountability data, which often translates into 
measures of student academic performance, that has not diminished, and there's been this one clause 
that, again in the media and in a lot of blog posts, in a lot of conversations people have said, "Oh under 
this new update of ESSA we now have to measure social emotional learning. Or we have to measure 
something non-academic. Or we have to measure something, what they call non-cognitive." But 
actually if you look through the federal statute you don't really see these words or language, it's much 
more about, maybe, maybe, in kind of a stretch kind of way, it's maybe trying to look more wholistically 
at accountability data. 
 
Looking at school performance, teacher performance. Trying to look at indicators of student 
performance that aren't only academic since we know, repeatedly, how the social emotional health and 
well being of a student impacts all areas of their life, including academic performance. So when it, you 
know, some people have said, "Oh, now we have to measure joy and we have to measure grit. And we 
have to measure compassion, and we have to measure kindness." And there's sort of two sides to that. 
There's this part of me that says, "Wow that would be great. Let me go look in this federal, um, statute 
and see if we are now really valuing these things like joy, and grit, and compassion, and kindness." 
 
Many of you know that, I have a thing that I work with, eh, with a colleague Mayra Porrata, called the 
Essence Glossary™. I call it the Real Common Core. And in there we talk about 32 attributes that we 
know to be really important for all humans to, um, have to find ways to support and nurture. And those 
things can include you know, those untouchable things or those less touchable and less measurable 
things that might some call social emotional, some might call non-academic, some might call non-
cognitive. We call it, The Real Common Core. 
 
And so like there's this part of me that's super excited, and wants to be excited that we're looking at the 
whole child under this update of 2015. But there's sort of this flip-side if you will. So first of all, in my 
review I don't see the language social emotional learning, non-academic, or non-cognitive. That's just 
sort of how it's been translated as it's been rolled out and discussed in blogs and white papers, and 
other discussions. 
 
It's really just talking about, again my interpretation, a little bit more wholistic way of looking at school 
quality and student success. So that we can look at sort of meaningful differentiation of how students 
are performing and how schools are performing. And so there's a hint of that thing that I studied back in 
my dissertation around treatment validity because we're really looking at meaningful differences. And 
we're really looking at ways to measure other things. And in the act, it talks about measuring things like 
student engagement, and educator engagement, and completion of advanced coursework, and post-
secondary readiness, and school climate and safety. O things that states may choose. 
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And so really what is required is something else, or other, another measure. Which is good on one side 
because the more measures, multiple measures, often help us make better decisions. If those measures 
are producing scores and interpretations that are valid and reliable, have been developed for the 
population for which they will be used, and if the data are combined in some meaningful way to look 
for patterns and trends versus now I don't just have one score that misrepresents your ability, I have 
four isolated scores, but I don't have any way to put them together and make meaning. 
 
So again there's this flip-side in that there's a downside. So while there's this part of me that's like 
happy that there's this other measure that's left up to states and or suggested through things like 
engagement, readiness, school climate, I have this worry because those things are very hard to 
measure. We even struggle continuously with measuring things that aren't as hard to measure in terms 
of early literacy, and, um, early math, and, um, even as we try to measure emotional types of things, it's 
really a challenge. It's a challenge to operationally define. It's a challenge to have agreement. It's a 
challenge to create measures that produce valid and reliable scores. 
 
So what do we do when we start to move into these, what people call non-academic or non-cognitive, 
or more social emotional learning types of skills? Where are we going to reach agreement? How are we 
going to define them? How are we going to measure them? Especially for populations that are, um, 
incredibly diverse. So that's my big kind of problem and worry is that we're going to all race to nowhere 
once again in terms of going, "Oh, finally we have this opportunity to look at the whole child or the 
whole student." But yet we're just going to start to try to quantify something like grit, or joy, or 
compassion, or zest. 
 
 
So really what we need to kind of start to think about is defining those things first before we run off to 
measure them. And spending some time, with things like our Essence Glossary™ that helps you define 
them. Looking at other measures that have developed over time to look at these sort of non-academic 
skills. And then we have to remember to not think of these always as human traits or characteristics 
that can or should be measured. 
 
