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CHAPTER I 
 

 

OVERVIEW OF STUDY 

  

 As educators, one of our most important objectives is to provide our students with the 

skills they will need to be successful both in school and in life.  As more research has been 

conducted, we have become even more increasingly aware of the importance of beginning this 

skill development at an early age.  In Oklahoma, for example, schools have embraced this need 

and become a national leader in early childhood education by establishing state funded pre-

kindergarten in our public schools (Gormley Jr. & Phillips, 2005).  During the 2011-2012 school 

year, pre-kindergarten students in Oklahoma numbered 38,441 and 98% of the state’s school 

districts offered a program.  Across the nation, other states have followed suit and well-organized 

early childhood programs are providing enhanced opportunities for over twenty-eight percent of 

the nation’s 4-year-olds ("The National Institute," 2012).    

 The need for quality early childhood programs is becoming even more pressing with 

societal and familial changes, which now have a profound impact on the youngest of our 

students.  For example, the number of single parents has continued to rise steadily over the last 

decade (Essa, 2010).  Over two-thirds of single mothers, according the Women’s Legal Defense 

& Education Fund, now work outside of the home (Legal Momentum, 2012).  Increasing 

mobility among today’s families is another trend that is becoming ever more prevalent.  This 

mobility puts more emphasis on the need for organized early childhood programs, because the 

extended family is not readily available to meet the needs of the youngest family members (Essa, 
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2010).  In past generations, the extended family, consisting for example of grandparents, aunts, 

and uncles provided the nurturing and many of the basic skills that have now become the 

schools’ responsibility.  As early childhood programs evolved over the years due to many of 

these changes, the learning environment moved away from a perception of daycare to a more 

structured framework.  While this change began to take place, the debate escalated over the 

effectiveness of pre-kindergarten programs.  Proponents of high-quality pre-kindergarten 

programs point out the experiences of early learning are necessary in preparing our young 

students for success in later years.  The National Association for the Education of Young 

Children (NAEYC) is one of the largest organizations working on behalf of early childhood 

children in the world.  This organization has published twelve principles of Child Development 

to guide educators in today’s environment.  According to Friedman (2012), some of the major 

points of these principles include the following:  

 Early experiences of children have a profound effect on development and learning 

 This development advances when children are challenged academically and socially 

 These experiences play a major role in shaping motivation and approaches to learning 

 Development and learning proceeds at varying rates depending on a number of factors  

 Conversely, there are those who believe the experiences a child needs to be successful 

can be found in the home and a structured school environment is not necessary.  In order to 

investigate the merits of this belief, a study conducted by Hunter-Segree (2010) reported that 

positive parental involvement had a greater impact on learning.  Prior to this finding, another 

study by Georgiou and Tourva (2007) sought to find if a relationship exists between parental 

involvement and school success.  According to the study, a positive relationship did in fact exist.  
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These studies are two illustrations of the positive influence that home experiences can play in 

preparing young children for success at school. 

 “Ready to Learn” became a national mantra in 1991, when the National Education Goals 

Panel (1991), adopted as its first goal that “by the year 2000, all children will enter school ready 

to learn” (p. 3).  Although many agree that school readiness is vital, not everyone is in agreement 

on what precisely school readiness entails.  High (2008) combined many researchers’ definitions 

and identified characteristics of school readiness that include the following:  1) physical well-

being and motor development, including health status, growth, and disability; 2) social and 

emotional development, including turn taking, cooperation, empathy, and the ability to express 

one’s own emotions; 3) approaches to learning, including enthusiasm, curiosity, temperament, 

culture, and values; 4) language development, including listening, speaking, and vocabulary, as 

well as literacy skills, including print awareness, story sense, and writing and drawing processes; 

and 5) general knowledge and cognition, including sound-letter association, spatial relations, and 

number concepts.  As the emphasis in today’s educational system has shifted to high stakes 

testing, much more importance has been put on the idea of school readiness.  Today’s children 

must be ready to keep pace with the increasingly rigorous curricula designed to bring all 

American students up to a targeted standard of education (Rosney, 2009).   

 The fact that greater attention is being paid to early childhood education is one of the 

most noticeable changes that has resulted from this newly placed emphasis.  In particular, a 

steady increase in the number of pre-kindergarten programs across the United States has been 

observed.  As of 2012, 38 states offer some type of state funded PK program and these programs 

serve over one million of our nations young children ("The National Institute," 2012). 
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 The goal of these PK programs is to assist students in preparing for the increased 

expectations placed upon them in elementary schools (Rossney, 2009).  Many recent studies 

have found a correlation between attendance in pre-kindergarten programs and the readiness for 

and the resulting academic success in later school years (Bailet, 2011; Curby et al., 2009; 

Gormley Jr. & Phillips, 2005; Rosney, 2009; Sims, 2010).  Also, according to Rosney (2009), 

opinions tend to vary as to the magnitude and longevity of this relationship; however, the 

consensus within the field is that participation in quality early childhood programs benefits all 

preschoolers, especially children considered at-risk for academic failure (Burchinal et al., 2000). 

Problem Statement 

 Students who attend a pre-kindergarten program are exposed to an extended period of 

structured learning designed to promote academic and social student development.  According to 

Ackerman, Barnett, Hawkinson, Brown, and McGonigle (2009), “Most Americans agree that 

children’s success is an important issue and support the idea of enhancing children’s outcomes 

through participation in preschool education” (p. 21).   

 Curby and his associates (2009) asserted, “Recent evidence suggests that children benefit 

from pre-k programs in terms of both academic and social skills” (p. 346).  While this research 

advocates the idea that extended periods of structured learning environments can be beneficial, 

studies also indicate some students are more ready than others when starting kindergarten and 

pre-kindergarten programs are accomplishing their intended objectives in some cases, but are 

falling short of their purpose in other instances.  A quantitative analysis conducted on language 

scores of kindergarten students from eight elementary schools in the state of Texas showed lower 

written language scores from children who attended a public pre-kindergarten program than from 

students with no formal early childhood education (Rebecca, 2009).   
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 Thus, an anomaly exists.  While pre-kindergarten programs are designed to prepare 

children for kindergarten, some students are ready while others are not.  Several factors may be 

the cause of this.  For example, dynamics completely outside the realm of control of the public 

school systems, such as socioeconomic status, parental involvement, and support from home, can 

also play a tremendous role in student development.  Research is showing that socioeconomic 

status is related to proficiency across all reading tasks.  Children from higher economic 

backgrounds are often more ready than those from lower backgrounds (Coley, 2002).  Strickland 

and Riley-Ayers (2007) also note home activities such as dyadic shared reading are crucial to 

fostering early literacy skills.  Also, according to the study by Curby et al., (2009), pre-

kindergarten attendance for young children is not the sole indicator of future success; the nature 

and quality of the interactions between the teacher and the child is of the utmost importance.   

 General Systems Theory can be used to determine if these facets of early childhood 

education have an impact on the overall course of the education system as a whole.  If each part 

of the system works together in a harmonious fashion, the school structure itself will flow 

successfully as students progress into kindergarten.  However, impediments to this success can 

possibly arise, which would hinder the flow of the system.  Brown (2009) explained the need for 

early childhood and elementary educators to work in harmony to integrate programs and 

practices.  He explained, “Doing so can help them weave these early childhood programs into K-

12 education systems in a manner that allows all children to gain the academic skills and 

knowledge needed to succeed in school through instructional experiences” (p. 222).  General 

Systems Theory can provide a structure for analyzing the effect of the individual components on 

the pre-kindergarten program as a whole. 
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Purpose of Study 

 The purpose of this study is to explore a selected pre-kindergarten program and the extent 

of their provision for school readiness through the lens of Systems Theory.  

Research Questions 

1. How does pre-kindergarten prepare children for school readiness, as measured by specific 

literacy skills? 

2. How do the basic literacy skills taught in pre-kindergarten align with those taught in 

kindergarten? 

3. How does a school organization function as a system to support the goals of school 

readiness? 

 These three research questions served as a guide.  My intent in studying this topic was to 

further the research in the field of early childhood education.  This was accomplished by 

comparing the school readiness of those students that attended a pre-kindergarten program and 

those that did not begin formal schooling until their kindergarten year.   

Research Design 

 This research employs a case study design.  The cases for study were selected based on 

the reason that they are information rich, and they offer useful demonstration of the phenomenon 

of interest (Patton, 2002).  I chose this form of research to seek understanding of a selected pre-

kindergarten program and the extent of their provision for school readiness.  Two groups of 

students were studied.  One group attended PK, and the other did not.  The layers for this case 

study include a triangulation of the data collected during the examination.  I used two years of 

data from a widely used and research-based kindergarten reading assessment tool.  Next, I 

observed various pre-kindergarten classrooms in order to see firsthand the experiences the 
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students have an opportunity to benefit from.  Finally, I conducted interviews with a select group 

of kindergarten teachers.  These educators offered their professional opinions and attitudes 

toward the differences in reading levels they have been able to observe in students entering their 

particular kindergarten classrooms.  

 As the data were collected and analyzed, I developed a narrative that explained the 

phenomena.  All of the data collected from the various sources were compared to determine what 

common subject matter existed and to recognize any anomalies that were evident.  Once these 

were recognized, they were coded and grouped by themes or topics and a thick-rich description 

then began to take shape.  The focus of this particular case study remained on how the 

individuals within a certain group were prepared to perform certain reading readiness skills.   

 In order to understand the importance of early childhood education and its long-term 

effect on a student, as well as on the school district, a General Theory Systems approach was 

utilized to further study the data.  This systems approach allowed for a breakdown of the whole 

into individual parts, or building blocks.  Shaw (2009) defined system as “a set of interrelated 

elements that form a unified whole to achieve some goals” (p. 852).  The study of these elements 

allows for a holistic understanding of reading readiness.    

Significance of Study 

 

To Research 

 While examining the various research projects that deal with early childhood education, it 

is apparent that a gap exists in the realm of pre-kindergarten.  Much research has been conducted 

in relation to kindergarten and its effects on young children; however, pre-kindergarten is still a 

relatively new concept.  
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To Practice 

 The research in this study can be beneficial to educational leaders.  As school districts 

across the United States face unprecedented funding cuts, officials must make difficult decisions 

regarding programs, such as pre-kindergarten.  I am optimistic these school officials can use this 

research to show whether or not expenditures for the expansion of pre-kindergarten programs is 

justified and warranted.  Legislative officials may also use the information gleaned from this 

study to validate the need for added expenditures focused on early childhood education.  If it is 

proven that pre-kindergarten does indeed improve reading readiness skills, then education 

officials will have a tremendous basis for lobbying for additional and continued funding for pre-

kindergarten programs. 

Researcher Bias 

 For the purpose of this research project, a certain degree of bias had to be overcome.  To 

begin with, I am very familiar with the school system that was central to this particular research 

project.  I have attempted to put aside my opinion on the effectiveness of the pre-kindergarten 

program at Central Public Schools and focus on the data that has been garnered throughout the 

process.  This study was also limited because one pre-kindergarten program at one particular 

school district was being examined in detail.  However, this individual program consists of 

numerous classrooms, a variety of teachers, and students with varying backgrounds.    

Definition of Terms 

1. Benchmark Assessment – Process of universally screening all students in a particular 

grade.  Benchmarking serves two purposes: 1) Identifying students who may not be on 

track to reach important reading outcomes, and 2) Provide school-wide indices of 

progress.   
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2. Case Study – Focuses on individuals within a group and documents those individual’s 

experiences in a specific setting (Lodico, Spaulding, and Voegtle, 2010). 

3. Dynamic Indicators of Basic Literacy Skills (DIBELS) – An assessment indicator of how 

well a child is doing in learning a particular reading skill.   

4. First Sound Fluency (FNF) – Assesses a student’s fluency in identifying the initial 

sound(s) within a spoken word.  This is the first skill measured in kindergarten and it can 

be a key indicator of early phonemic awareness (Kaminski and Good III, 2010).   

5. Free/Reduced Meal – Students may receive free or reduced priced meals based on family 

income.  This amount is set each year by the federal government.   

6. Key Informants – “Persons who have some specific knowledge about the topic being 

investigated.”  (Lodico, Spaulding, and Voegtle, 2010, p. 140). 

7. Letter Naming Fluency (LNF) – A student’s ability to recognize individual letters and say 

the particular letters.  Letter naming is a strong predictor of later reading performance and 

can also be used as an indicator of additional risk for the child (Kaminski and Good III, 

2010).   

8. Outcomes-Driven Model – Comprised of five steps intended to help identify, support, 

and evaluate students in need of additional instruction in order to become proficient 

readers.  

9. Phonemic Awareness – Understanding that spoken words are made up of sequences of 

individual speech sounds (Peterson and Kaminski, 2008, p. 11). 

10. Pre-Kindergarten (PK) – Programs that are state funded serving 4-year-old children.  

These programs are either located in a public school setting or in collaboration with a 

public school.  These programs do not serve only children with disabilities.   



 
 

10 

11. Purposeful Sampling – Selecting participants based on those that will best help the 

researcher understand the problem and research question (Cresswell, 2002, p. 178).  

12. School Readiness – For the purpose of this study, it is defined as pre-academic skills 

measured by the DIBELS Assessment tool.  

13. Socioeconomic Status (SES) – A term based on the child’s family income.  For this 

study, SES will be divided in those who qualify for free/reduced meals and those that do 

not qualify.  

14. Systems Theory - Identification of elements and the discovery of the relations between 

them (Schaefer (1980). 

15. Universal Pre-Kindergarten – PK programs that serve all children regardless of 

socioeconomic status.  Oklahoma is one of the states that offer Universal Pre-

Kindergarten programs. 

Summary 

 The sections in Chapter I provided a basis for the study into the effects of pre-

kindergarten attendance on school readiness skills, as measured by early literacy ability.  Chapter 

II consists of a review of literature on various subjects related to early childhood education, such 

as pre-kindergarten, parental involvement, and socio-economic factors, as well as other factors in 

Oklahoma and the United States.  Chapter III is a description of the research methods I utilized 

as this particular study into the effects of pre-kindergarten attendance unfolded.  Next, Chapter 

IV reveals the findings of the study based on a variety of data sources, later described in detail.  

Chapter V serves as an analysis of those findings using the lens of the General Systems Theory.  

Finally, Chapter VI summarizes and describes the conclusions of the study and offers any 

possible recommendations for future research and/or practice.  
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CHAPTER II 

 

 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 In recent years, there has been an ever-growing interest in early childhood education, 

particularly pre-kindergarten programs.  Many variables affect a young person’s ability to learn 

and achieve school success; however, early learning is at the center of these factors.  As pre-

kindergarten programs flourish and become even more prevalent in today’s educational world, 

more studies and research will be done on the effectiveness and the value of formal early 

childhood education.  For the purpose of this review of literature, the history and background of 

pre-kindergarten is discussed at length.  Other important components of early learning, such as 

parental involvement, socio-economic factors, reading readiness, and the quality of instruction 

and leadership in pre-kindergarten programs are also examined.  These areas of focus are 

germane to this particular study, because these are vital components that impact a young child’s 

ability to be adequately prepared for formal education.  

Pre-Kindergarten Programs 

History of Pre-Kindergarten 

  There is overwhelming research that school readiness is a key to students’ success in 

today’s public schools, and this foundation must be laid at a very early age.  Well-organized 

early childhood programs provide this opportunity for over 4 million youngsters across the 

United States each and every day (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000).  This trend toward early
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childhood education continues to grow as a result of both societal changes and educational 

concerns (Burris, 2000).  Figure 2.1, adapted from the National Institute of Early Education 

Research (2011), demonstrates the growth in the number of four-year-olds enrolled in early 

childhood education programs.  As shown in the graph, the percentage of the national population 

enrolled in some type of pre-kindergarten program has increased dramatically over the course of 

the last decade.  

