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Cognitive skills, engagement in school, social skills, and physical well-being are all important
for children's early success in school. However, some groups of children begin kindergarten
less ready for school than others and, by the end of first grade, still haven't "caught up" with
their more successful peers.
This CrossCurrents brief reports on indicators of cognitive knowledge and skills, social skills,
engagement in school, and physical well-being among children entering kindergarten and
describes how these indicators change as children progress from kindergarten to first grade.
We examine, in particular, how these indicators vary among socioeconomic and demographic
subgroups of children. Using newly available, nationally representative data, we find that, on
average, all groups of children make progress on five out of seven indicators of well-being and
development over the first two years of formal schooling, regardless of their socioeconomic or
demographic characteristics. However, we also find that children at lower socioeconomic levels, those from racial or ethnic minority backgrounds, those whose parents do not speak
English at home, and those who are disabled tend to be less prepared for school upon kindergarten entry. Furthermore, these more vulnerable children fail to catch up to their peers by the
end of first grade.
These findings illustrate some of the challenges that new education policies are attempting to
address. Under the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001,1 states must assess children's math and
reading skills in grades 3 through 8 and in grades 10 through 12,2 with the goal that all students must be proficient by 2014. Additionally, states must show that subgroups of students by
race/ethnicity, economic disadvantage, disability status, and English language ability are all
making progress toward the goal of proficiency. Many state policymakers are also creating initiatives focused on ensuring that all children are ready to begin school, regardless of their
socioeconomic or demographic background. The information presented here highlights the
varied skills that contribute to school readiness and can help policymakers, teachers, and parents identify subgroups of children in need of further support to achieve the academic goals set
for all children in our nation.

BACKGROUND
In the 1990s, researchers and practitioners
began to identify the many factors that contribute to a strong beginning in school.
Among these factors are parent involvement,

home environment, quality of early care and
education settings, and school quality.
Furthermore, during this time, the understanding of child characteristics that are
important as children begin school broad1

©2004 Child Trends

www.childtrendsdatabank.org

ened. This broader understanding holds that
the concept of a child's readiness for school
should not be limited to academic knowledge
and skills but should encompass the "whole
child."3 In 1995, the National Education
Goals Panel (NEGP) worked with a team of
researchers to conceptualize five areas of
development and skills that are critical to a
child's readiness for school.4,5 The five
domains are: (1) physical well-being and
motor development, (2) social and emotional
development, (3) approaches to learning, (4)
language, and (5) cognition and general
knowledge.
Children who have competence across all five
domains of school readiness are more successful in first grade academically than are children who have competence in only one or two
domains, according to previous research by
Child Trends.6 However, among children who
lack strong school readiness skills across the
board, the ones who fare best are those who
are physically healthy and have strong social
and emotional skills, but who are below average on language and cognition skills at
kindergarten entry.7 Other research finds
that being socially and emotionally ready for
school is linked not only with more positive
academic outcomes and later school success,
but also with positive social and emotional
development.8,9,10
Children's readiness for school and early success in school tends to vary according to their
socioeconomic and demographic characteristics. For instance, Zill and West11 have identified four family background characteristics
linked with poorer academic, social, and
physical well-being at kindergarten entry: (1)
having a mother with less than a high school
education, (2) having a family who received
Aid to Families with Dependent Children
(AFDC)/Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families (TANF) or food stamps, (3) living
with a single parent, and (4) having a parent
whose primary language is not English. In
another study of kindergartners' school readiness, West, Denton, and Germino-Hausken12
have observed that these four risk factors, as
well as younger age, minority race/ethnicity,
and male gender, tend to be linked with poor©2004 Child Trends

er cognitive skills and knowledge, social
skills, physical health and well-being, and
approaches to learning. Denton and West
have found that differences by race/ethnicity,
poverty status, and gender in children's math
and reading knowledge and skills persist in
the first grade.13
A 1998 National Academy of Sciences' report
on reading difficulties identified poverty,
attending schools with low academic achievement, speaking a primary language other
than English or speaking non-standard
dialects of English, and cultural differences
as risk factors. Targeting interventions to
prevent reading failure among children with
these characteristics is important, since
many children who enter school behind in
language and literacy skills have difficulty
catching up with their peers in later grades.14
This issue brief extends previous work by
summarizing selected indicators across
domains of young children's well-being and
development, by comparing the indicators as
children enter kindergarten and complete
first grade, and by comparing socioeconomic
and demographic subgroup differences and
how they change across the two time points.