Many of these things are a little bit gray and a little bit dependent on your culture, a little bit dependent 
on your interactions, a little bit dependent on your temperament, and that we might not want to mess 
so much with these. We might not want everyone to have tons of grit. And maybe there are times 
where you need to lighten up and not have so much grit. So there are these nuances that we can't just 
say we all value grit and therefore we should have more of it. 
 
So definitely not in the direction in terms of looking at multiple measures, multiple ways to look at the 
whole child, and the whole student with some cautions that things like engagement are very hard to 
define. That readiness should not be viewed as a trait or a characteristic. That we don't want to get 
down this slippery slope where we're saying that we all value, uh, one of these attributes in the same 
way. And that we sort of begin to profess that we can measure it in a way that produces scores and 
interpretations that not only are valid and reliable, but again have treatment validity. Which most 
assessments have never ever even attempted, even under traditional concepts around math, reading, 
even walking. 
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So, my kind of wrapping this all up, kind of idea is that there's always a little bit of hope as we look at 
updates, and mandates, and I always try to say, "Okay, what can we find that's good about this?" And 
again, it's great that we are looking or maybe trying to find multiple measures. My caution would be as 
we look for these other things that we don't quickly assume that they are social emotional, non-
academic, or non-cognitive…that we even have a common definition of those 3 labels, should be 
another caution. 
 
We should be very cautious in the socio cultural aspects of any “other” skill that we choose to measure. 
And that we remember that not all things that count can be measured and not all things that measure 
can be counted. (laughs) Nope, I got that backwards right? But there's this idea that just because I can 
count it doesn't mean I care about it. And just because I care about it doesn't mean I can measure it. So 
I might really, really, really care about joy, but, um, it may be really hard to measure. I know that there's 
a whole theme right now of measuring happiness, and even in that field there's lots of different 
nuances of how it's defined, how it's measured, and how it plays out in different cultures, and at 
different stages of our development. 
 
So we really need to think about the population of kids that we're serving, and really be thinking about 
what it is we want to know. And what are we going to do with those data? So that's back to that 
treatment validity. What is the meaningfulness? What is the utility of these scores, and these 
interpretations? How is it going to help us guide and revise instruction and support children and their 
families? 
 
So as we wrap up today's episode, you're going to want to go to our website, and download today's 
handout which is at http://prekteachandplay.com/1. So it's prekteachandplay.com/1. So no symbols, no 
letters, just the numeral 1. And you can download a handout that will help you think about how to sit 
beside children and engage in, um, interactions, conversations, and observations that allow for you to 
really look at how they are thriving in school and in life. And so this, uh, a very informal way to start 
looking at the quote-un-quote other skills and other behaviors that we may want to look at beyond 
rhyming, picture naming, alliteration, and counting to 12. 
 
Something that allows us to look at these non-academic or non-cognitive skills that are things that help 
children actually thrive in life and in school. So as we approach and we begin to implement the Every 
Student Success Act, and as we start to read things about states having to measure something non-
cognitive, always step back and look to see what the actual statute mandate, policy, law, says. And then 
make sure that things are defined, so that we don't just jump into a course of action that isn't really 
where we want to head. 
 
And so if we want to look more wholistically at children and at our students, let's really have a 
conversation about what would that mean? What would those skills look like? Which skills are 
meaningful? And then as we create measures and procedures, let's not get into this idea that 
everything has to be quantifiable. And everything has to be standardized to make it accurate. In fact we 
have much more evidence that when it's authentic, when it's familiar people in familiar settings doing 
familiar things, that we get at the real truth of what children know and can do. And we really get to the 
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treatment validity of the assessment. 
 
 
So I hope that you found today's episode to be helpful as you and others, work in your states. And at 
the local level, interpreting some of what's embedded in the Every Student Success Act. And again, go 
to today's tip which is at prekteachandplay.com/1 to download a strategy to help you examine, look at, 
think, consider what's helping a particular child, or group of children, to thrive in school and in life. 
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