 

 

Figure 2.1:  Percent of National Population Enrolled (National Institute of Early Education 

Research (2011).  
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Figure 1: (National Institute of 
Early Education Research, 2011) 
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 The trend to early childhood education began in 1965 with the establishment of Head 

Start.  From there, the idea of beginning the educational process at an earlier age has grown, and 

the process has evolved.  In 2005, pre-kindergarten programs across the nation cost over $2.8 

billion (Barnett, Hustedt, Robin, & Schulman, 2005).  Pre-kindergarten refers to 

center based programs for four-year-olds that are fully or partially sponsored and operated in 

schools or under the direction of state and local education agencies (Clifford et al., 2005).  The 

role of pre-kindergarten is to ensure that children are prepared to meet the challenges they will 

face throughout their school years.  Recent studies have cited the connection between a  

child’s attendance in a high quality PK program with both their readiness for and later success in 

elementary school.    

 The combination of increased enrollment, expansion of publicly funded Pre-K programs, 

and recognition of the unique role of these early educational experiences have led society to 

where it is today.  The majority of children in the United States, for all intents and purposes, now 

begin their formal education at age four (Pianta, 2005).  The purpose of these programs is to 

expose four-year-old children to pre-academic material and school-like activities with the 

intention of increasing school related achievement skills and social-behavioral competence when 

children enter kindergarten (Clifford et al., 2005).  Figure 2.2, taken from the National Institute 

for Early Education Research (2011), shows the areas of the United States where State PK 

programs exist, as well as the percentage of students enrolled in each state.  As demonstrated in 

the map, Oklahoma has one of the highest concentrations of students enrolled in State sponsored 

pre-kindergarten programs in the United States.   
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Figure 2.2:  Percent of 4-year-olds served in the United States (National Institute of Early 

Education Research (2011). 

 According to Gormley, Gayer, Phillips, and Dawson (2005), much of the push toward 

increasing pre-kindergarten programs has been a result of certain recognized readiness goals.  

These goals are recognized as some of the most pressing for young children to have success in 

schools.  Although some states have specific prerequisites on enrollment in early childhood 

programs, such as socio-economic status, six states have programs with no such requirements.  

Oklahoma is one of those states, along with Florida, Georgia, Massachusetts, New York, and 

West Virginia (Gormley, et al., 2005).   
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Why Universal PK? 

 The idea of preschool is not a new idea; however, Universal Pre-Kindergarten (UPK) 

programs have continued to grow by leaps and bounds.  Before 1995, no state had any type of 

universal program, and now they are becoming more and more popular.  There is popular 

research today that the growth of UPK can be attributed to the public’s dissatisfaction with our 

public school system in the United States (Gormley, 2005).  Gormley (2005) points out “If our 

public schools were doing a better job, UPK would be far less popular than it is today.  UPK is 

on the agenda because huge numbers of children are not performing at grade level, huge numbers 

of disadvantaged children lack basic skills, and huge numbers of advantaged children lack 

motivation” (p. 246). 

 However, UPK is an optimistic kind of reform movement.  UPK does not give up on our 

public school system, which is unlike other popular education trends such as charter schools and 

vouchers.  UPK assumes that public schools can be successful if given a proper chance.  The key 

is that children must arrive at school ready to learn and pre-kindergarten programs will give them 

the best chance for this (Gormley, 2005). 

 The obvious goal of UPK is to meet the early education needs of children.  However, 

UPK also meets the needs of working families.  The social context for the design and 

implementation of pre-kindergarten is very different from that of the time kindergartens were 

established at the turn of the last century.  Between 1970 and 2002, the percentage of working 

mothers with children from birth to age five grew from 32 to 64 percent.  It is also noted that the 

percentage of single mothers in the work force is increasing rapidly each year (Shumacher, 

Ewen, Hart, & Lombardi, 2005).  States must be responsive to this increasingly prevalent 

dynamic of society because children are no longer able to be home with a parent until they start 
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kindergarten.  UPK programs must make up for the skills that were taught in days past by the 

parents. 

 Lazarus and Ortega (2007) contended, “The most effective way to prevent poor academic 

outcomes is to provide quality early intervention.  High-quality universal pre-kindergarten 

programs have been shown to provide children with developmentally appropriate instruction that 

serves to build pre-reading, pre-numeracy, and pre-writing skills necessary for future school 

success” (p. 54).  “Two important facts,” continued Lazarus and Ortega (2007), “have emerged 

in recent years from the research:  children are cognitively ripe between the ages of zero and five 

and not all children are receiving the same quality of cognitive experiences during these years” 

(p. 54).  Children everywhere must have the availability of similar opportunities for learning if 

we are going to have expectations of high levels of school readiness (Lazarus & Ortega, 2007).  

 In comparison to retention in later grades, availability of pre-k programs, without 

restrictions, has been proven to be more effective in helping young students to be successful.  

Bainbridge, Meyers, Tanaka, and Waldfogel (2003) stated the increasing access to public pre-k 

programs has been successful in reducing the achievement gap of students.  A key to the success 

of these early childhood education programs will be access and the understanding of the 

correlation between PK programs and the school as a whole.    

UPK in the United States 

 

 A study of Georgia’s universal pre-kindergarten program by Henry et al, (2003) found 

early childhood students in Georgia made gains in relation to national norms on standardized 

assessment.  This analysis was based on a comparison of assessments at the beginning of pre-

kindergarten and those at the beginning of kindergarten.  Henry, Ponder, Rickman, Mashburn, 

Henderson, and Gordon (2004) also pointed out, “By the end of kindergarten, children who 
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attended the Georgia Pre-K Program had more than made up their below average performance on 

standardized assessments at the beginning of Pre-K” (p. v).  Henry et al. (2004) also examined 

low socio-economic children in Georgia.  They discovered that a large number of students 

enrolled from a disadvantaged background have the ability to reduce the positive effects of pre-

kindergarten.  However, pre-kindergarten attendance appeared to “improve children’s attitudes 

toward school and learning and classroom behavior” (p. 30).    

 A Study of Oklahoma’s universal pre-kindergarten by Gormely et al. (as cited by Lazarus 

and Ortega, 2007), found  

  Children who participated in the program scored significantly higher on the Letter-

 Word Identification at kindergarten entry than children who did not participate in the 

 program.  This subtest of the Woodcock-Johnson Achievement Test is designed to assess 

 pre-reading skills.  Significantly higher results were also found in the Spelling and 

 Applied Problems subtest, indicating noteworthy differences between the kindergarten 

 readiness of participating and non-participating children.  Children from all racial and 

 ethnic groups, as well as children from all socioeconomic levels were found to benefit 

 from participating in the program. (p. 61) 

 In a study of state funded PK programs in five states, Barnett, Lamy, and Jung (2005) 

found that children who attended the programs showed 31% more gains in vocabulary than 

children who had not attended the programs.  According to the authors, this finding is 

particularly significant because this measure is highly correlated with general cognitive abilities 

and future reading success.  

 The Michigan School Readiness Program is a state-funded preschool program, which 

targets at-risk children.  A study of this program found significant outcomes in several academic 
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areas.  A 21% increase in average math scores on the Woodcock-Johnson-III Applied Problems 

subtest was found in children who participated in the program (Barnett et al., 2005).  This shows 

that students who had been exposed to this early education program were more skilled in basic 

number concepts, simple addition and subtraction, telling time, and counting money than were 

same aged peers who had not participated in the program.     

 Pre-kindergarten teachers in states such as Oklahoma and Georgia must meet the same 

standards as elementary and secondary teachers.  In turn, they are compensated at the same level 

as their colleagues.  Having these standards and competitive salaries, improves the school’s 

ability to hire highly qualified individuals.  The prerequisite for certain professional 

qualifications, as well as specific classroom requirements, significantly aids in reducing the gap 

between children who come from varied socio-economic backgrounds.  In other states with less 

stringent requirements, the chances increase, for students from lower income levels to be in a 

classroom taught by less qualified instructors (Gormley et al., 2005). 

 According to the Oklahoma State Department of Education (2013), pre-kindergarten 

programs must meet specific rules and regulations in order to receive state funding.  These 

particulars include the following:  

 The number of children in a group shall not exceed twenty (20).  

 The adult-child ratio shall not exceed 1:10.  

 Any enrollment that exceeds ten (10) shall require the employment of a teacher assistant. 

 The school district shall ensure the teacher assistant is provided professional development 

in early childhood education. 

 The program shall encourage family involvement to support the child's education 

experience. 
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 The learning environment shall 

o Be arranged in centers to provide for the individual and group learning 

experiences. 

o Be equipped with movable furniture of the correct size. 

o Have adequate materials and supplies available in sufficient quantities to meet the 

needs of the children in the class. 

o Have restroom facilities that will accommodate four-year-olds. 

o Provide for a playground area that is accessible and safe. 

o It is recommended that space requirements be based on thirty-five (35) square feet 

per child, and that the classroom has a sink with running water. 

 The curriculum shall be appropriate for the age and development level of the students.  A 

process to provide continuity between the early childhood program and the kindergarten 

program shall be established. 

 The program shall be directed toward developmentally appropriate objectives for such 

children, rather than toward academic objectives suitable for older children. 

 The program shall accommodate the needs of all children and families regardless of 

socioeconomic circumstances. 

 The program shall require that any teacher employed by a public school to teach in such 

early childhood program shall be certified in early childhood education. 

 A vision and hearing screening shall be provided for all pre-kindergarten students. (p. 1) 
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 Enrollment in Oklahoma’s pre-kindergarten programs has steadily increased in recent 

years.  In the 2011-2012 school year, 39,772 four-year-olds were enrolled across the state.  Of 

these students, 26,390 attended an all-day program (Oklahoma State Department of Education, 

2013).  

High Quality PK Programs 

 Neuman (2003) stated, “High-quality pre-kindergarten has been documented to be the 

single best investment for improving achievement” (p. 289).  Neuman (2003) also pointed out 

that “to get the best investment, however, we need to think more strategically about the 

components of early intervention programs” (p. 289).  Each and every year, public schools 

become more scrutinized on teaching effectiveness and student outcomes.  This has resulted in 

the ever-pressing need for interventions to occur at a younger age.  Young children must receive 

access to learning before the age of five if high academic achievement is to be expected.  Studies 

have shown that access to pre-kindergarten programs will provide this much needed early 

cognitive development (Lazarus & Ortega, 2007). 

 Chien et al. (2010) cited a study dealing with early cognitive and language development 

of early childhood students.  In the study, Burchinal et al, (2000) pointed out the findings of their 

study “provide further evidence that researchers and policymakers should strive to improve the 

quality of child care to enhance early development” (p. 339).  High-quality pre-kindergarten 

programs must introduce children to critical pre-reading skills.  This early exposure to the letters 

of the alphabet and other print concepts does not always occur in the home.  Children who have 

been raised in poverty have lacked reading exposure or other stimulating experiences, or who 

possess certain cognitive deficits are often found to be below average in letter naming and 

phonological skills (Molfese et al., 2006).  In addition, all children regardless of background or 
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cognitive level could potentially benefit from interventions designed and implemented based on 

data collected from assessments often used in high-quality PK programs.   

 Current research on pre-kindergarten programs, including Head Start, indicates the 

extensive quality variations between existing programs (Gormley et al., 2005).  Additionally, the 

effects these programs have on children are closely tied to the quality of the education they 

provide.  The programs that have yielded the greatest gains in student achievement are those that 

meet specific quality requirements, such as Oklahoma’s Universal PK Program (Ackerman and 

Barnett, 2006).  It is imperative that these programs be evaluated constantly to determine the 

quality in order to improve the academic outcomes of our young children.  

 Examining children’s classroom engagement can provide valuable information that can 

be used to determine the quality of the PK program.  The importance of focusing on child-level 

experiences is stressed in Howes’s theoretical model for children’s child-care experiences 

(Howes, 2000).  In this model, children’s experiences, such as play activities, peer play, and 

relationships, are embedded within the context of the classroom.  

 The National Association for the Education of Young Children created guidelines that 

many states use when designing or evaluating PK programs.  These are professional classroom 

standards that are designed to promote children’s learning.  There are four core dimensions of 

practices: (1) implementation of a curriculum that is sensitive to the developmental capabilities 

and backgrounds of the children; (2) effective teaching characterized by coherent development of 

ideas, feedback, and multiple instructional approaches to optimize children’s learning 

opportunities; (3) ongoing assessment of children’s development for individualization of 

instruction; and (4) the positive teacher-child relationship is vital to children’s school success 

(Bredekamp & Copple, 1997). 
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 It is critical that pre-kindergarten programs be high quality to ensure positive outcomes in 

our young learners.  Quality pre-kindergarten programs must provide sufficient time to teach 

readiness concepts meaningfully and effectively.  One way to make certain that greater results 

are achieved is to offer these programs in a full-day setting.  In a study by Robin, Frede, & 

Barnett (2006), children who participated in a half-day program improved six to seven standard 

score points on assessments of vocabulary and math.  In contrast, those children who participated 

in a full-day program increased their vocabulary and math scores by 10 to 12 standard score 

points.   

 While reviewing the literature, research indicates that education policy makers, for the 

most part, identify access to quality PK programs as a critical step in early childhood 

development.  Most parents do agree about access, however, the definition of quality does vary 

in their eyes.  A study by the National Center for Early Development and Learning (NCEDL) 

made an attempt to determine how families define quality in PK programs.  Participants in the 

study were randomly selected from PK programs in the following states:  Georgia, Illinois, 

Kentucky, Ohio, California, and New York.   

 The data for this study was collected from 937 parents soon after their children entered 

PK in the fall of 2006.  Interviews and questionnaires were both used in order to gather the data.  

Resulting findings in the study showed, overall, parents characterized quality care as providing 

an emotionally safe and responsive environment.  In addition, parents also expected their 

students to be prepared academically for kindergarten.  The teacher and curriculum were cited as 

the most commonly important criteria.  Parents specifically pointed to teacher competence, 

experience, and attentiveness to their child, along with a curriculum that teaches the skills needed 

for kindergarten.   
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 The parents involved in the study believed the essence of quality PK programs was the 

opportunity through play and structured learning activities to acquire a range of skills from the 

socio-emotional to the cognitive.  Parents said that academically preparing children for 

kindergarten went beyond letters, numbers, and reading.  School readiness, in the opinion of 

those surveyed and interviewed, included the development of social skills, ability to pay 

attention, and control of behavior and emotions (Barbarin et al., 2006).   

Preparing Students 

 

School Readiness 

 

 In the last decade, our nation has focused on the need for children to be ready for school 

in order to keep pace with increasingly rigorous expectations designed to bring all students up to 

a targeted standard of education.  Definitions of school readiness have been debated for years.  In 

general, the most widely accepted idea of school readiness revolves around the demonstration of 

a child’s skills, behaviors, or attributes in relation to the expectations of individual classrooms 

(Lin, Lawrence, & Gorrell, 2003). 

 As educators, our goal is to give each and every student the best education possible.  

Unfortunately, each and every year, this goal becomes harder to attain.  One of the main reasons 

this has become such a struggle centers on the growing concern about children’s lack of school 

readiness (Bowman, Donavan, & Burns, 2000).  Evidence suggests that children’s school 

readiness, especially children from disadvantaged backgrounds, is enhanced in pre-kindergarten 

programs (Magnuson, Meyers, Ruhm, & Waldfogel, 2004).   

 Common sense will tell one that any type of instructional activity would enhance school 

readiness to a certain degree.  However, an organized program with a professional early 

childhood educator can do so much more to prepare our children for the success they deserve.   
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 One model for early childhood education supports the idea that children learn most from 

teacher instructional support.  This support is defined as large amounts of literacy instruction, 

high-quality teacher feedback, and teacher-led discussions that elicit cognitive skills (Hamre & 

Pianta, 2005).  One study reported that more class time spent on direct and explicit instruction 

involving teacher feedback was linked to higher levels of student achievement (Pianta, La Paro, 

Payne, Cox, & Bradley, 2002).  Another study looked at four main academic activities.  These 

included letter-sound, oral language, being read to, and mathematics.  The study found that 

increased instructional time in each area was directly associated with higher teacher ratings of 

children’s language and literacy skills (Howes et al., 2008).  One would expect to see most of the 

time in this model spent in teacher-directed instructional activities. 