ABOUT THE DATA SOURCE
To learn about children's cognitive, social,
and physical development, we used data from
the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study Kindergarten Class of 1998-1999 (ECLS-K).
This nationally representative study is being
carried out by the National Center for
Education Statistics, which began collecting
data on more than 20,000 children who were
kindergartners during the 1998-99 school
year. The study has gathered data from
direct assessments of children and from
interviews with parents, teachers, and school
administrators. Assessments and interviews
have taken place periodically through the
spring of 2004. For the analyses reported
here, we included only children who were
first-time (rather than repeat) kindergartners in 1998-99 and who were also assessed in
the spring of the following year.15 Except
where noted, we compare children's performance on indicators of well-being and early
2

school success at the time they began kindergarten with their performance at the end of
first grade.16*

Appendix Table 1 summarizes the seven
indicators.

To explore children's cognitive knowledge
and skills, we examined their scores on
assessments of language use and literacy
(reading), mathematics, and knowledge of
the social and physical world (general knowledge). The reading assessment examined
basic skills such as letter and word recognition, vocabulary, and comprehension. The
math assessment examined children's conceptual and procedural knowledge, as well as
their problem-solving skills. The general
knowledge assessment examined children's
understanding of scientific facts and their
ability to formulate, explore, and answer
questions about the natural world. The
assessments in the fall of kindergarten and
spring of first grade were scored using the
same scale, so that children's progress over
time within each of the three domains could
be measured.17 However, scores cannot be
compared across the reading, math, and general knowledge assessments.18

HOW ARE CHILDREN DOING AT
THE END OF FIRST GRADE?

To assess children's social skills, we examined parents' and teachers' responses to a
series of questions about children's self-control. If parents or teachers reported, on
average, that a child "often" or "very often"
(rather than "never" or "sometimes") exhibited behaviors indicating self-control, then we
categorized the child as displaying self-control.19
Additionally, we looked at children's
engagement in school. In order to assess
school engagement, we examined whether
teachers responded "usually" or "always"
(rather than "never" or "seldom") to the question: "How often does this child work to the
best of his/her ability?" Since this question
was not asked at kindergarten entry, we
compared teachers' responses when children
were at the end of their kindergarten year to
responses at the end of first grade.
Finally, as an indicator of children's physical well-being, we assessed whether or not
children were overweight.20
*All differences reported in this Brief are statistically significant at the p < .05 level.
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FINDINGS

According to the indicators we examined,
children's cognitive knowledge and skills
increased substantially between kindergarten entry and the end of first grade. The
majority of children were also faring well by
the end of first grade on measures of social
skills, school engagement, and physical wellbeing.21
Cognitive Knowledge and Skills
Children's math skills, reading skills, and
general knowledge increased substantially
between the time they started kindergarten
and finished first grade (see Table 1). While
the size of the increase varied for different
subgroups of children, it occurred regardless
of children's gender, race/ethnicity, native
language, or socioeconomic status. On average, children answered 24 more math questions (out of a total of 64) correctly in the
spring of first grade than they did in the fall
of kindergarten, an additional 33 out of 92
reading questions, and an additional 13 out
of 51 general knowledge questions (see
Figure 1).22
Figure 1 Average test scores on assessm ents of
children's cognitive developm ent at kindergarten
entry and at the end of first grade
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Table 1
Average Test Scores on Assessments of Children's Cognitive Development at Kindergarten Entry and the End of First
Grade, by Demographic and Socioeconomic Characteristics
Mathematics assessment
Reading assessment
General knowledge assessment

Characteristics
All Children

Fall K
Estimated
mean score
(out of 64
questions)

Spring 1st
Estimated
mean score
(out of 64
questions)

Fall K
Estimated
mean score
(out of 92
questions)

Spring 1st
Estimated
mean score
(out of 92
questions)

Fall K
Estimated
mean score
(out of 51
questions)

Spring 1st
Estimated
mean score
(out of 51
questions)

19.5

43.4

22.8

55.7

22.4

34.6

Boy

19.6

43.5

22.2

54.4

22.6

34.9

Girl

19.4

43.2

23.4

57.0

22.2

34.2

Non-Hispanic black

16.8

38.7

20.4

50.9

17.4

29.9

Hispanic

16.1

40.4

20.1

52.0

19.3

30.3

Non-Hispanic other race

19.4

42.3

22.5

55.0

20.3

32.9

Non-Hispanic white

21.2

45.5

24.0

57.9

24.5

37.0

Non-English

15.6

39.9

20.6

51.4

17.5

28.2

English

20.2

44.0

23.1

56.5

22.9

35.5

Gender

Race / ethnicity

Language spoken in home

Disability status
Disabled

18.2

41.1

21.1

51.8

21.1

33.3

Not disabled

19.7

43.7

23.1

56.3

22.6

34.8

Socioeconomic status
1st (lowest) quintile

14.7

37.4

17.7

47.0

16.8

28.5

2nd quintile

17.7

41.3

20.6

53.0

20.4

32.8

3rd quintile

19.3

43.6

22.1

56.0

22.0

34.8

4th quintile

20.9

45.5

24.1

58.4

24.0

36.8

5th (highest) quintile

24.3

48.4

27.8

62.6

27.1

39.1

No te: Change between the two time po ints is statistically significant fo r every subgro up o f children (p < .05)

Social Skills
Roughly six or seven out of ten children also
developed positive social skills by the end of
first grade. The majority of children were
rated by their teachers or parents as "often"
or "very often" showing self-control (71 percent and 57 percent, respectively, for the
teacher and parent ratings; see Table 2).
Additionally, the percentage increased over
time. The improvement was more substantial based on parent report (which increased
by 10 percentage points) than on teacher
report (which increased by 3 percentage
points). The percentage of children who
"often" or "very often" showed self-control,
according to the parent rating, increased
within each socioeconomic and demographic
subgroup of children. According to the
teacher rating, however, some subgroups did
not show an increase. For example, the percentages of non-Hispanic black and Hispanic
children rated by their teachers as "often" or
"very often" exhibiting self-control did not
change between kindergarten entry and the
end of first grade.
©2004 Child Trends

School Engagement
Nearly nine out of ten children (87 percent)
had teachers who rated them as "usually" or
"always" working to the best of their ability
by the end of first grade. Since the percentage of children who were engaged in school
was already quite high at the end of kindergarten (89 percent), it is not surprising that
this percentage changed very little by the end
of first grade.
Physical Well-Being
In kindergarten and in first grade, slightly
more than one in ten children were overweight. The prevalence of being overweight
increased between kindergarten entry and
the end of first grade (11 percent, compared
with 13 percent). Even though only a minority of children were overweight, this prevalence is still a concern. Not only did the rate
increase by two percentage points for the
kindergarten class of 1998-99 as they progressed to first grade, but the prevalence of
being overweight has been increasing gradually among young children since the mid4

Table 2
Percentage of Children Exhibiting School Engagement, Social Skills, and Overweight at Kindergarten Entry
and in First Grade, by Demographic and Socioeconomic Characteristics
Self-control,
Self-control,
Works to best of
Overweight,
Parent rating
Teacher rating
ability, Teacher rating
Direct assessment
Fall K Spring 1st
Fall K Spring 1st
Spring K Spring 1st
Fall K Spring 1st
Characteristics
Percent
Percent
Percent
Percent
Percent
Percent
Percent
Percent
All Children

47.2%

56.9% *

67.5%

71.2% *

88.6%

86.7% *

11.4%

12.7% *

Gender
Boy
Girl

44.4%
50.0%

53.7% *
60.2% *

60.6%
74.7%

64.8% *
77.7% *

84.4%
92.9%

82.5% *
91.0% *

12.9%
9.8%

13.4%
12.0% *

49.1%
45.6%
44.7%
47.4%

56.7%
52.3%
55.0%
58.4%

*
*
*
*

56.5%
66.1%
67.4%
70.7%

58.1%
69.8%
72.8%
74.6% *

80.3%
86.9%
90.6%
91.0%

78.7%
85.2% *
87.7% *
88.9% *

11.5%
15.8%
11.1%
10.1%

14.1% *
17.6% *
13.0% *
11.0%

45.7%
47.4%

50.6% *
57.6% *

66.8%
67.9%

74.6% *
71.4% *

88.5%
89.0%

88.3%
86.9% *

17.7%
10.8%

19.5% *
12.1% *

Disability status
Disabled
Not disabled

39.6%
48.5%

50.9% *
58.0% *

60.5%
68.7%

66.5% *
72.0% *

84.3%
89.3%

82.8%
87.4% *

13.1%
11.1%

14.4% *
12.5% *

Socioeconomic status
1st (lowest) quintile
2nd quintile
3rd quintile
4th quintile
5th (highest) quintile