 Students involved in these types of direct instructional activities will see greater gains in 

basic academic skills.  These include knowing numbers and letters and how to write their names.  

These are skills that are more readily taught through teacher instruction and less likely learned 

through free play (Henderson et al., 2002).  However, different types of children will benefit 

more from different classroom structure.  According to the literature on free choice play, children 

who have the opportunity for more free play and exploration might have more developed 

language and advanced mathematics and spatial skills (Henderson et al., 2002).  Gormley, Gayer, 

Phillips, & Dawson (2005) stated the following: 

 Preliminary results from a growing body of research on the effects of pre-kindergarten 

 programs are encouraging, but not entirely convincing.  A careful meta-analysis of state-

 funded preschool programs in 13 states found statistically significant positive impacts on 

 some aspect of child development (cognitive, language, or social) in all of the states (p. 

 6).   
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 Exposure to these very important child development skills is more vital today than ever.  

Today, the purpose of kindergarten has shifted from an atmosphere in which children could play 

and explore to one in which academic standards must be taught.  Kindergarten has become less 

of a venue for creative thought, free exploration, and pretend play, and more of a structured 

setting with rigorous requirements to prepare children for future standardized assessments (Ray 

& Smith, 2010).  This shift has put the pressure on pre-kindergarten to give young students the 

start they so desperately need.   

 Children who enter kindergarten with poor language and literacy skills tend to show poor 

reading achievement during the early grades, and this relatively poor reading performance tends 

to be maintained into early and late adolescence (Cunningham & Stanovich, 1997).  In contrast, 

children who begin formal schooling with strong emergent literacy skills learn to read earlier and 

develop better reading skills, thus providing a foundation for later academic competence 

(Downer & Pianta, 2006).  Phonological awareness has also been related to general reading 

ability, and there is an association between children’s phonological awareness skills in 

kindergarten and their reading achievement in later years of school (Wagner, 1994). 

 A study conducted by Hall (2012) showed students who attended pre-kindergarten are 

more likely to have better reading skills by the third grade than those without formal schooling 

prior to kindergarten.  The following are the details of the Hall (2012) examination of pre-

kindergarten attendance: 

 Students’ chances of reaching the basic third-grade reading level, “Comprehension of 

words in context,” increased 3 percent with PK attendance. 

 Chances of a third-grader reaching the more advanced “Literal inference” reading level 

increased by 11 percent with PK attendance. 
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 Chances of a third-grader reaching the advanced “Extrapolation” reading level increased 

by 18 percent with PK attendance.  (p. 1) 

 Early understanding of mathematical concepts is also a key component of school 

readiness.  Recent research has revealed a relationship between the extent of pre-kindergarten 

students’ mathematical knowledge base and mathematics achievement in later school years 

(Duncan et al., 2006).  Children from low-income families do not always receive the support 

needed at home to acquire these skills, thus making PK attendance that much more important.  

Children from lower income households perform below their middle-income peers on national 

and international mathematics assessments as early as the preschool years, and these gaps in 

performance can persist into the elementary school grades and into early and late adolescence 

(Duncan et al., 2006).   

 In addition to early language, literacy, and mathematical knowledge, children’s behavior 

and social skills are also associated with school readiness.  These behavior and social skills can 

be another key to success in later school years (Downer & Pianta, 2006).  For example, positive 

social behavior and competence is a predictor of successful academic performance in early 

grades, whereas childhood aggression is increasingly associated with school failure later in 

elementary school (Miles & Stipek, 2006).  As Zins et al. (2004) noted, “Learning is a social 

process, and problems following directions, or difficulties getting along with others and 

controlling negative emotions, distract from learning” (p. 18).   

 Assessments used to gauge the readiness and the skill levels of young children are 

becoming much more common than in past years.  However, assessing this age group of children 

proves difficult in many respects.  Nevertheless, the data that are gathered throughout the various 

batteries of tests can be extremely valuable in determining the direction and the effectiveness of 
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early childhood education.  These assessments can also be worthwhile in predicting future 

struggles for a certain segment of young students (High, 2008). 

Arguments Against Pre-Kindergarten 

 Like any educational movement, many arguments have been made against the idea of 

universal pre-kindergarten.  For example, some argue that targeting pre-kindergarteners may be 

too early.  However, No Child Left Behind (NCLB) expects proficiency for all students 

regardless of the variation in children’s abilities as they enter kindergarten (Gormley, 2005).  

Neuman points out that a growing number of children across the United States are impoverished 

and many others struggle with the English language.  These children from the lowest 

socioeconomic level have been read to an average of 25 hours prior to kindergarten.  This is 

compared to 1,000 hours for children from higher socioeconomic backgrounds (as cited by 

Lazarus & Ortega, 2007).    

 Opposition exists, according to Andrews and Slate, when discussing universal pre-

kindergarten programs, regarding the focus of these classrooms.  These critics do not believe the 

focus should center on school readiness, but instead they insist the teachers should ensure age 

and developmentally appropriate learning (as cited by Lazarus & Ortega, 2007).  However, 

Lazarus and Ortega (2007) explained the following:  

 These concepts are not mutually exclusive and children can participate in age-

 appropriate activities that teach them a variety of skills necessary for school success, such 

 as social skill, emotion management, listening skills, and basic academic skills that will 

 serve as a foundation for later skills. (p. 69)   

 Gormley Jr. (2005) also pointed out that another argument against Universal pre-

kindergarten is its focus is solely on four-year-olds.  Even though research indicates younger 
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children can reap benefits of formal schooling, the concentration has remained on the four-year-

old age group.  Universal pre-kindergarten programs also do not discriminate based on 

socioeconomic status.  Critics of this form of early childhood interventions point out that 

disadvantaged children are the neediest and the funding and attention should be exclusively on 

this group (Gormley Jr.).  However, Gormley Jr. also argued that disadvantaged students can also 

reap certain benefits from the presence of advantaged students in the classroom, based on studies 

of the effects of peers. 

Dynamics Outside of the School System 

 

Socio-Economic Status of Students and Families  

 When discussing school readiness and its various components, one must factor in Socio-

economic status (SES).  “Although there is no one agreed upon definition of SES,” observed 

Dotterer, Iruka, & Pungello (2012), “scholars have conceptualized SES as income, education, 

occupation, welfare recipient, or some combination of these factors” (p. 658). 

 Socio-economic status of students is a factor in school readiness of early childhood 

students that must be considered.  Dotterer et al. (2012) pointed out “Although, there is no one 

agreed upon definition of SES, scholars have conceptualized SES as income, education, 

occupation, welfare recipient, or some combination of these factors” (p. 658).  There is a 

difference in kindergarten teachers’ beliefs of students’ knowledge of early literacy skills.  These 

beliefs can hinge on whether they are teaching students from high-SES or low-SES families 

(Lynch, 2010).  Lynch (2010) found “differences in the type of print literacy knowledge that 

teachers believed children had, both at the beginning and at the end of kindergarten based on 

SES” (p. 161).  These literacy differences included the following:  sounds of alphabetic letters 
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both at the beginning and end of kindergarten, knowledge that print is read from top to bottom, 

and ability to identify capital letters (Lynch, 2010).  

 Across the nation, the achievement gap between children from low-income families and 

those from higher income backgrounds continues to be a huge concern (Dotterer et al., 2012).  

Dotterer et al. (2012) stated, “The economic impact of the achievement gap is tremendous” (p. 

657).  According to Kruk, Prentice, & Moen (2013), “More experiences in early childhood 

education programs can expose children with SES risk to the kinds of enriched experiences that 

they need to support strong initial and later development of comprehension skills” (p. 60).  

Certain negative outcomes can be remedied at an early age with proper early childhood 

instruction.  These negative outcomes can be a direct result of a household with a lower income.  

These could include a lack of resources and other possible learning opportunities that might not 

present themselves (Kruk et al., 2013).    

Parental Involvement and Home Environment  

 Henderson and Mapp (as cited by Georgiou & Tourva, 2007) defined parental 

involvement as “representing many different behaviors and practices at home or at school, 

including parental aspirations, expectations, attitudes, and beliefs regarding their child’s 

education” (p. 473).  Many educators and researchers have looked at the effect on early parental 

involvement in a child’s life and its impact on future school success.  A study was conducted by 

Georgiou and Tourva (2007) to examine if a link does indeed exist between the two factors.  The 

study found the connection was, in fact, present between parents’ beliefs that their involvement 

matters and is useful in their children’s future achievement.  

 Lynch (2010) made an interesting point on the influence of parental involvement by 

stating, “From an early age, children’s parents and early childhood educators play a crucial role 
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in their social, emotional, cognitive, and physical development” (p. 157).  Parental involvement 

and the income level of the family are very closely related in many instances.  Parents in better 

financial situations have the ability, in many instances, to provide their children with more 

stimulating and productive environments for learning (Dotterer et al., 2012).  This is a link that 

cannot be ignored.   

 Studies have shown the correlation between parental education and the impact on early 

childhood students.  For example, Bainbridge, Meyers, Tanaka, & Waldfogel (2003) found the 

following: 

 The link between higher parental education and higher demand for children’s education 

 could be driven by parents’ desire to do as well or better by their children as was done for 

 themselves, or a sense that the child will be able to take advantage of the potential returns 

 (and as such may be an indicator of the child’s ability), or greater knowledge among 

 more highly educated parents about the contribution of early education to future success.  

 (p. 16) 

 Parental involvement in relation to reading activity also has the potential to increase the 

school readiness of young children.  Baroody and Diamond (2010) found a link between parent 

and child reading and the development of receptive language and code-focused phonological 

awareness skills.  These skills are crucial for a child’s future reading performance.  Baroody and 

Diamond pointed out, “Caregivers can support the development of children’s early literacy skills 

by actively participating in literacy activities with the child (e.g., shared reading)” (p. 80).  This 

activity at home will be likely to spark an interest in reading, which will result in better letter 

recognition, thus better preparing the child for future reading success (Baroody & Diamond, 

2008).    
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Early Childhood Educator Training and Development 

 When examining the benefits of early childhood education, I would be remiss if I did not 

account for the leadership involved in these programs.  According to the National Association of 

Elementary School Principals, “Research has proven that effective pre-kindergarten programs 

increase students’ chances of graduating from high school and attending college…” (NAESP, 

2010).  “Unfortunately,” the article goes on to report, “Many principal preparation programs and 

school systems currently lack sufficient training to teach principals how to design and lead 

quality early childhood programs” (p. 1). 

 In many instances, the success of a school can be directly attributed to the leadership 

skills of the principal.  Early childhood centers that contain pre-kindergarten are no different.  

Leaders of these buildings must have the skill set necessary to encourage and instruct teachers on 

what is instructionally and emotionally needed by this age group.  The needs of this age group 

are not the same as those in an elementary school that houses older students, and the principal 

must be cognizant of this in order to be successful.   

 The academic achievement of students begins when they first enter school.  In many 

cases around the nation, that beginning is now pre-kindergarten.  Practitioners and researchers 

alike have known for decades that there is a link between what a principal does in his or her 

school and student scores on school-wide achievement tests (Lomotely, 1989).  The setup of the 

early childhood center will be instrumental in encouraging the growth and development of early 

learners.  Early childhood education will lay the foundation for the knowledge that will be 

needed to be successful in the testing grades.  A principal who is knowledgeable of this will be 

able to design and lead a quality early childhood program that will eventually result in later 

student achievement (Muhammad, 2010).  
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 Unfortunately, in many of today’s schools, leaders of early childhood centers lack the 

necessary knowledge.  According to Rodd (2006), “While high-quality services have been 

associated with experienced leaders, other evidence reveals that training, rather than work 

experience, is the best predictor of quality early childhood services” (p. 259).  However, very 

little training is available for the specific needs of this age group.  Administrators, in many 

instances, have to learn on the job in early childhood school sites.  The result of this lack of 

availability of training is underdeveloped potential of many early childhood leaders.  

 Early childhood education is a continuously evolving field.  As more research is done, 

better practices are developed that will enable educators to better prepare our pre-kindergarten 

students for a successful school career.  Principals must also continue to evolve in order to 

facilitate this preparation.  As Rodd (2006) pointed out, “It is essential that all members of the 

early childhood field embrace a life-long learning perspective towards their own development 

and regard leadership as a key aspect of this development” (pp. 259-260).  

 While researching the various aspects of pre-kindergarten, the professional development 

of teachers at this level must be explored.  A tremendous need exists for teachers of four-year-

olds to receive training specifically geared to address their needs.  Many times, schools are not 

able to schedule professional development that will benefit these early childhood teachers in age 

appropriate methods.  Today’s economic times make resources scarce, and many schools choose 

to spend staff development dollars where they will reach the most teachers.  Unfortunately, in 

many cases, this means teachers of the non testing grade levels and PK teachers are left to “train” 

themselves, which is not the best possible scenario.   

 Early childhood teachers must have access to the latest methods and curriculum if they 

are going to successfully engage our youngest learners.  This age group has unique needs that 
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early childhood educators must address.  Without these opportunities for professional 

development, our pre-kindergarten teachers cannot adequately prepare our children for future 

school success (Lazarus & Ortega, 2007).  

General Systems Theory 

 As previously described, research has indicated that educators must look at a 

comprehensive model in understanding why some activities are successful and others are not.  

For example, attendance in a public school pre-kindergarten program can possibly provide young 

children with a foundation that will provide for successful literacy skills.  Also, active parental 

involvement may or may not aid children in the area of school and reading readiness.  One such 

model that offers a comprehensive view of school organizations and their communities is 

General Systems Theory.  

 General Systems Theory was first developed by Ludwig Von Bertalannffy and according 

to Bertalanffy (1969), “It is a general science of wholeness” (p. 37).  This particular theory is 

useful when certain concepts cannot be studied in isolation, but rather by looking at the sum of 

the parts (Bertalannfy, 1969).  General Systems Theory was initially developed as a scientific 

theory, but over the years it has evolved into other fields, including mathematics, behavioral 

sciences, and social sciences.  For the purpose of this particular research project, systems theory 

will be transferred to help explain the success, or lack thereof, of a particular aspect of public 

education.   

 Bertalannfy (1969) stated, “The practical application of systems theory to problems 

arising in business, government, and international politics, demonstrates that the approach works 

and leads to both understanding and prediction,” (p. 196).  Human groups, which include 

students and teachers, are an outcome of social forces and combined, become a part of culture 
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that is man-made (Bertalannfy, 1969).  According to Bertalannfy (1969), the “investigation of 

systems is a suitable unit to study human groups” (p. 198). 

 The concept of a system is a complex basic concept of scientific thinking that can be 

defined by various simple basic concepts (Strauss, 2002).  The following are three significant 

statements by Strauss (2002) that are useful in assisting in the explanation of the meaning of 

systems theory: 

1. Stability and change are frequently identified as the two most significant features 

organizations, communities and societies, and their environments. 

2. Systems thinking promotes holism as its primary intellectual strategy for handling 

complexity. 

3. Systems thinking has embraced a process philosophy in order to grasp the way 

systems develop over time (p. 163). 

 “General Systems Theory is a strategy of inquiry that integrates diverse areas of research 

and theory,” stated Ball (1978, p. 65).  Wilsey (1969) posited “A system is a complex set of 

elements in regular mutual interaction directed toward reaching goals or outputs.  Each 

component part must be in interaction with the others” (p. 7).  Researchers utilizing this system 

theory see it as a powerful framework for applied research and theory construction.  According 

to Ball (1978), “General Systems Theory is holistic; it begins with the concept of organization, 

not of parts which happen to be related, but of relationships which may be studied by examining 

relevant subfields” (p. 66).  General Systems Theory begins with conceptualizing reality as 

consisting fundamentally of relationships among relationship (Ball, 1978). 
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 A school itself can be viewed as a system consisting of many key components, each 

working together to achieve a desired output or goal.  Kast and Rosenzweig (1972), list the 

following as key concepts with General Systems Theory: 

1. Subsystems or components:  A system by definition is composed of interrelated parts 

or elements.  Every system has at least two elements and these elements are 

interconnected. 

2. Open System View:  Open systems exchange information, energy, or material with 

their environments. 

3. Input-Transformation-Output Model:  The open system can be viewed as a 

transformation model.  In a dynamic relationship with its environment, it receives 

various inputs, transforms these inputs in some way, and exports outputs. 

4. Feedback:  The concept of feedback is important in understanding how a system 

maintains a steady state.  Information concerning output is fed back into the system as 

an input. 

5. Multiple Goal Seeking:  Systems have multiple goals or purposes (p. 450). 

 General Systems Theory emphasizes the idea that all systems are organized and 

composed of interdependent components in some type of relationship.  The key distinction to 

understanding this type of theory centers on this idea (Kast & Rosenzweig, 1972).  For example, 

a school consists of many components.  These include teachers, administrators, classroom 

structure, and parental involvement.  Each of these must have an interdependent relationship in 

order to be successful.  Kast and Rosenzweig (1972) contended strongly that General Systems 

Theory is vital in understanding organizations.  
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 Zivi (1987) conducted a case study using the framework of General Systems Theory.  

This study utilizes qualitative data to analyze a recommended program proposal at a Technical 

University.  Zivi (1987) reported the following: 

 General Systems Theory suggests that similar or like concepts from various disciplines, 

 such as biology, chemistry, psychology, physics, and economics, may be useful in 

 developing constructs that describe general relationships in the empirical or real world.  

 Therefore, General Systems Theory is characterized as a general approach, as an 

 interdisciplinary approach, and as a descriptive approach (p. 24).    

 A school system, such as the one being examined, relies heavily on a cycle of events to 

achieve the desired results.  Zivi (1987) explained, “A system imports inputs from the 

environment, transforms them, and exports outputs back to the environment” (p. 25).  Wilsey 

(1969) believed the input-output cycle is basic to systems operation.  This allows the cycle to 

remain in a repetitive state.  “Systems maintain a dynamic equilibrium such that the basic 

character of the organization is highly stable, even though the organization evolves over time in 

response to internal or environmental changes,” stated Zivi (1987, p. 25).  This process is what 

enables systems to survive and adapt to various changing factors.  Information processing is also 

a key ingredient to the functioning of the system.  Without both positive and negative feedback, a 

determination of the success of the system cannot be properly achieved (Zivi, 1987).   

 Wilsey (1969) utilized system theory as a framework in the study of a public high school 

economic model.  Cost categories were used as independent variables to determine the output 

using an open system aspect of the General Systems Theory.  Wilsey (1969) felt the study held 

importance based on a “more restless and more dynamic society than that of even a few decades 

ago” (p. 4).  Wilsey (1969) continued, “The possibility of the transformation of restlessness into 
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revolution has placed especially heavy responsibility for change on the entire field of education, 

more certainly on the leader who must decide on a course of action” (p. 4).  Although these 

thoughts stem from many years ago, the premise behind them still hold true in today’s 

educational climate.  The constant changes in our society, coupled with the ever-growing 

importance of early interventions, force educators to continually reevaluate our way of 

structuring our school systems.    

 Evaluating our school systems and the way in which we structure our curriculum and 

grade structure is a key component in meeting the needs of our students.  Shaw (2009) concurred 

with this observation by stating the following: 

 The question of how efficiently a system performs has long been regarded as a central 

 problem of research in the social sciences.  It is a core issue because performing 

 efficiently is critical to the survival and growth of operating systems at all levels – 

 individuals, organizations, and societies. (p. 851) 

 The purpose of Shaw’s study in 2009 was to develop “a general theory of systems 

performance criteria to describe the scope of general systems research, and within this context to 

articulate the underlying theoretical model of process for any living system” (p. 852).  Shaw 

(2009) first defined the term system as “a set of interrelated elements that form a unified whole 

to achieve some goals” (p. 852).  This definition can easily be used in the study of the effects of 

pre-kindergarten attendance on reading readiness.   

 Next, Shaw (2009) described the basic elements of system theory that were key to the 

research.  These include input, process, output, goals, and feedback.  Before any system 

performance can be fully evaluated, these components must be fully realized (Shaw, 2009).  

Shaw (2009) explains each component as follows: 
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1. Inputs refer to the sacrifice of resources expended by the system in performing the 

set of activities, which constitutes the process. 

2. Process is the operating mechanism of the system by which activity results in the 

transformation of inputs and outputs. 

3. Outputs refer to the actual results produced by the process for achieving the 

system’s goals. 

4. Goals refer to the desired (planned or potential) results sought by the system.  

How well the process is working towards achieving the system’s goal is evaluated 

through feedback. 

5. Feedback is the control mechanism of the system for monitoring and correcting 

deviations in the input – output process and the achievement of system goals.  

Feedback provides information to evaluate the performance variables of inputs, 

outputs, and goals. (p. 861) 

 Continuing with the definition of systems as stated above, school systems consist of 

many interdependent components that add value to the school as a whole (Shaw, 1998).  Since its 

inception, issues of design, goals, and purposes have been at the core of the General Systems 

Theory (Chen & Stroup, 1993).  When explaining the belief that a total systems view of 

education is vital to understanding and possibly reforming schools, Sarason (1990) stated the 

following: 

 System is a concept we create to enable us to indicate that in order to understand a part 

 we have to study it in relation to other parts.  It would be more correct to say that when 

 we use the concept system it refers to the existence of parts, that those parts stand in  
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 diverse relationships to each other, and that between and among those parts are 

 boundaries (another abstraction) of various strength and permeability.  Between system  

 and surround are also boundaries, and trying to change any part of the system requires 

 knowledge and understanding of how parts are inter-related.  At the very least, taking the 

 concept of system seriously is a control against overly simple cause-and-effect 

 explanations and interventions that are based on tunnel vision. (p. 15) 

 Molner (2009) studied the principals of social systems and the relation to school systems.  

Members of the organization, according to Molner (2009), “must work as a group in order to 

move their efforts toward a common goal” (p. 7).  Molner (2009) continued by pointing out that 

a collaborative effort will help them continue on the path to reaching this goal.  “In essence, 

organizations have many parts, and these parts must work together, be flexible, be adaptive, and 

be productive in order to achieve the shared vision” (p. 7).  This research is a fitting depiction of 

our current public school settings.   

 A school district consists of many parts that must work together in harmony in order for 

students to be successful.  Figure 2.3, adapted from Oyebade (2001), displays these different 

parts of the school working together as a system.  As demonstrated in the illustration below, 

input from society includes certain human resources.  Once these resources begin working 

together in a structured environment, the ultimate goal of educating our students can become a 

reality.   
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Figure 2.3:  Education as a System (Oyebade, 2001).   

 Establishing systems theory as a framework for examining reform, Chen and Stroup 

(1993) declared, “If a democracy requires education for all, then science and technology 

education must have as core component a commitment to educating all citizens” (p. 447).  

Schaeffer (1980) listed the following reasons why General Systems Theory has relevance for 

educational institutions: 

1. The need to deal with the increasing complexity of interrelationships between social 

institutions in a “shrinking” and changing world; 

2. The need to facilitate the integration of information now being generated in order to 

give “meaning” to the total body of knowledge and to facilitate the process of cultural 

transmission of that knowledge; 

3. The need to develop methodology to manage the pace of change and its 

accompanying technological developments as they impact social organization; 
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4. The need to more effectively process information in the quest for meaning and 

correspondingly, reduction of uncertainty; 

5. The need to apply this synthesis of knowledge in the process of implementing 

education’s socially defined goal (p. 3). 

 Banathy (1992) noted, “Systems view helps us to understand the true nature of education 

as a complex, open, and dynamic human activity system that operates in ever-changing multiple 

environments and interacts with a variety of societal systems” (p. 17).  Banathy (1992) also 

considered public education to fall into the purposive systems based on having set goals, as well 

as having the freedom to select operational objectives and the methods to which accomplish 

them.  Schools can also be considered open systems because they must react to changes in the 

environment and society in order to be successful.  According to Banathy (1992), “Many times 

these types of systems are very complex” (p. 12).   

 Schaefer (1980) stated, “General Systems Theory is the identification of elements and the 

discovery of the relations between them” (p. 1).  Schaefer (1980) added, “one significant relation 

concerns the whole as greater than the sum of the parts” (p. 1).  General Systems Theory allows a 

description, explanation, and application to be placed on the school setting as a whole (Shaeffer, 

1980).  According to Waltner-Toews, Kay, and Lister (2008),  “Underlying systems thinking is 

the premise that systems behave as a whole and that such behavior cannot be explained solely in 

terms that simply aggregate the individual elements” (p. 4).  As we continue to study the pre-

kindergarten program and its effect on the school as whole, the analogy between the two 

becomes stronger.  The school is a large system with the PK programs acting as a subsystem.  

 The systems perspective has the potential to be immensely valuable when studying the 

effects of pre-kindergarten on the district as a whole.  Muthalaly (1987) reported the following:  
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 A system perspective shifts the focus from just the problem on hand and helps one to 

 look at the wider context more closely and examine what is going on in terms of 

 relationships.  It takes the dynamics of the contextual framework seriously and states that 

 every change in the context also affects the individual functioning organism. (p. 3)   

 In order to understand the importance of early childhood education and its long-term 

effect on a student, as well as the school district, a systems approach likely will be beneficial.  

“A system is an ensemble of interacting parts, the sum of which exhibits behavior not localized 

in its constituent parts.  In other words, the whole is more than the sum of the parts,” state Chen 

and Stroup (1993, p. 448).  This system is characterized by goal directed behavior that can be 

seen in the state of the system (Chen & Stroup). 

 Recent developments of the General Systems Theory have not occurred at the level of 

theory, but instead at the level of computational platforms.  Improvements in the understanding 

of the various models of system theory have allowed the evolution of this theory into the school 

environment (Chen & Stroup, 1993).  In essence, Chen and Stroup (1993) find, “General 

Systems Theory is about engaging the richness and dynamism of the world around us” (p. 456).  

Due to the nature of PK programs, the General Systems Theory provides a reasonable framework 

by which to analyze the context and effects of PK programs.  

Lack of Research 

 Currently, the research is somewhat lacking in study on the effects of pre-kindergarten 

attendance on kindergarten readiness.  However, the research on kindergarten finds that 

attendance, particularly in structured all-day programs, does in fact matter.  Children 

participating in full-day kindergarten classrooms experienced a more in-depth learning 

environment than those attending half-day programs.  These experiences include more dramatic 
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play, science, art, music, social studies, and gross motor activities.  The extended learning time 

allowed teachers to be more flexible with individualized instruction, which better met the 

children’s needs and interests (Clifford et al., 2005).  According to Gullo (2000), kindergarten 

children who attend full-day programs attain higher reading and math achievement scores than 

do children in part-day programs.  This research indicates a correlation between pre-kindergarten 

attendance and school readiness, especially in the area of reading.  However, more research 

specifically aimed at comparing young children who attended a Universal pre-kindergarten 

program and those who waited and began formal schooling with their kindergarten year, is 

necessary to ascertain the actual relationship between pre-kindergarten attendance and school 

and reading readiness. 

Summary 

 Over the course of Chapter II, literature was reviewed that pertains to the study of early 

childhood education and its effect on school readiness.  The following topics were reviewed:  1) 

pre-kindergarten programs, including the history, types, and quality; 2) preparation of students, 

including school readiness and arguments against pre-kindergarten; and 3) dynamics outside of 

the school system, consisting of socio-economic status and parental involvement.  Each of these 

components is essential in constructing a background for this particular study.  The following 

Chapter III will delve into the methodology employed in this study.  The theoretical framework 

with which the study will be viewed is General Systems Theory.  The systems perspective will 

help look more closely at the wider context of early childhood education.  It will also allow an 

examination of what transpires in the relationships of the pre-kindergarten setting (Muthalaly, 

1987).  



 
 

44 

CHAPTER III 
 

 

METHODOLOGY  

 The review of literature in Chapter II presented an overall description of early childhood 

education.  Two key topics from the review have become pertinent in recent years.  These issues, 

school readiness and high-quality pre-kindergarten programs, are the basis for this study (Lin, 

Lawrence, & Gorrell, 2003; Bowman, Donavan, & Burns, 2000; Magnuson, Meyers, Ruhm, & 

Woldfogel, 2004; Neuman, 2003; Lazarus & Ortega, 2007; Molfese et al., 2006; Burchinal et al., 

2000).  In this chapter, the research methodology chosen to study the following research 

questions is described in detail. 

1) How does pre-kindergarten prepare children for school readiness, as measured by 

specific literacy skills? 

2) How do the basic literacy skills taught in pre-kindergarten align with those taught in 

kindergarten? 

3) How does a school organization function as a system to support the goals of school 

readiness?  

 In a comprehensive exploration of past and current research, it is apparent that little 

research has been done on the effects of attendance in a pre-kindergarten program as it relates to 

school readiness goals.  Since pre-kindergarten is still a fairly new phenomenon, most of the 

research in relation to this topic centers around kindergarten enrollment.  As a result, this
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particular qualitative study is exploratory in nature.  “In new fields of study,” according to Patton 

(2002), “where little work has been done, few definitive hypothesis exist and little is known 

about the nature of the phenomenon, qualitative inquiry is a reasonable beginning point for 

research” (p. 193).   

 Qualitative research approaches data collection through observations, interviews, and 

document analysis and summarizes the finding primarily in narrative form (Lodico, Spaulding, & 

Voegtle, 2010).  Also, Lodico et al. (2010) described the case study as one of the most common 

qualitative approaches.  Although they can be wide ranging in their scope and sequence, case 

studies typically focus on individuals within a group and document that group’s experiences in a 

particular situation.  Gathering this information through multiple sources and perspectives is a 

key characteristic of this approach.  According to Stake (1995), case studies are a strategy of 

inquiry in which the researcher explores in depth a program, event, activity, process, or one or 

more individuals.  Cases are bounded by time and activity, and researchers collect detailed 

information using a variety of data collection procedures over a sustained period of time.   

 Cresswell (2009) asserted that qualitative researchers typically gather multiple forms of 

data, such as interviews, observations, and documents, rather than rely on a single data source.  

The researcher then reviews all of the data, makes sense of it, and organizes it into categories 

that incorporate all of the data sources (p. 175).  For this particular case study, the following 

means of data collection have been utilized:  1) observation of classrooms, 2) interviews with 

teachers, and 3) reading assessment tool.  After collecting the data from the multiple sources, I, 

as the researcher, formulated the information in a thick-rich description, without the reliance on 

instruments developed by other researchers (Cresswell, 2009). 



 
 

46 

 Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen (1993) noted, “A naturalistic study involves an 

inseparable relationship between data collection and data analysis” (p. 114).  “The principle of 

interaction between data collection and analysis,” continued Erlandson et al. (1993), “is one of 

the major features that distinguishes naturalistic research” (p. 114).  Prolonged engagement 

added to the credibility of this type of study.  This information has enabled me, as the researcher, 

to discover the culture of the school being studied over a period of time, as well as develop a 

trust and relationship with the respondents (Erlandson et al., 1993).  

 In addition to the qualitative analysis that was employed in this study, two quantitative 

tests were also conducted.  These supplemental examinations provided additional statistical 

reasoning to the conclusions that were reached over the course of the research project.  As 

Cresswell (2009) asserts, “Quantitative research is a means for testing objective theories by 

examining the relationship among variables” (p. 4).  Cresswell (2009) continues by pointing out, 

“These variables can be measured, typically on instruments, so that numbered data can be 

analyzed using statistical procedures” (p. 4).   