36.6%
42.7%
48.6%
51.5%
53.6%

43.8%
50.0%
61.2%
60.9%
64.6%

55.9%
65.6%
69.5%
70.1%
74.3%

62.6% *
68.3%
71.6%
73.6% *
79.6% *

80.0%
87.1%
88.3%
91.4%
95.2%

77.2%
83.6%
88.5%
89.2%
93.5%

13.6%
14.2%
12.1%
10.4%
8.0%

15.8% *
15.1% *
14.5% *
11.0%
8.6%

Race / ethnicity
Non-Hispanic black
Hispanic
Non-Hispanic other race
Non-Hispanic white
Language spoken in home
Non-English
English

*
*
*
*
*

*
*
*
*

* Change between the two time points is statistically significant (p < .05)

1970s. While the prevalence of being overweight varies among subgroups of children,
patterns of change over time were similar
regardless of children's socioeconomic or
demographic characteristics, with the percentage of children who were overweight
either increasing slightly or remaining
unchanged.23

HOW DO BOYS

AND

GIRLS DIFFER?

At both kindergarten entry and the end of
first grade, levels of well-being and early
school success differed according to child gender for six of the seven indicators examined
here, with girls, on average, faring better on
five of the indicators and boys faring better
on one indicator (the general knowledge
assessment).
Cognitive Knowledge and Skills
At kindergarten entry, boys and girls performed similarly on the math assessment (see
Table 1). However, on average, girls performed slightly better than boys did on the
reading test, while boys performed slightly
better than girls did on the general knowledge test. By the end of first grade, the
advantage of girls over boys in reading skills
©2004 Child Trends

and the advantage of boys over girls in general knowledge had increased slightly.
Social Skills
On the indicators of social skills, girls performed better than boys did. Parents and
teachers rated girls more highly than boys on
the measure of self-control at the end of first
grade, a difference that parallels the more
common positive ratings of girls, relative to
boys, at kindergarten entry. Across subgroups, 54 percent and 65 percent (according
to their parents and teachers, respectively) of
boys "often" or "very often" showed self-control, compared with 60 percent and 78 percent of girls at the end of first grade (see
Figure 2).
School Engagement
Additionally, girls were more likely to be
engaged in school than boys. Specifically,
about nine out of ten girls (91 percent) "usually" or "always" worked to the best of their
ability at the end of first grade, according to
their teachers, compared with slightly more
than eight out of ten boys (83 percent). This
gender difference parallels the gender difference apparent at the spring of kindergarten.
5

Figure 2

P e rc e nt a ge o f c hildre n who we re ra t e d a s
e xhibit ing s c ho o l e nga ge m e nt a nd po s it iv e s o c ia l s k ills , by
v a rio us indic a t o rs , a t k inde rga rt e n e nt ry a nd a t t he e nd o f
f irs t gra de , by c hild ge nde r
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Note: Cross-hatches above and below bars represent 95%confidence intervals.

Physical Well-Being
Finally, at the end of first grade, girls were
slightly less likely than boys to be overweight
(12 percent, compared with 13 percent).
However, the likelihood for girls of being
overweight increased slightly between
kindergarten and first grade (from 10 percent
to 12 percent, respectively), while it did not
change for boys.

HOW DO CHILDREN DIFFER BY
RACIAL AND ETHNIC STATUS?
Non-Hispanic white children consistently
fared better, on average, both in kindergarten
and in first grade than did children of other
racial/ethnic groups on the indicators of cognitive knowledge and skills, school engagement, physical well-being, and teacher-rated
social skills. However, parents' ratings of
children's social skills did not differ by children's race/ethnicity.
Cognitive Knowledge and Skills
At kindergarten entry and at the end of first
grade, non-Hispanic black children and
Hispanic children performed worse than nonHispanic white children in all three areas of
cognitive knowledge and skills that were
assessed (see Table 1).
©2004 Child Trends