 Both descriptive statistics and inferential statistics are considered in this study.  

According to Lomax (2007), “Descriptive statistics are defined as techniques which allow us to 

tabulate, summarize, and depict a collection of data in abbreviated fashion” (p. 6).  In this study, 

the data obtained from DIBELS, which served as the indicator of kindergarten readiness, is 

summarized in various forms to provide a clear and concise way of examining the variables.  In 

addition, Lomax (2007) explains, “Inferential statistics are defined as techniques which allow us 

to employ inductive reasoning to infer the properties of an entire group or collection of 

individuals, a population from a small number of those individuals, a sample” (p. 7).  Within this 

study, descriptive and inferential statistics are examined in two different statistical analyses, chi-
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square and simple regression.  Although the outputs from these particular analyses are a smaller 

portion of the overall study, they are nonetheless vital in determining the impact of pre-

kindergarten attendance on school and reading readiness.   

Theoretical Framework 

General Systems Theory  

 Anfara and Mertz (2006), described various types of theories, including organizational 

theories.  Specifically, according to Anfara and Mertz (2006), “Organizational theories focus on 

bureaucracies, institutions, organizational structures and functions, and effectiveness or 

excellence in organizational performance” (p. xviii).  One type of organizational theory, General 

Systems Theory, has been utilized in this particular study of the effects of pre-kindergarten 

attendance on reading readiness.  The general systems theoretical concept has found its way into 

all fields of science, including the social sciences.  Von Bertalanffy (1968) discussed how 

general aspects and viewpoints are alike in different sciences and formally identical or 

isomorphic laws are frequently found in different fields.  He stated, “In many cases, isomorphic 

laws hold for certain classes or subclasses of systems, irrespective of the nature of the entities 

involved” (p. 37).  Thus, general systems theory is a general science of “wholeness” that helps to 

explain the juxtaposition of individual organisms within a larger system (Sciaraffa, 2004).  In 

essence, according to Shaefer (1980), “General Systems Theory is the identification of elements 

and the discovery of the relations between them” (p. 1). 

 Von Bertalanffy (1968) also claimed, “Every living organism is essentially an open 

system.  It maintains itself in a continuous inflow and outflow, a building up and breaking down 

of components, never being, so long as it is alive, in a state of chemical and thermodynamic 

equilibrium but maintained in a so-called steady state which is distinct from the latter” (p. 39).  
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An example of this open system is a social system.  Two major classes of social systems are 

institutions and individuals (Getzels & Guba, 1957).  Getzels and Guba (1957) further explained:  

 Institutions have certain roles and expectations that form normative activity within a 

 social system; while individuals with certain personalities and need-dispositions make up 

 the personal activity within a social system.  To understand the nature of the observed 

 behavior and to be able to predict and control it, we must understand the nature and 

 relationships of those elements. (p. 424)   

In his study for Texas A&M University-Commerce, Shaw (1998) used General Systems 

Theory as a theoretical framework to 1) identify operational problems, 2) planning solutions to 

solve problems, and 3) executing solutions (p. 5).  This study examined the relationships 

between administrators and students and the effects on the school system as a whole by 

conducting interviews and collecting data.  The study revealed that certain factors operate within 

the school system and these include both teachers and students (Shaw).  In essence, Shaw found 

“General Systems Theory is considered a theoretical framework which can provide an organized 

context for the educator” (p. 28).    

Similarly, Systems Theory provided a context for the study into the influence of pre-

kindergarten attendance on reading readiness.  The former study by Shaw and the current study 

both take into account various factors within the school system.  For the current study, parental 

involvement, teacher interaction, and socioeconomic situations comprise some of the key aspects 

that have been examined to determine a conclusion.  Similar to the study at Texas A&M 

University-Commerce, the current study gleaned information through interviews and various 

data sources.  Once the data were analyzed, a determination was made regarding the impact of 

pre-kindergarten on the school system as a whole.  This was a key in determining the 
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effectiveness of the structure of the organization.  Both research projects utilized the study of 

subsystems to draw conclusions on the system as a whole.   

This particular study into the effects of pre-kindergarten on reading readiness used 

systems theory as a theoretical framework based on the information described in this chapter.  

Systems theory offers a powerful conceptual approach for grasping the interrelation of human 

beings, and the associated cognitive structures and processes specific to them, in both society and 

nature (Laszlo & Krippner, 1998).  The school itself can be viewed as a social system that is 

characterized by social interactions within the given boundaries of the pre-kindergarten 

classroom.  However, other variables, such as the students’ socioeconomic status and curriculum, 

will also affect the individuals and the school as a whole.   

Participants 

 Beginning with the 2010-2011 school year, Central Public Schools began offering parents 

the option of enrolling their children in a full-day pre-kindergarten program.  Many parents 

chose to take advantage of this opportunity.  However, some families made the decision to keep 

their children at home or in daycare until it was time to begin kindergarten.  All of Central pre-

kindergarten students attend school in the same building, Central Primary.  Once they have 

completed this grade level, these students attend one of three possible elementary schools based 

on the place of residency.  I believe this is a sufficient pool to make up an acceptable sample for 

the purpose of this case study.    

 For the purpose of the study, I used assessment data from individuals from two years that 

fall into one of two categories.  Those that attended pre-kindergarten prior to entering 

kindergarten and those that did not.  Inside each category, the possibility to further examine other 
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demographic information will exist.  Such examination can include socio-economic status, race, 

and gender, and a further analysis of each variable could extend to future studies.    

 Another group of participants in this case study is early childhood educators from the 

various Central Elementary Schools.  The teachers that I observed and interviewed were limited 

to those in their current position each of the last two school years.  These teachers hold an 

enormous depth of knowledge on the subject at hand.  They have provided their professional 

opinions on both the ability of the students that have been in their classrooms, the existing 

curriculum alignment between pre-kindergarten and kindergarten, as well as their opinion on the 

assessment instrument in relation to actual reading readiness.   

Data Collection 

 In naturalistic inquiry, according to Erlandson et al. (1993), the purpose is to gain an 

understanding by experiencing events as the organization experiences them and to examine the 

organization from the view of its members.  Purposive sampling is a must in this type of 

approach.  Erlandson et al. (1993) pointed out that “purposive and directed sampling through 

human instrumentation increases the range of data exposed and maximizes the researcher’s 

ability to identify emerging themes that take adequate account of contextual conditions and 

cultural norms” (p. 82). 

 The three collection methods mentioned earlier allowed me the opportunity to gain 

knowledge on the experience the school provides to pre-kindergarten students.  Direct 

observation of the pre-kindergarten classrooms at Central Primary provided a better 

understanding of the environment the students are in each and every day.  By interviewing the 

select group of early childhood teachers, I was able to see the program from their professional 

viewpoint.  I stressed to the selected teachers the importance of an honest evaluation to this study 
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and the future of this and other pre-kindergarten programs.  Also, in order to have a complete 

triangulation of the data, the results of a reading assessment tool given to all incoming 

kindergarteners at Central Public Schools has been thoroughly analyzed to complete the case 

study. 

Interviews 

 Using interviews as a component of data collection has many advantages, and two of 

these have been particularly useful for this research project.  The participants were able to 

provide historical information, and as the researcher, I was able to control the line of questioning 

(Cresswell, 2009).  In support of the purpose of this case study, a select group of early childhood 

educators were interviewed in a controlled environment that was comfortable to the 

interviewees.  According to Patton (2002), qualitative inquiry typically focuses in depth on 

relatively small samples.  For this specific qualitative study, the teachers were purposively 

selected based on a given criteria.  The criteria used for selection was as follows: 1) must have 

been in current position for a minimum of two years, 2) teachers were chosen from each of the 

three Central Elementary Schools, and 3) each teacher chosen had been adequately trained in 

various reading assessment tools.  The teachers meeting these criteria were viewed as key 

informants.  Lodico et al. (2010) described these persons as having some specific knowledge 

about the topic being investigated.   

 Harris (2005) explained that the role of teachers has changed radically in recent times.  

Teaching has expanded from not only classroom instruction, but also into school wide decision-

making and curricula development.  With this shift in mind, the teachers have been and will be 

playing an even larger role in the development of this and other early childhood programs.  Thus, 

the insight of this purposeful sampling was extremely beneficial as I attempted to determine if 
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attendance in pre-kindergarten provides a benefit to the students in relation to school readiness 

goals.  The interview questions incorporated to the study are listed in Appendix A.     

Observations 

 For the second component of data collection, I observed various literacy activities 

throughout the course of a day in a pre-kindergarten classroom.  This provided an opportunity to 

see firsthand the interactions of early childhood teachers with the youngest students in their own 

environment.  This firsthand experience, according to Patton (2002), allowed me, as the 

researcher, to be open, discovery oriented, and inductive because I had less need to rely on prior 

conceptualizations of the setting.    

 Patton (2002), pointed out that ethnography is the earliest distinct tradition of qualitative 

inquiry.  The observation portion of this research project took on ethnological traits.  One of the 

key components was the assessment of the information gathered through the setting and the 

recognition that the setting itself has a role and function in the study (Lodico et al., 2010).   

 An ethnographic study, according to Lodico et al. (2010), also requires the researcher to 

gain the perspective of the participants by immersing himself somewhat into the group being 

studied.  Another major aspect of an ethnological study involves awareness that other issues 

must considered.  This could be accomplished by further examining the socio-economic status of 

the groups that are being studied.   

 I have taken detailed notes of the setting, participants, and the activities taking place.  In 

order to have a successful observation that can add data to the study, Lodico et al. (2010), 

suggest recording descriptive field notes to include the following information: 

 Time, date, location, and length of observations 

 List of participants  
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 Detailed descriptions of persons, interactions, activities, and settings observed 

 Verbatim conversations and direct quotes 

 Throughout the various observations, it was my hope that I would be able to correlate the 

pre-kindergarten curriculum with actual literacy lessons as the classroom instruction unfolds.  I 

think it is imperative to see actual instruction firsthand, as opposed to seeing the plans simply on 

paper.  In order for the pre-kindergarten students to receive the basic literacy skills necessary to 

be successful, they must be receiving quality instruction on a daily basis.  As a public school 

superintendent, it is my belief that I possess the knowledge to recognize and monitor what is 

meant by “quality instruction.”  

Instrument 

 The instrument employed to complete the triangulation of data was the Dynamic 

Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS) Next.  DIBELS Next is comprised of seven 

measures to function as indicators of phonemic awareness, alphabetic principle, accuracy and 

fluency with connected text, reading comprehension, and vocabulary.  DIBELS Next was 

developed to monitor growth in the acquisition of critical early literacy skills to (a) identify 

children in need of intervention and (b) evaluate the effectiveness of intervention strategies 

(Good III, Gruba, & Kaminski, 2001).   

 One of the tremendous benefits of this evaluation instrument is the reliability and validity 

when measuring literacy skills.  This assessment is intended to be given and scored exactly the 

same way by each assessor, which allows for a more accurate depiction of children’s skill level 

(Kaminski & Good, 2010).  This consistency allows educators to measure the same thing from 

child to child.  The results of the instrument are valid and strong because it tests exactly the skills 

we desire and need it to assess.  DIBELS Next is also standardized, which allows for comparison 
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across the many students being screened.  This was extremely beneficial as this study moved 

forward.   

 Each student entering kindergarten at any of the three elementary schools at Central is 

given the DIBELS Next at the beginning of the school year in August.  The initial DIBELS Next 

assessment can best be described as a tool that gives a picture of the literacy health of a child at 

that particular time.  This initial assessment focuses on phonemic awareness.  According to 

Kaminski and Good III (2010), “Phonemic awareness is the understanding of the sound structure 

of our language.  It also includes the understanding that spoken words are made up of sequences 

of individual speech sounds” (p. 28).   

 Peterson and Kaminski (2008) stress that “phonemic awareness is essential to learning to 

read.  All words are made up of sounds/phonemes and letters represent sounds/phonemes” (p. 

12).  Phonemic awareness is a strong predictor of children’s reading acquisition and 

achievement.  It is very important to also mention that phonemic awareness can be taught and 

reading outcomes are drastically improved when children learn phonemic awareness skills 

(Peterson & Kaminski, 2008).  

 First Sound Fluency (FNF) is the first skill measured, and it can be a key indicator of 

early phonemic awareness.  FNF assesses a student’s fluency in identifying the initial sound(s) 

within a spoken word.  Initial sounds, or onsets, include the first group of sounds in the word.  At 

the beginning of kindergarten, this does not necessarily include individual phonemes.  For 

example, Kaminski and Good (2010) explained: 

 The initial sound in “crab” may be identified as either /kr/ or /k/.  Developmentally it is 

 easier for children to hear the onset, or initial group of sounds in the word, than to isolate 
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 the initial phoneme.  For example, it would be easier for a kindergarten student to hear /

 str/ at the beginning of “street” than /s/ (p. 30).   

When scoring FSF, a student receives 2 points if he or she is able to say the correct initial 

phoneme in isolation and he or she will receive 1 point for saying the correct initial sound.   

 Letter Naming Fluency (LNF) is the other skill measured at the beginning of the 

kindergarten year.  Letter naming is a strong and robust predictor of later reading performance.  

It is also used in the DIBELS Next assessment as an indicator of additional risk for the child.  

LNF is a brief and direct assessment that measures a student’s ability to recognize individual 

letters and say their letter names (Kaminski & Good III, 2010).  This part of the assessment 

simply requires the assessor to show the students a page of letters and the student must say the 

names of the letters.  Scoring is very basic.  It is based on the number of letters a student can 

correctly name in one minute.  Samples of a DIBELS Next scoring sheet, Composite Score 

worksheet, a list of kindergarten benchmark goals and cut points for risk, as well a summary of 

benchmark goals and cut points are included in Appendix B.  

Data Analysis 

Qualitative Research  

 In the data analysis portion of the case study, Cresswell (2009) explained that analyzing 

the data might have several components, which includes making sense out of text and image 

date.  Once the data was generated from each of the three sources described in this chapter, the 

data triangulation process was able to begin.  In order to have successful triangulation, all of the 

data had to be coded, which allowed for the identification of any themes and patterns that had 

emerged.  Erlandson et al. (1993) explained that triangulation allows “the researcher to seek out 

several different types of sources that can provide insights about the same events or 
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relationships” (p. 115).  This triangulation allowed me, as the researcher, to validate and 

crosscheck findings.  Each type and source of data collected has strengths, as well as 

weaknesses.  Using a combination, or a triangulation approach, I was able to increase validity as 

the strengths of one data source compensated for the weaknesses of another (Marshall & 

Rossman, 1989). 

  According to Harris (2006), “Theoretical frameworks help shape and direct a study as 

well as offers means to build upon and link a study to the broader body of literature” (p. 148).  In 

discussing qualitative research, Harris (2006) reported the following: 

 Qualitative research asserts distinct paradigmatic assumptions regarding, among other 

 things, the nature of reality, emergent design, transferability of findings, and holistic 

 consideration of cause and effect relationships.  Qualitative researchers embrace the 

 notion that entities are in a continual state of mutual, simultaneous shaping (p. 140).  

 Kearney and Hyle (2006) remarked, “One of the greatest challenges in qualitative 

research is finding a starting place for sorting the masses of data that are collected” (p. 121).  

“Between periods of data collection and at the conclusion of data collection,” explained 

Erlandson et al. (1993), “analysis enables the formation of a gestalt from the seemingly isolated 

descriptions provided as well as from those that seem to have naturally emerged together” (p. 