In math and reading, the gap between nonHispanic white children and non-Hispanic
black children widened slightly between the
first and second years of school, although it
remained stable for the assessment of general knowledge. By the end of first grade, the
gap in performance between non-Hispanic
black and non-Hispanic white children was
sizeable, with non-Hispanic white children
answering an average of seven more questions correctly than black children on each of
the three assessments.
In contrast, the gap between non-Hispanic
white children and Hispanic children narrowed slightly for the assessment of general
knowledge, with non-Hispanic white children
answering, on average, seven more questions
correctly than Hispanic children in first
grade. However, on the math and reading
assessments, the differences remained constant, with non-Hispanic white children
answering about five more questions correctly than Hispanic children.
Comparing non-Hispanic black children and
Hispanic children at the end of first grade,
non-Hispanic black children had lower average math scores, but these two groups had
similar scores on the reading and general
knowledge assessments.
Social Skills
Non-Hispanic black children and Hispanic
children were less likely to exhibit self-control "often" or "very often" at the end of first
grade, according to their teachers, than nonHispanic white children. Specifically, nearly
six out of ten (58 percent) non-Hispanic black
children and exactly seven out of ten
Hispanic children were rated as "often" or
"very often" exhibiting self-control, compared
with more than seven out of ten (75 percent)
non-Hispanic white children. The racial and
ethnic differences are also apparent in teachers' ratings of children at the fall of kindergarten. Yet, the parent-reported indicator of
self-control did not differ by children's
race/ethnicity at either time, except that, at
the end of first grade, Hispanic children were
slightly less likely than non-Hispanic white
children to have parents who said they "often"
6

or "very often" displayed self-control (52 percent, compared with 58 percent; see Figure
3). The difference in parent and teacher ratings might reflect cultural differences in perspectives, or it might occur because parents
and teachers are rating children's behavior in
different contexts (home versus school).24
Further research would need to be conducted
in order to elucidate the factors behind these
differences.
Figure 3 P ercentage of children who exhibited self-control
"often" or "very often" at the end of first grade, by teacher
versus parent report and by child race / ethnicity

100%

90%
73%

80%
70%

70%
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Non-Hispanic white
Non-Hispanic, other race

75%

58%

60%

57%

52%

58% 55%

"always" worked to the best of their ability at
the end of first grade, compared with 89 percent of non-Hispanic white children. A similar pattern of differences is apparent at the
spring of kindergarten.
Physical Well-Being
Children's physical well-being also differed by
race/ethnicity at the end of first grade.
Hispanic children were the most likely to be
overweight at the end of first grade (18 percent, compared with 14 percent of nonHispanic black children and 11 percent of
non-Hispanic white children; see Figure 4).
While the percentages of white and nonHispanic black children did not differ at
kindergarten entry, non-Hispanic black children had become more likely than white children to be overweight by the end of first
grade.

HOW DO CHILDREN IN ENGLISHSPEAKING HOMES DIFFER FROM
THOSE IN NON-ENGLISH SPEAKING
HOMES?

50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%
Teacher report

Parent report

Note: Cross-hatches above and below bars represent 95%confidence
intervals.

School Engagement
Children in racial and ethnic minority groups
were somewhat less likely to be engaged in
school, according to their teachers.
Specifically, according to teacher ratings, 79
percent of non-Hispanic black children and
85 percent of Hispanic children "usually" or

Cognitive Knowledge and Skills
Children living in homes in which English
was not spoken scored lower, on average, on
the math, reading, and general knowledge
assessments. However, the gap in performance between children in English- and nonEnglish-speaking homes had narrowed somewhat in all three areas by the end of first
grade (see Table 1). (Some children who did
not speak English, in particular, those who
spoke neither English nor Spanish, did not
participate in the cognitive assessments.)25

Social Skills and School Engagement
Teachers rated children similarly on measures of social
Percentage of children w ho w ere overw eight at the end of first grade,
Figure 4
skills and school
by child race/ethnicity and by language spoken at hom e
engagement,
50%
40%
regardless
of
20%
30%
18%
14%
12%
whether
English
13%
11%
20%
was spoken in the
10%
0%
children's homes.
Non-Hispanic
Hispanic
Non-Hispanic Non-Hispanic Non-English
English
However, by the
black
other race
w hite
end of first grade,
only half (51 perRace/ethnicity
Language in home
cent) of the chilNo te: Cro ss-hatches abo ve and belo w bars represent 95% co nfidence intervals.
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Figure 5 P e rc e nt a ge o f c hildre n who we re ra t e d a s e xhibit ing s c ho o l e nga ge m e nt a nd po s it iv e s o c ia l s k ills , by v a rio us
indic a t o rs , a t k inde rga rt e n e nt ry a nd a t t he e nd o f f irs t gra de , by c hild dis a bilit y s t a t us
89%
100%
84%
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83% 87%
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61%
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No te: Cro ss-hatches abo ve and belo w bars represent 95% co nfidence intervals.