116).  Pieces of the information gleaned from the data collection were coded in order to be 

readily available as part of the audit trail (Erlandson et al., 1993).  These pieces of information, 

or concepts, enabled me, as the researcher, to relate past events to those in the present or future 

(Anfara & Mertz, 2006).   
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 According to Anfara and Mertz (2006), “A useful theory is one that tells an enlightening 

story about some phenomenon.  It is a story that gives you new insights and broadens 

understanding of the phenomon” (p. xvii).  “When we develop theory,” continued Anfara and 

Mertz (2006), “we have completed a highly abstract thought process with ideas being removed in 

successive stages from the world of immediate experience and sensation.  Even though abstract, 

theories are profoundly helpful for understanding the experienced world” (p. xv).  General 

Systems Theory provided the structure for analyzing the individual components of the pre-

kindergarten program on the school as an entire system.  According to Shaeffer (1980), General 

Systems Theory allows a description, explanation, and application to be placed on the school 

setting as a whole.  The data collected became the building blocks and the theory itself was 

utilized to connect this foundation in a way to describe the output.   

 The key components, or building blocks, of this research study followed the pattern on 

system theory as described by Shaw (2009).  Simply put, I examined the inputs, outputs, goals, 

and feedback.  Figure 3.1, adapted from Shaw (2009), displays the basic cycle that occurs in any 

system, which in this case, is a school district.  Each of these components has been researched 

using the data gathering techniques described earlier.  These concepts allowed me to make a 

determination on the impact of pre-kindergarten attendance on reading readiness.  
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Figure 3.1:  Cycle of Systems Theory (Shaw, 2009). 

Quantitative Research 

 In order to further analyze the collected data, two separate, but related, quantitative 

analyses were also performed.  These tests included both a chi-square and a simple regression 

test.  The goal of these analyses was to further solidify any conclusions that were reached.  In 

both instances, two variables were considered.  According to Lodico, Spaulding, & Voegtle 

(2010), “The variables need to be specified in an experiment in so that it is clear to readers what 

groups are receiving the experimental treatment and what outcomes are being measured,” (p. 

157).  These two constants in this particular study consisted of pre-kindergarten attendance as the 

independent variable and the DIBELS assessment results as the dependent variable.  “By 

definition,” states Bryant (2004), “an independent variable is one that varies independently of 

others and a dependent variable is presumed to be dependent on another variable” (p. 97).      
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 “The researcher must select a statistical test that is appropriate for the level of 

measurement used in the study,” asserts Lodico, Spaulding, & Voegtle (2010, p. 187).  A 

commonly used inferential statistical test that was chosen for this study was a chi-square.  The 

chi-square test is an analysis of statistical significance performed on categorical data (Curtis & 

Youngquist, 2013).  In essence, data that can be placed into nominal categories, such as pre-

kindergarten attendance and DIBELS screening results which are included in this particular 

statistical test.     

 This study also incorporated a simple regression test in order to provide an additional 

mechanism for analyzing the relationship between the variable of PK attendance as a 

contributing factor to student readiness in kindergarten.  Regression analysis provides a 

statistical tool to discover possible relationships between variables (Sykes, 1992).  By utilizing 

this test, I was able to further determine the causal effect of pre-kindergarten attendance on 

school and reading readiness.   

 The simple regression analysis took into account the sample under study and also 

adjusted for a larger population of students.  This adjustment allowed for a broader 

understanding of this particular issue.  In reference to this type of research, Lodico, Spaulding, & 

Voegtle (2010) stated the following:  

 Quantitative studies generally want to know if the results obtained on the sample would 

 also be true if the entire population was included in the study.  In other words, are the 

 results generalizable to the population from which the sample was selected?  (p. 248-249) 
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CHAPTER IV 
 

 

PRESENTATION OF COLLECTED DATA 

 The purpose of this study was to explore a selected pre-kindergarten program and the 

extent of its provision for school readiness using General Systems Theory.  The information 

being presented was gleaned from a school district that has multiple elementary schools that 

receive students from a single pre-kindergarten program.  Attendance in the district’s pre-

kindergarten program is not mandatory; therefore, the sample chosen to be involved in the study 

consisted of students that both attended pre-kindergarten and those that did not attend the 

selected pre-kindergarten program.   

 In this chapter is a presentation of data I collected from a variety of sources.  Initially, 

two years of test results from the DIBELS Next assessment were reviewed to determine a 

possible differentiation between students that attended pre-kindergarten and those that did not.  

Next, interviews with highly-qualified early childhood teachers were conducted to get a first 

hand viewpoint of the differences seen in school readiness behaviors in those students that 

attended PK and those that did not.  Finally, classroom observations are described in order to 

provide a backdrop for the activities that students in pre-kindergarten participate in on a daily 

basis.  Throughout this chapter, the above-mentioned data is described in detail individually for 

each of the three elementary schools, as well as the primary school in the Central School District.  
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Northern Oaks Elementary  

Background 

 Northern Oaks Elementary is the newest elementary in the Central School District.  The 

doors to this elementary opened in August of 2010.  Like the other two elementary sites, 

Northern Oaks houses students in kindergarten through fourth grade.  For the first three years, 

enrollment at this site steadily remained at approximately 400 students.  In 2013, enrollment has 

grown to almost 450 students, which made Northern Oaks the largest elementary in the district.  

The elementary schools in Central are divided into separate attendance boundaries and Northern 

Oaks serves the southwest corner of the district.  This school site is located on the Northwest 

Expressway in Canadian County and has a Central mailing address, although it is officially 

located in the city limits of Oklahoma City.  Figure 4.1 is a photograph of Northern Oaks 

Elementary.   

  

Figure 4.1:  Photograph of Northern Oaks Elementary  
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 In the short time that Northern Oaks Elementary has been in existence, it has experienced 

excellent academic results.  When Oklahoma’s current standard for comparing and grading 

schools were rolled out in 2012, Northern Oaks Elementary achieved a grade of “A”.  This 

distinction put Northern Oaks in a very small percentage of high achieving schools.  Northern 

Oaks is also fortunate to have the benefit of strong parental support.  Many of the classrooms at 

this school are able to accomplish 100% attendance at all parent/teacher conferences.  In 

addition, Northern Oaks has a high number of parent volunteers that assist in duties ranging from 

active roles in the PTO to spending time in the library reading to students.  Northern Oaks 

Elementary has a school wide theme of “Team Northern Oaks”.  The educators at Northern Oaks 

truly believe that if they are able to come together with students, parents, partners in education, 

and the community, then “Team Work will make the Dream Work!”        

Participants  

 Ms. Brown, Reading Specialist.  Ms. Brown has been teaching in her current position at 

Northern Oaks Elementary for four years.  Before transitioning into her current position, Ms. 

Brown spent eighteen years teaching kindergarten and first grade.  These various experiences has 

allowed Ms. Brown to become very knowledgeable in the areas of early childhood education and 

reading readiness.   

 As a reading specialist, she works with children on a daily basis that have reading 

abilities below grade level.  When asked what factors led her to this type of career, she stated 

emphatically, “I had a real desire to explore the reading process more and to determine what and 

how I best can help struggling readers.”  In regard to school readiness, Ms. Brown believes that 

the process begins even before children come to school.  She pointed out that, “Readiness to 
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learn comes through language and their interactions at home with the vocabulary that they get 

from their parents.”  

  Ms. Gray, Kindergarten Teacher.  Ms. Gray began her career in education as a 

kindergarten teacher before moving to teach first grade.  Subsequently, she made the decision to 

stay at home with her children until they reached school age.  Once her children began their 

formal schooling, she was eager to return to the classroom and teach students in her current 

position.  In discussing what factors were instrumental in choosing this career, Ms. Gray quickly 

pointed out, “I just get so excited about watching kids grow and learn, and they get so excited 

about learning different things, like learning to read.”  She continued by saying, “It’s so exciting 

to watch them start from the beginning of just learning their letters and sounds to at the end of 

the year they’re reading and they’re writing complete sentences.”   

DIBELS Results 

 During her interview, Ms. Brown explained that Central Schools use the DIBELS Next 

assessment to determine the skill level of the students.  She also further clarified that this 

particular assessment is done in an individual, one-on-one setting and it begins with letter 

naming.  At the beginning of the 2011-2012 school year, kindergarten students at Northern Oaks 

Elementary participated in the initial DIBELS assessment.  Seventy-seven students from four 

different classrooms were screened with this age appropriate assessment tool.  Of the 77 

kindergarteners, 67, or 87%, of the students scored at or above the benchmark on the DIBELS 

Composite Score.  Of the remaining 10 students, 5 scored below the benchmark and 5 scored 

well below the benchmark.   
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 For the purpose of this study, these results are disaggregated even further.  In order to 

help understand the potential for pre-kindergarten to assist in the preparation of reading 

readiness, I also conducted an examination on which of these 77 students attended pre-

kindergarten and then began analyzing their assessment results.  In addition, the results of the 

students that did not participate in pre-kindergarten were also scrutinized.  Of the 77 

kindergarten students at Northern Oaks Elementary enrolled during the 2011-2012 school year, 

56 attended pre-kindergarten at Central Primary.  Of these students, 91% scored at or above the 

benchmark on the beginning of year assessment.  The remaining 21 students that had not 

attended Central Primary did not fare as well on the initial assessment.  Sixty-seven percent of 

these students fell into the below or well below benchmark category. 

 In a repeat of the previous year, 77 students from four classrooms were assessed using the 

DIBELS instrument at the beginning of the 2012-2013 school year.  Once more, 87% of the 

kindergarteners scored at or above the benchmark on the DIBELS Composite Score.  Six of the 

remaining ten students scored below the benchmark and additionally, four kindergarten students 

scored well below the benchmark.   

 During the 2012-2013 school year, 66 of the 77 Northern Oaks Elementary kindergarten 

students attended PK at Central Primary.  This figure was an increase of ten students over the 

previous year.  Of these students, 88% scored at or above the benchmark on the DIBELS 

Composite Score.  However, unlike the year before, those students who did not attend Central 

Primary also fared well on the assessment tool.  Nine of these remaining eleven students also fell 

into the group of at or above benchmark.  The 2011-2012, as well as the 2012-2013 DIBELS 

beginning of the year results, for both groups of kindergarten students are illustrated in figure 

4.2.  
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Figure 4.2:  Northern Oaks Elementary 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 DIBELS Composite Scores.  

School and Reading Readiness 

 When a question was posed regarding school and reading readiness, Ms. Gray used her 

background in both pre-kindergarten and kindergarten to point out the following: 

 “When they go to pre-k, the majority of them learn all of their sounds, and all of their 

 letters.  And so, they do that, and they are prepared to come to kindergarten, and it helps 

 us when they do know their letters and sounds.  And then we can start reading once they 

 get into kindergarten.  So, I feel like they’re prepared in pre-k, then we can help them 

 and just take off when they get to kindergarten.” 

 Ms. Brown, who works with students that are below grade level, also believes there is a 

distinct difference between the students that had an opportunity to attend pre-kindergarten and 
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those that did not.  When asked why she believes these differences exist, her explanation 

consisted of the following: 

 “Well they’ve been in a school setting, and not only that, not only have they had the 

 environment of working with other boys and girls and learning, the theorist all talk about 

 how learning is best in a young child when they’re learning together.  And they don’t 

 have that opportunity at home when they’re just with mom, or possible one sibling.  It’s 

 different.”   

 In addition to young students having interaction with other children, Ms. Brown also 

specified other important aspects of PK attendance.  She revealed the following in relation to 

language opportunities: 

  “I think that we know that letters and sounds of course are very important for children as 

 they learn to read, but also I think the language piece is very important, and at home, they 

 have opportunities for that, but there’s a totally different environment at school where 

 they can make sure that conversations are about books and about learning.  That really 

 sets the stage for their ability to learn greater.”   

Benefits and Negative Aspects to PK 

 Ms. Gray also felt strongly that PK prepares young children for school.  She articulated, 

“They learn all of their letters, most of their sounds.  It prepares them socially, academically, in 

every area.”  However, unlike the other interviewees, she also saw a negative aspect to pre-

kindergarten. 
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 “I think they’re very young.  I think they’re too little to be going to school all day, and I 

 think that a lot of parents do use it as a daycare.  And so, I think that some of those little 

 ones just cannot handle it.  I mean, some of them can’t even handle coming to 

 kindergarten full day.” 

 When asked if she has seen any negative aspects of pre-kindergarten education, Ms. 

Brown emphatically stated that she did not.  “When I graduated from college in the early 1990s,” 

Ms. Brown described, “everything was to be developmentally appropriate.”  She continued by 

saying, “I think there’s been a big shift that just because it may be a greater amount that we 

present to young children, it’s not necessarily inappropriate.  It’s just they’re able to do those 

things.”    

Central Elementary 

Background 

 The motto for Central Elementary is “Learning Today, Leading Tomorrow”.  This 

particular school has the distinction of being Central’s original elementary school and over the 

course of time; Central Elementary has seen a wide variance of grade configurations.  With the 

opening of Central’s newest school site in 2012, Central Intermediate, which is home to the 

district’s fifth and sixth graders, the original elementary grade levels were adjusted to 

kindergarten through fourth grade.  Located in the middle of Central’s city limits, this elementary 

serves students who live in town and those that reside in the northern portion of the district.  

Below, figure 4.3 shows a photograph of Central Elementary. 
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Figure 4.3:  Photograph of Central Elementary.  

 Central Elementary has a current enrollment of 432 students.  Working with these 

students on a daily basis is a terrific collection of professional educators.  These educators 

include over thirty highly qualified early childhood, elementary, special education, music, and 

physical education teachers, a library media specialist, one counselor, a speech pathologist, 

principal, nurse’s aide, and numerous invaluable support personnel.   

 Central Elementary, similar to the other school sites, also has a great deal of technology 

in order to enhance and facilitate learning.  This technology includes an interactive SMART 

Board in every classroom; a mobile laptop cart; Google Chromebooks in the second, third and 

fourth grade classrooms; and Ipads in the kindergarten and first grade classes.  The teachers 

receive constant professional development on these learning tools, in order to stay up-to-date.  
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Participants 

 Ms. Green, Kindergarten Teacher.  Ms. Green has been teaching at Central Public 

Schools for the past two years.  Prior to this current teaching assignment, Ms. Green worked at 

the state level coordinating early childhood programs.  Both of these experiences have given Ms. 

Green a vast background and knowledge in assisting children as they prepare for future school 

success.   

 During an interview session, I asked Ms. Green what led her to a career in early 

childhood education.  Ms. Green responded very emphatically by stating, “I have known since I 

was in second grade that I wanted to be a teacher and work with kids in education.”  She 

continued her answer by sharing, “An inspirational teacher was the main reason that led me into 

education.”  This is a great example of the impact a single teacher can have on the lives of 

his/her students.   

  Ms. Black, Kindergarten Teacher.  Ms. Black has been an early childhood educator for 

many years.  In addition to her current position as a kindergarten teacher, she has also had the 

opportunity to teach pre-kindergarten and first grade.  This vast experience has allowed Ms. 

Black to become extremely familiar with the various aspects early childhood education and the 

impact on school and reading readiness. 

 “I have always had a love for children,” acknowledged Ms. Black while discussing the 

factors that led her to a career in education.  She continued by saying, “My father was a fourth 

grade teacher and a special education teacher for many years, and started the love for me.”  Ms. 

Black made it very clear that education was a part of her life from an early age and she admired 

what a difference and impact her father had on the children he taught.   
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DIBELS Results 

 During her interview, Ms. Green gave a good explanation of the phonemic awareness 

portion of the assessment.  She explained, “I’ll give a word and then they have to tell me the first 

sound that they heard.”  When asked if she believed this assessment is a good gauge of where 

kindergarten student performance, she replied, “Definitely.”  She then added, “Children that have 

not been in more formal schooling, to the pre-k, they struggle a little bit with that assessment 

because the DIBELS is very scripted and there’s only certain things you are allowed to say to the 

student.”  