dren in non-English-speaking homes "often"
or "very often" exhibited self-control, according to their parents, compared with 58 percent of children in English-speaking homes.
(Bilingual Spanish-English interviewers were
available for Spanish-speaking parents, and
interviewers worked with interpreters to collect information from parents who spoke
other languages.)
Physical Well-Being
At kindergarten entry, children in nonEnglish-speaking homes were substantially
more likely than other children to be overweight, and this difference persisted into first
grade. As shown in Figure 4, about one in
five children in non-English-speaking homes
(20 percent) were overweight in the spring of
first grade, compared with slightly more than
one in ten children from English-speaking
homes (12 percent).

HOW DO CHILDREN DIFFER
ACCORDING TO DISABILITY STATUS?
We also compared the well-being and development of children with and without a disability. In this study, we consider children to have
a disability if their parents reported at the
fall of kindergarten that a professional has
diagnosed a problem with attention; learning,
thinking, and solving problems; overall activity level; physical coordination; verbal communication; hearing; or vision; or if their parents reported that the children have previously received therapy or participated in programs for children with disabilities.
Cognitive Knowledge and Skills
At kindergarten entry, disabled children
©2004 Child Trends

answered correctly one to two questions
fewer than did children who were not disabled on the math, reading, and general
knowledge assessments. (Up to five percent
of disabled children in the sample did not participate in the cognitive assessments; these
children probably have lower levels of cognitive knowledge and skills than other disabled
children. ) These small gaps in the cognitive
skills and knowledge between disabled and
other children persisted into the spring of
first grade. The two groups made comparably
sized gains on the general knowledge assessment between kindergarten entry and the
spring of first grade, while gains on the math
and reading assessments were slightly smaller for disabled children than for non-disabled
children.
Social Skills
In the fall of kindergarten, disabled children
were less likely, on average, than other children to exhibit self-control "often" or "very
often", according to both teacher and parent
reports (see Figure 5). Although the percentages of disabled children exhibiting such positive social skills increased by the spring of
kindergarten, the percentages continued to
be lower than for non-disabled children (67
percent versus 72 percent for the teacher
report; 51 percent versus 58 percent for the
parent report).
School Engagement
As shown in Figure 5, more than eight out of
ten disabled children had teachers who rated
them as "usually" or "always" working to the
best of their ability, compared with nearly
nine out of ten non-disabled children, both at
the end of kindergarten and the end of first
8

grade (83 percent, compared with 87 percent
in the spring of first grade).
Physical Well-Being
Disabled and non-disabled children did not
differ in the percentages that were overweight, either at kindergarten entry or the
spring of first grade.

HOW DO CHILDREN DIFFER
ACCORDING TO SOCIOECONOMIC
STATUS?
To see how indicators of early school success
and well-being might differ by children's
socioeconomic status (SES), we compared
outcomes for children according to their family's socioeconomic status ranking as of the
beginning of kindergarten.27 We found that
low socioeconomic status was consistently
linked with lower levels of cognitive achievement, social skills, and physical well-being on
the measures examined here, both at kindergarten entry and at the end of first grade.
Cognitive Knowledge and Skills
At kindergarten entry and at the end of first
grade, children at higher levels of SES
answered more math questions correctly
than did children at lower SES levels, as
Figure 6 illustrates. The same pattern was
present for reading and general knowledge
scores as well. While the reading, math, and
Figure 6 A v e ra ge s c o re s ( o ut o f 9 2 t o t a l que s t io ns ) o n
a s s e s s m e nt s o f re a ding s k ills a t t he e nd o f f irs t gra de ,
by c hild s o c io e c o no m ic s t a t us ( S E S )
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general knowledge scores of children in all
five SES groups that we examined increased
during the first two years of school, the gap in
achievement between lower- and higher-SES
children widened slightly during that time
(see Figure 7).
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Social Skills and School Engagement
Looking at the indicators of social skills and
school engagement, children at lower SES
levels were consistently rated lower by their
teachers and parents than were children at
higher SES levels. For example, at the end of
first grade, 77 percent of children in the lowest SES group had teachers who reported
that they "usually" or "always" worked to the
best of their ability, compared with 94 percent
of children in the highest SES group.
Similarly, 44 and 63 percent of children in the
lowest SES group had parents and teachers,
respectively, who reported that they “often”
or “very often” exhibited self-control, compared with 65 and 80 percent of children in
the highest SES group.