 Ms. Black also gave an explanation of the DIBELS assessment process for screening 

young students.  When asked if teachers pulled out students individually for the assessment, she 

replied, “We do.”  She also stated there are no distractions.  During the assessment, it is just the 

teacher and the child in a room.  When asked to give more details about the assessment, she 

stated the following: 

 “We have a list of all the letters and we point to them and they read back to us the letters 

 that they see, and that gives us an idea of what letters they know.  It can help us to know 

 where to start them when the test is over.   

Ms. Black also mentioned that she feels it is a good gauge to see what the young students know.   

 At the beginning of the 2011-2012 school year, students from Central Elementary joined 

Northern Oaks and Eastern Ridge Elementary by participating in the DIBELS Next screening.  

For this initial assessment, 71 students from four separate classrooms participated in an 

evaluation on First Sound Fluency and Letter Naming Fluency.  The results of the assessment of 

each of these skills were used to determine a composite score.  Fifty-five of these students scored 
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at or above the benchmark, while the remaining 16 were split evenly between the below 

benchmark and well below benchmark categories.   

 While breaking down these scores more in depth, I learned that 53 of the 71 Central 

Elementary kindergarteners attended PK at Central Primary.  Of these students, 81% were 

considered at or above the benchmark on the initial DIBELS screening.  The remaining 18 

students did not attend pre-kindergarten in the Central School District and these students 

struggled on this assessment tool.  Of the 18 students, 14 fell into the below benchmark or well 

below benchmark category. 

 Enrollment at Central Elementary increased during the 2012-2013 school year.  Eighty-

eight kindergarten students from four separate classroom participated in the beginning of year 

DIBELS screening.  However, the number of students scoring at or above the benchmark 

decreased from 78% the previous year to 69%.  Of the remaining students, 18% scored below the 

benchmark, while 13% were categorized as well below the benchmark.   

 Looking at the previous years’ enrollment at Central Primary, I found that 68, or 77%, of 

the Central Elementary’ kindergarten class had attended pre-kindergarten.  This was an increase 

of 15 students from the previous school year.  The 68 students did fairly well on the initial 

screening.  Seventy-six percent of this group scored at or above the benchmark on the composite 

score.  Only six of these students fell into the well below benchmark grouping.  Twenty of the 

Central Elementary kindergarten students had not attended PK.  Of these students, 55% scored 

below or well below the benchmark.  Figure 4.4 illustrates the DIBELS results for both groups of 

kindergarten students for both the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years.  
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Figure 4.4: Central Elementary 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 DIBELS Composite Scores.  

School and Reading Readiness 

 A common theme among the interviewees centered on school and reading readiness.  

Each of the interviewees agreed they could see a definitive difference in those students that have 

attended PK and those that came to kindergarten with no formal schooling experience.  Ms. 

Green pointed out, “Children who have not attended pre-k are not used to a formal school 

setting.”  Ms. Black continued along these same lines by adding the following: 

 “I had a sweet boy last year that did not attend pre-k and came straight to kindergarten.  

 They don’t know how to come into a classroom, they don’t know rules, they don’t know 

 procedures, they’ve never been away from home.  Especially from families that haven’t 

 introduced or haven’t put any school into their child or they haven’t sat down with them 

 and worked with them at home.  He struggled all year long and he’s having to repeat 

 kindergarten.  I believe if he had attended pre-k, he could have moved on.”  
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 Ms. Black spoke even further about the difficulties students have when they come from 

homes that do not stress early literacy skills.  She pointed out the following: 

 They don’t practice it, they don’t use any of it at home, they’re just sending their kids to 

 school.  When you have that and them coming from no educational background, where 

 they don’t know letters, they don’t know number, and that make it so hard. 

 During her interview, Ms. Green, showed a different perspective.  “As a school, we need 

to be ready for kids no matter how they come to us or what walk of life they’re from,” she 

pointed out before adding, “I need to be ready for them to enter my classroom.”  During our 

interview, Ms. Green also noted, “that we cannot control what happens at home and we can only 

hope that parents do their part to get their children ready.”  While discussing children that had 

not attended pre-kindergarten, Ms. Green pointed out, “The whole school situation is unfamiliar 

to them.  I’m unfamiliar to them, and I’m asking them to name letters and so it can be an 

intimidating process.” 

Benefits and Negative Aspects to PK 

 Each of the early childhood educators interviewed for this study were asked their 

opinions on the benefits or negative aspects of pre-kindergarten attendance.  Ms. Black had the 

following response to the question: 

 They’re able to come to kindergarten knowing all letter sounds or starting to know most 

 letter sounds, they come knowing almost every letter of the alphabet, and I think when 

 they can come to us knowing that we can jump ahead and start sight words easily, we can 

 start teaching them how to read.   
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 During the course of the conversation, Ms. Black also specifically pointed how important 

PK attendance is to building a foundation for reading.  

 I believe that all kids need to come to school ready to learn starting in preschool, 

 building a foundation of learning letters, learning sounds, learning numbers and number 

 sense.  So when they go up from pre-kindergarten to kindergarten they are ready to start 

 reading. 

 During her interview, Ms. Green stressed that she feels pre-kindergarten is critical to 

school and reading readiness.   

 I can tell within the first week which kiddos had gone to pre-kindergarten and which had 

 stayed home or done another program.  I think it’s essential for kindergarten.  I can’t 

 imagine not having it and I think that in Oklahoma, we’re so lucky to have such an 

 established pre-kindergarten program and in this district to have it be such a respected 

 and valued grade level.  I think that’s really important because I could, without even 

 formally assessing kids, I could tell you which ones had gone to pre-kindergarten and 

 which ones had not.  So, I think it’s very important. 

 Ms. Green also shared that she does not really see any negative aspects to PK education.  

She acknowledged that the opponents of pre-kindergarten wish that mothers could stay home, 

and in an ideal world she felt that would be great for everybody.  However, she does not feel that 

is realistic in today’s world of mothers working outside of the home.  She noted, “Pre-

kindergarten, with a bachelor’s degreed certified teacher and state standards, I think there’s 

nothing better for kids.”  
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Eastern Ridge Elementary 

Background 

 Eastern Ridge Elementary was the second elementary to be built in the Central School 

District.  In 2006, the construction of Eastern Ridge was complete and the building was first 

opened.  Eastern Ridge is located in the eastern side of the Central School District.  The location 

of this school is unique because it is a Central School in Oklahoma County and in the city limits 

of Oklahoma City, however it does have a Yukon address.  Currently, the enrollment at Eastern 

Ridge is the smallest of the three elementary sites, although this area of the district is beginning 

to grow at a rapid pace.   

 Currently Eastern Ridge houses kindergarten through fourth grade students.  Eastern 

Ridge Elementary has an instructional and support staff that is comprised of 25 certified 

employees and 16 non-certified individuals.  Eastern Ridge lives by the motto, “We always 

expect the best and we always give the best.”  The educational opportunities for the students at 

Eastern Ridge Elementary, similar to the other sites, are greatly enhanced with technology.  This 

includes an interactive SMART Board in every classroom, thirty Apple Mac Air laptops on a 

portable cart, over 60 Ipads, and 48 Samsung Google Chromebooks.  These learning tools are a 

significant advantage to the teachers and the students.  Below, Figure 4.5 is a photograph of 

Eastern Ridge Elementary.  
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Figure 4.5:  Photograph of Eastern Ridge Elementary.  

Participants  

 Ms. White, Kindergarten Teacher.  Ms. White is a thirteen-year veteran in the area of 

early childhood education.  Her background includes teaching experience in pre-kindergarten, 

kindergarten, and first grade.  The knowledge that Ms. White has gained during these years gives 

her great insight into both the skills learned in pre-kindergarten and the effects this has on school 

and reading readiness.  

 When asked what led her into a career in teaching, Ms. White shared, “I have always 

loved working with children.”  She continued by adding, “It is wonderful when you see one of 

your students grasp a new concept.”  I think this statement sums up the feelings of quality 

educators.  Excellent teachers truly do have a passion for working with children and judging by 

the interviews, each of these educators fall into this category.  
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DIBELS Results 

 According to Ms. White, the DIBELS assessment is an age appropriate screening given 

three times a year to kindergarten students on an individual basis.  “The initial assessment tests 

our kindergarten students on both letter naming fluency and phonemic awareness,” stated Ms. 

White.  She continued by adding, “This gives us an opportunity very early in the year to see 

where our students are at and what skills need to be focused on in our small group activities.”   

 Of the three elementary schools in the Central District, Eastern Ridge had the lowest 

kindergarten enrollment for the 2011-2012 school year.  The 63 students enrolled, however, had 

the highest percentage scoring at or above the benchmark on the beginning of the year 

assessment.  92%, or 58 students, achieved this top category.  Of the remaining 8%, four students 

fell into the below benchmark range, while one student was considered well below the 

benchmark.   

 During the 2011-2012 school year, Eastern Ridge Elementary had 36 students who had 

attended Central Primary.  When comparing the three elementary schools of Central, Eastern 

Ridge traditionally has the lowest number of students attending pre-kindergarten, which is 

largely due to the location being farther away from the Central Primary.  These students that had 

the opportunity to participate in a pre-kindergarten program were very successful on the 

beginning of year DIBELS assessment.  Each of these young learners scored in the at or above 

benchmark category in the composite score.  On the other hand, those that entered kindergarten 

without the formal early childhood program also had achieved positive results.  Twenty-two of 

these remaining kindergarten children at Eastern Ridge also were able to attain scores that placed 
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them in the top category.  Only one child had a composite score that placed them into the well 

below group.   

 The 2012-2013 beginning of the year DIBELS assessment at Eastern Ridge Elementary 

showed a decline in scores from the previous year.  Seventy-two students from four different 

kindergarten classrooms were screened in the same manner as both Northern Oaks and Central 

Elementary.  Fifty-six of these students scored at or above the benchmark.  Of the remaining 

sixteen kindergarteners, eleven students scored below the benchmark and five of the children 

scored well below the benchmark.  

 A larger portion of the 2012-2013 kindergarten class at Eastern Ridge Elementary 

attended pre-kindergarten at Central Primary.  However, the composite scores for this group 

showed a significant decrease from 100% of the children scoring at or above the benchmark the 

previous year to 81% in 2012-2013.  This equates to forty-three of the fifty-three students.  

During an examination of the children that did not attend PK, I discovered only six students 

scored below or well below the benchmark on the composite score portion of the assessment.  

The results of both the 2011-2012 and the 2012-2013 Eastern Ridge kindergarten students are 

illustrated in figures 4.6.   
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Figure 4.6: Eastern Ridge Elementary 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 DIBELS Composite Scores. 

Parental Involvement  

 During the course of the interviews, the effect of parental involvement became a common 

theme among the professional early childhood educators.  In regard to this topic, Ms. White feels 

that early parental involvement is a key to school readiness.  “When you start working with 

students on literacy activities, it is very clear which students are read to and exposed to books at 

home.  Their understanding of certain necessary reading skills is much clearer.”  She also 

believes the public library is a great opportunity for parents to get access and expose their 

children to books at an early age.  She pointed out, “Our public library is a great resource for our 

parents to use.” 
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 Active parental involvement and participation is strongly encouraged at Eastern Ridge 

Elementary.  The school is constantly sending suggestions and reminders to the parents on the 

importance of reading to and with their children.  Ms. White noted the following:   

 We try to always put in our weekly newsletters how important it is to read with your 

 child.  Twenty minutes a day can make a huge difference in the reading abilities of our 

 kids.  When we pull our students into our small groups of reading, I can tell which 

 students have been reading at home and which ones haven’t had that chance.  We always 

 try to stress how important it is. 

Benefits and Negative Aspects to PK 

 Over the course of the discussion with Ms. White, she indicated that she saw no negatives 

to PK attendance.  She did however, echo many of the comments made by the other educators 

when describing the positive effects of PK attendance.  Ms. White felt that students entering 

kindergarten benefited tremendously from knowing their letters and sounds.  She said it is 

obvious at the beginning of the year, which students attended pre-kindergarten and which 

students did not.   

 Ms. White did acknowledge the concerns some have about four-year-olds not being 

completely ready to begin formal schooling at such a young age; however, she did share her 

belief that the PK teachers at the Primary School are using age appropriate methods and content, 

which will lead to greater student success.  During her question and answer session, she 

communicated the following in relation to what she perceives as the positive aspects of pre-

kindergarten attendance: 
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 When we begin the school year, it doesn’t take long to identify our kids that have gone 

 to our PK program.  The things like lining up to go to the bathroom or lunch or even 

 recess are much easier with the students that have been in a formal school setting.  Our 

 PK does a good job of making sure our students have a handle on procedures which 

 makes it easier to work with the kids.  

Central Primary 

Background 

 Central Primary opened its doors to students for the first time in 1997.  Originally, the 

Primary school housed both pre-kindergarten and kindergarten children.  In 2010, Central Public 

Schools made the difficult decision to divide and move the kindergarten students into each of the 

three elementary schools.  This movement created the much needed space to accommodate the 

transition to full-day PK.  Over the last few years, enrollment at Central Primary has steadily 

increased and is currently at 238 children.  These students are spread evenly over eleven full-day 

classrooms, two half-day classes, and one developmentally delayed classroom.   

 Central Primary is fully staffed with dedicated and quality educators.  Each class is taught 

by a certified and highly qualified early childhood teacher, and in addition to the teacher, each 

classroom has a full time teacher’s assistant.  This staffing makes a 10:1 child to teacher ratio 

possible.  To support the teaching staff, Central Primary has a principal with a background 

teaching both early childhood and elementary aged children.  Additionally, the principal is also a 

certified library media specialist.  Three counselors from each of Central’s elementary schools, 

spend one day a piece at the Primary working with the children on various skills and pertinent 

issues.   
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 The motto of Central Primary, “Think you can, believe you can, do your very best,” is a 

principle that the faculty and staff of the school attempt to instill in their children each and every 

day.  The early childhood educators in this school understand the importance of starting these 

young children on the path for school readiness and they take this responsibility extremely 

serious.  Below, figure 4.7 is a photograph of Central Primary.  

 

Figure 4.7:  Photograph of Central Primary.   

Observations  

 Watching the interactions and daily routines of a pre-kindergarten classroom is truly a 

fascinating experience.  Practically every morning at Central Primary, there is at least one 

student who would rather not be there.  The administrators, teachers, and support staff do an 

excellent job of coaxing these students into school, while at the same time reassuring the parents 

that everything will be fine.  The excitement and the energy surrounding this grade level can be 
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overwhelming to an observer, although to the trained eye of a pre-kindergarten educator, this is 

the epitome of early childhood education. 

 The classrooms of Central Primary are similar to other early childhood classrooms across 

the district.  Many bright colors and pictures adorn the hallways and classroom walls.  Also, in 

each pre-kindergarten classroom there is an enormous array of letters, sight words, word walls, 

numbers, number lines, and other items that are intended to stimulate learning and assist young 

children.  Each classroom also has an assortment of technology in order to enhance the 

educational experience of the students.  This includes Apple IPads and an Interactive SMART 

Boards. 

 Once the students arrive in the classroom, the daily routine begins.  Routine is the one of, 

if not the most, important thing early in a school year.  The first order of business is to unpack 

the backpacks, take attendance, see who has brought their lunch for the day, and take a count of 

those eating the cafeteria lunch.  Next, the flag salute and the school creed are recited, and a 

moment of silence is observed.  Subsequently, the next thirty minutes of class time is spent in 

“circle time” using the SMART Board for the calendar, weather, recitation of the days of the 

week and the months, as well as a number line, and familiar songs about letters, shapes, and 

colors.   

 The next hour is designated for literacy activities, and a portion of this time is set aside 

once a week for library book checkout.  Before the small group center activities begin, the class 

as a group learns a new song.  This particular week, it is the Y-E-L-L-O-W color song, and it is a 

tremendous hit among the students.  The class is then divided into five “color” groups and each 
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has a center activity that they begin on a particular day.  The center activities include writing, 

reading, listening, word work, and teacher time.  