10
0
No te: SES is based o n parents' educatio nal attainment, parents'
o ccupatio ns, and ho useho ld inco me.Cro ss-hatches abo ve and belo w
bars represent 95% co nfidence intervals.
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Physical Well-Being
Socioeconomic status is also related to the
likelihood that a child was overweight. At
9

kindergarten entry, children in the lowest
SES group were nearly twice as likely to be
overweight as those in the top group (14 percent, compared with 8 percent). This gap
increased slightly over time, with 16 percent
of children in the lowest SES group overweight at the end of first grade, compared
with 9 percent in the top SES group (see
Figure 8).

DISCUSSION

AND

than other children (except on teacherreported measures of school engagement and
social skills). The differences across subgroups in cognitive, socioemotional, and
physical well-being appear primarily to
reflect where children started out when they
entered school, rather than differing rates of
change between kindergarten and first grade.
It is noteworthy that teachers are less likely
to rate non-Hispanic black children and
Hispanic children (compared with nonHispanic white children) and lower SES children (compared with higher SES children) as
"usually" or "always" working to the best of
their ability. This findings may suggest that
teachers do not (fully) attribute non-Hispanic
black, Hispanic, and lower-SES children's
lower math, reading, and general knowledge
scores, and their poorer self-control, to an
inherent lack of ability. Some research indicates that maintaining high standards for
children and believing that children can meet
high standards may be key ingredients in
school success.28

CONCLUSION

Analyses of newly available, nationally representative data show that by the end of first
grade, most children fared well on indicators
of school engagement, social skills, and physical well-being. According to the measures
examined here, nearly nine out of ten children were engaged in school, more than onehalf had developed positive social skills, and
nearly nine out of ten were not overweight.
Additionally, children demonstrated substantial advances on assessments of mathematics,
reading, and general knowledge between
kindergarten entry and the end of first grade.
Of concern, however, is the fact that children's academic, social and physical wellbeing at the end of first grade tended to differ
across socioeconomic and demographic subgroups as shown by multiple indicators. For
example, non-Hispanic white children consistently fared better than other children on
every indicator, as did children in higher
socioeconomic status groups. Similarly, children in English-speaking homes fared better

Also of note is the magnitude of difference in
children's reading, math, and general knowledge scores at the end of first grade, based on
their socioeconomic and demographic characteristics. In order to gain insight into how
combinations of child and family characteristics are related to well-being and development, we conducted an additional set of
analyses. These additional analyses indicate
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that children's race/ethnicity, language,
socioeconomic status, and gender alone
accounted for nearly two-tenths of the variation in children's math and reading scores,
and three-tenths of the variation in children's
general knowledge scores.29 Children's socioeconomic and demographic characteristics
were less strongly associated with children's
school engagement and social skills, accounting for less than one-tenth of the variation on
these indicators.30 Of the four child and family characteristics examined, socioeconomic
status and language spoken in the home were
the strongest predictors.31
This latter finding is in accord with analyses
described in the report, Inequality at the
Starting Gate, suggesting that, although nonHispanic white children perform better on
math and reading assessments, other characteristics that are associated with race and
ethnicity may be driving these differences.32
Racial and ethnic differences in math and
reading achievement diminish once other factors are taken into account, namely: SES,
child age, language spoken in the home, family structure, numbers of younger and older
siblings, residential mobility and location,
and neighborhood conditions.
Of the
explanatory factors that the authors of
Inequality at the Starting Gate examined,
they found SES differences to be the most
important.
Note that the analyses presented here do not
provide information about whether children's
socioeconomic and demographic characteristics cause some children to fare better or
worse than others. Children's lives differ in
many other ways that might affect their early
school success and well-being.
Ideally, children would enter kindergarten
engaged in school, with good health, and with
age-appropriate social development and cognitive skills. And, ideally, children would
maintain their engagement in school and
physical well-being throughout their early
school years, while developing their social
skills and advancing their cognitive achievement. In fact, this pattern of improvement in
©2004 Child Trends

school is generally the pattern revealed by
our analyses of ECLS-K data. Unfortunately,
however, the differences in performance on
these indicators among socioeconomic and
demographic subgroups of children persist
over time.33 Furthermore, while a few gaps
between subgroups of children narrowed (for
example, differences in the mean math, reading, and general knowledge assessment
scores between children in English- and nonEnglish-speaking homes) a number of gaps
widened. Notably, children in lower socioeconomic status families and non-Hispanic black
children enter kindergarten with lower math
and reading scores than other children, and
their progress on math and reading between
kindergarten entry and the end of first grade
is less than for other children.
Previous research indicates that early school
success can set the foundation for later educational success. In order to ensure an equal
chance for success later in school and in life
for children regardless of their different
socioeconomic and demographic characteristics, it is important that schools, parents, and
communities not only help all children learn,
but also find ways to reduce the disparities
among groups of children, including during
the preschool years.
Some of the conditions of children's lives have
not changed substantially in the past five
years. For example, while the poverty rate
for children under age seven has fluctuated
somewhat, roughly one in five children in this
age group were poor between 1998 and
2002.34 However, the educational policies
affecting them have certainly changed. The
concerns that we have noted about disparities
in children's academic performance based on
socioeconomic and demographic characteristics are particularly salient now, at a time
when new federal legislation concerning children's achievement in school is being implemented. The group of children that we have
described, the kindergarten class of 1998-99,
had reached the middle of the third grade
when the No Child Left Behind Act of 200135
was enacted. Policymakers designed this new
law in an effort to reduce gaps in academic
11

achievement between groups of students
according to their race/ethnicity, economic
circumstances, English skills, and disabilities.
While the newly established federal law is
targeted at elementary and secondary school
students, policymakers are also currently
debating policies that might address the
problem of gaps in school readiness before
children enter school. For example, the
"Good Start, Grow Smart" initiative outlined
by the Bush Administration proposes 1)
assessments of the skills of Head Start students and additional training for Head Start
teachers, 2) development of "quality criteria,"
to be defined by states, for early childhood
education programs, and 3) public awareness
campaigns to inform parents and teachers
about effective strategies to promote children's readiness for school.36 Furthermore,
many states have recently enacted their own,
statewide early childhood initiatives.
As the kindergarten class of 1998-99 and subsequent classes of young children progress
through their elementary and secondary
years, continuing to track how children's
socioeconomic and demographic characteristics are related to their well-being and suc-

cess in school will be important.37 While such
data cannot inform us about the impact of
state or national education policies such as
the No Child Left Behind Act, they can provide clues about whether some groups of children continue to fare worse than others, or
whether gaps in achievement are beginning
to close.
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Appendix Table 1. Indicators of child well-being and early school success.
Indicator
Mathematics
assessment
Reading
assessment
General knowledge
assessment
Works to best of
ability
(teacher rating)
Self-control
(teacher rating)
Self-control
(parent rating)
Overweight
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Definition
Estimated mean number of math questions answered
correctly, out of 64 total questions.
Estimated mean number of reading questions answered
correctly, out of 92 total questions.
Estimated mean number of general knowledge
questions answered correctly, out of 51 total questions.
Percentage of children whose teachers responded
“usually” or “always” (rather than “never” or
“seldom”) to the question: “How often does this child
work to the best of his/her ability?”
Percentage of children whose teachers reported, on
average, that a child “often” or “very often” (rather
than “never” or “sometimes”) exhibited behaviors
indicating self-control.
Percentage of children whose parents reported, on
average, that a child “often” or “very often” (rather
than “never” or “sometimes”) exhibited behaviors
indicating self-control.
Percentage of children whose body mass index (BMI)
exceeded the threshold for overweight according to
Centers for Disease Control guidelines.

When assessed
Fall of kindergarten,
Spring of 1st grade
Fall of kindergarten,
Spring of 1st grade
Fall of kindergarten,
Spring of 1st grade
Spring of kindergarten,
Spring of 1st grade
Fall of kindergarten,
Spring of 1st grade
Fall of kindergarten,
Spring of 1st grade
Fall of kindergarten,
Spring of 1st grade
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Data for all figures and tables are from Child Trends analyses of data
from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study: Kindergarten Class of
1998-99.
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