Basic Skills   

 While observing a pre-kindergarten classroom, I was able to see exactly what Ms. Black 

was describing.  Especially at the beginning of the year, procedures are greatly emphasized in the 

PK setting.  Many aspects that are taken for granted are stressed and ingrained into pre-

kindergarten students.  These include lining up, sitting in a group, working quietly in a small 

group, going to the restroom, eating lunch in a controlled environment, sharing with other 

students, and a number of other important pieces that are vital to a successful school experience.  

Until a child is accustomed to these types of activities, it will be a struggle for the teacher to 

begin teaching any type of key literacy skills.  This sounds rather simplistic until one considers 

that a pre-kindergarten teacher is attempting to train twenty four-year olds to adhere to these 

processes and procedures at the same time. 

 While observing pre-kindergarten classrooms, it was obvious that basic literacy skills 

were being introduced on a daily basis.  PK teachers take every opportunity to embed these skills 

into every possible activity.  Letter recognition and sound recognition are two key skills that are 

emphasized to the students.  The singing of letter songs is a terrific and age appropriate exercise 

that students enjoy.  Working on an Ipad is also a favorite activity among the students.  There are 

numerous applications that PK students have at their fingertips that will enable them to better 

recognize both letters and sounds.  This is a tremendous learning opportunity that was not 

accessible to earlier generations of students.  Central Primary appears to be taking every 
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opportunity to use the latest technology to enhance the students’ ability to achieve early literacy 

skills.    

Summary 

 The information presented in this chapter is a synopsis of the data gleaned from 

assessment results, teacher interviews, and classroom observations.  The intent of this chapter 

was to provide a background and description of both the data, and the manner in which the data 

were gathered.  The DIBELS test results allowed me, as the researcher, to have definitive data on 

the performance of both children that attended pre-kindergarten and those that did not.  

Interviews with early childhood educators provided a background to their respective experience, 

as well as the reasons they chose to work with children of this age.  Observations were also 

presented in order to provide a portrait of the instruction that takes place in an early childhood 

classroom.  In the next chapter, I have analyzed the above data in terms of the General Systems 

Theory.   
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CHAPTER V  
 

 

DATA ANALYSIS  

 The previous chapter described the data collected from a variety of sources.  These 

sources included teacher interviews and assessment results from the initial DIBELS screening at 

each of the three elementary schools of Central School District.  In addition to this data, a 

description of classroom observations that took place at Central Primary was included.  Having 

these various sources of information allowed for a triangulation and better understanding of the 

data.  

 Chapter V consists of an analysis of the above-mentioned data using General Systems 

Theory as the lens through which it is examined.  The five aspects of the Cycles of the Systems 

Theory were useful in analyzing and explaining the data, categorizing emerging themes, and 

answering the aforementioned research questions.  These components of the General Systems 

Theory consist of input, process, output, goals, and feedback.  Each of these is described 

independently and in detail in order to better provide a clearer understanding of the effects of 

pre-kindergarten attendance on school and reading readiness.   
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Input 

 The first component in the Cycle of the General Systems Theory is input.  For the 

purpose of this research study, the input was the students and the teachers.  Both of these groups 

obviously play an integral role in the education process.  As presented in Chapter IV, I examined 

the performance and learning activities of 448 kindergarten students from three separate school 

sites.  In addition to the students, I also conducted interviews with early childhood educators 

from Central Public Schools.  The input of these particular teachers was vital as I attempted to 

answer the research questions set forth in an earlier chapter.  Also, observations of pre-

kindergarten classrooms provided valuable input into the acquisition of early literacy skills that 

will be necessary as these young children progress through school. 

 As mentioned earlier in Chapter IV, data from the elementary schools in the Central 

School District were collected in order to make a determination on the effects of PK attendance 

on school and reading readiness.  These school sites include Central Primary, Northern Oaks 

Elementary, Central Elementary, and Eastern Ridge Elementary.  The collected data included 

assessment results from the three sites housing kindergarten students, and observations from pre-

kindergarten classrooms, as well as interviews with early childhood educators.     

 One of the integral inputs of this particular study that was analyzed was the DIBELS 

Next assessment results.  As previously described in Chapter III, DIBELS Next is comprised of 

seven measures to function as indicators of phonemic awareness, alphabetic principle, accuracy 

and fluency with connected text, reading comprehension, and vocabulary.  For the initial 

screening of kindergarten students, phonemic awareness, such as first sound fluency, is the main 

focus of the assessment.  As one teacher observed in her interview, the first assessment is just 
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benchmark to examine the basic skills.  This assessment allows kindergarten teachers an 

opportunity to see the needs of individual students, which in turn allows them to use prescriptive 

instructional activities to meet these needs.  In essence, the data gleaned from this screening 

drives the necessary literacy instruction.   

 Ms. Green, during the interview portion of data collection, shared her belief that the 

DIBELS screening is definitely a good gauge to see where her students are starting out.  Like the 

other interviewees, she sees students that have not had the formal pre-kindergarten experience, 

struggling during this assessment.  Lack of experience with this type of formal testing is one 

reason she gave as a contributing factor to individuals struggling on this screening exercise.  Ms. 

White also shared similar sentiments during her interview.  She feels students coming to 

kindergarten after a year of PK have more of a confident attitude when it comes to this type of 

formal assessments and other literacy activities. 

 Observing classroom activities at Central Primary was an essential and vital activity for 

this study.  The examination of the literacy activities taking place with pre-kindergarten between 

teachers and students certainly assisted in the understanding of the effect this instruction has on 

future reading success.  The individual and small group instruction on sounds, letter recognition, 

and other essential skills seen in these specific classrooms had a positive effect on the knowledge 

acquisition of these young learners.  While observing these particular classrooms, it became 

apparent the teachers at this grade level are well trained in age appropriate activities and 

classroom organization.    
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Process 

 Process is the second component in the Cycle of the General Systems Theory.  The 

process that I took into account for this study was classroom instruction, alignment between pre-

kindergarten and kindergarten classrooms, as well as the teachers perception of what parents 

were doing to help prepare their children for school success.  In order to determine the type and 

quality of classroom instruction, both the results of the teacher interviews and the classroom 

observations were analyzed.  

  One theme, which appeared in one form or another in every teacher discussion, was the 

importance of parental engagement.  As described in the backgrounds of each of the school sites, 

Central is fortunate to have strong parental support.  Each site has a robust parent organization 

and volunteer program.  Many districts are not as fortunate and Northern Oaks, Eastern Ridge, 

and Central Elementary seem to take advantage of this opportunity to further the importance of 

literacy.  Weekly newsletters, other correspondence, as well events such as parent night all have 

a component to promote reading and school success.   

 Each of the interviewees had strong views on the significance that parental participation 

has in school and reading readiness.  Ms. Black, during her interview shared her belief on the 

importance of parents taking advantage of opportunities, such as the local library.  This is an 

excellent resource for both the parents and the students.  The public library in Central offers 

programs for children after school, as well as during the summer.  These opportunities, in 

addition to the traditional services available at the library are tremendous free resources for 

parents to aid in the development of their children.  All of the educators interviewed agreed that 

increased exposure to books in this fashion would obviously lead to an increase in literacy skills. 
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 Another emerging theme resulting from the interviews was the importance and beneficial 

aspects of curriculum alignment among early childhood grade levels.  However, the interviewees 

involved in this study feel this is something that can be improved upon.  Ms. Black feels it is 

good to see what needs to be emphasized in greater detail, and this can be accomplished with 

better communication between the grade levels.  She pointed out that meeting with the grade 

levels is important in getting feedback in order to build on and teach the students better.  Ms. 

Black explained that she had taught at another school previously and the communication was 

vital to success.  By meeting with the teachers in the grade level below, she shared, “We can get 

feedback from them, we can take off, and we can start the next year and teach better.”  This 

feedback and collaboration can improve the quality of instruction, which has the potential to lead 

to greater student success.   

 Ms. Green believes alignment is important and there could be more.  She noted, “We 

meet at the beginning of the year and then occasionally in professional development 

opportunities throughout the year, but there’s not a lot of specific alignment.”  Ms. White also 

emphasized more continuity between the grade levels would be beneficial in helping students 

achieve greater and earlier school success.  Proper alignment between grade levels is certainly a 

key element to a school functioning as a successful organization.  By taking into account the data 

described earlier, this is undoubtedly an aspect of the district that can be improved upon in order 

to better facilitate the learning process. 

 Each of the pre-kindergarten classrooms in the Central School District is housed at 

Central Primary.  This setup allows for better planning among this individual grade level, and 

instructional meetings among these teachers occur on a regular basis.  However, collaboration 

between pre-kindergarten teachers and kindergarten teachers is more difficult logistically.  The 
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kindergarten teachers and classes are spread out between each of the three elementary schools.  

Finding a common time and place for alignment meetings is problematic, yet not an 

impossibility.  Central Public Schools has implemented six early release days for the 2013-2014 

school year.  These days will provide an opportunity for the early childhood educators to meet 

and discuss issues relevant to literacy and reading readiness.            

 Obviously, classroom instruction is a vital function to the process of increasing school 

and reading readiness in students.  Earlier descriptions of observations of pre-kindergarten 

classrooms make it clear literacy is strongly emphasized in instructional activities on a daily 

basis.  Each of the pre-kindergarten classes at Central Primary set aside over one hour per day for 

literacy activities.  These activities consist of letter recognition, letter songs, and various center 

activities.  Each of these age-appropriate activities last only a short period of time, in order to be 

mindful of the short attention span of these young learners.  The ultimate goal of literacy lessons 

for pre-kindergarten students is to build the foundation that will be necessary for reading 

readiness and future school success. 

 Observations of pre-kindergarten classes allowed firsthand knowledge of the instructional 

activities taking place.  The quality of the literacy lessons and procedures being taught and 

learned make it clear why the kindergarten teachers feel, as a group, their students are better 

prepared after a year in a PK classroom.  Ms. White communicated during our conversation that 

she considers the pre-kindergarten teachers at Central Primary to be an exceptional group of 

educators.  After having the opportunity to observe some of these individuals, I can certainly 

believe this assertion to be accurate.   
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Output 

 When examining the success or failures of an organization, the output must be taken into 

consideration.  Output is a main building block in General Systems Theory, and in this case the 

output is the DIBELS assessment results.  As described earlier, the DIBELS results on the initial 

screening were compared using 2010-2011 and 2011-2012 data.  The two groups involved in the 

comparison were those who attended Central Primary and those that did not.   

 In order to view the relationship between pre-kindergarten attendance and performance 

on DIBELS in kindergarten, two methods of analyzing the data quantitatively were included.  

Using regression analysis and the chi-square test, a more comprehensive examination of the 

relationship was possible.  A chi-square is used to test whether the observed percentages 

demonstrate a true difference from the expected frequencies (Lodico, Spaulding, & Voegtle, 

2010).  In this case, the chi-square test provides a way to test that claim that there is an 

association between attendance in pre-kindergarten and performance on the DIBELS the 

following year in kindergarten.  A 2 x 2 contingency table was included.   

Table 5.1 

2x2 Contingency Table 

Variable 

Did not meet 

benchmark 

Met benchmark Total 

Did not attend Pre-K 34 81 115 

Attended Pre-K 50 283 333 

Total 84 364 448 

 

 The initial analysis revealed that 70.4% of the students who did not attend pre-

kindergarten met the benchmark on DIBELS, whereas 85% of students who attended pre-

kindergarten met the benchmark.  In other words, nearly one-third of students who did not attend 

pre-kindergarten did not meet the kindergarten readiness benchmark as determined by DIBELS.  
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That is twice the percentage of students who did attend pre-kindergarten and did not meet the 

benchmark.  After further analysis, the Pearson chi-square was the default test.  When the 

significance is less than α = .05, the variables are related.  In this case, p = .001, which is in fact 

less than α = .05.  The relationship between attendance in Pre-Kindergarten and performance on 

DIBELS is significant.  The equation can be represented as 

x
2 

(1) = 11.879, p < .05.   

Table 5.2 

Chi-Square 

 Value Df Asymp. Sig. 

Pearson Chi-Square 11.879 1 .001 

 

 In order to determine the effect size, the Phi value, or correlation coefficient, was 

examined in the SPSS output.  The value, or V = .163, indicates a small effect size (Cohen, 

1988).  Analyzing the entire results of the chi-square test reveals that attendance in pre-

kindergarten had a significant, yet small effect on meeting the DIBELS benchmark in 

kindergarten.  This relationship is supported in the regression analysis, which is described further 

in the following section.   

 When analyzing complex issues in education, it is often difficult to isolate a single 

variable as the cause of a phenomenon.  Early childhood performance is one such issue that has 

many contributing factors.  This study also included the use of regression analysis to provide a 

mechanism for analyzing the variable of student participation in pre-kindergarten as a contributor 

to student progress in kindergarten.  “Regression analysis is a statistical tool for the investigation 

of relationships between variables.  Usually, the investigator seeks to ascertain the causal effect 

of one variable upon another” (Sykes, 1992, p. 1).  In addition, “The investigator also typically 

assesses the statistical significance of the estimated relationships, that is, the degree of 
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confidence that the true relationship is close to the estimated relationship” (p. 2).  In this study, 

regression analysis was included to supplement the qualitative data within the study.  The results 

of the linear regression test support the ideas illustrated by the qualitative analysis indicating that 

participation in pre-kindergarten contributes to an increase in performance as measured by the 

DIBELS assessment administered to kindergarten students. 

 Table 5.3 provides a summary of the unstandardized partial regression coefficients for the 

variable, pre-kindergarten participation, as it relates to performance on the DIBELS assessment.  

The equation showing this relationship is: 

 

 The regression coefficient with the variable, X, which is pre-kindergarten participation, 

illustrates the relationship between the variable and the dependent variable, DIBELS scores.  The 

unstandardized coefficient equation shows that in cases where students attended pre-

kindergarten, there was a predictive increase of .146 points on the DIBELS benchmark when 

students were assessed in kindergarten.  This increase was statistically significant with the p-

value = .001 as compared with α = .05.  The constant, .704, reflects the starting point for the 

benchmark values (Lockridge, 2012).   

Table 5.3 

Results for Kindergarten Performance 

Variable DIBELS  Significance 

Pre-K 

Participation 

.146 .001 

Constant .704 .000 

 

Table 5.4 provides a view of the R-Square, R, and Adjusted R-Square values in the model for 

students participating in pre-kindergarten programs.   

704 . 146 . ˆ   X y 
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Table 5.4 

Model results for Pre-K 

 

 

Pre-Kindergarten 

Participation 

R-Square .027 

R .163 

Adjusted R-Square .024 

 

 Looking at the model summary, the R-square value is the coefficient of determination 

and expresses the proportion of variance of DIBELS benchmark scores for kindergarten students 

explained by the predictor variable, which was participation in pre-kindergarten.  In this case, R-

square of .027 suggests that pre-kindergarten participation accounted for about 2.7% of the 

variance in kindergarten student performance on the DIBELS assessment.  The R-value was 

.163, and the Adjusted R-square was .024.  The R-value is the multiple correlations between the 

predictor, pre-kindergarten participation, and DIBELS performance, while the adjusted R-square 

adjusts the sample in accordance with the population.  Adjusted R-square reveals that when 

considering the population and the sample itself, about 2.4% of the variance in the DIBELS 

score for kindergarten students was explained by participation in pre-kindergarten.  The overall 

model was significant with the p-value = .001 as compared with α = .05 (Lockridge, 2012).  

While statistically the effect size is small, the analysis suggests that participation in pre-

kindergarten is a significant variable in predicting performance in kindergarten as measured on 

the DIBELS assessment (Cohen, 1998).    

 The aforementioned chi-square and regression analysis provide statistical reasoning to 

coincide with the beliefs of the professional early childhood educators involved in this study.  All 

of the teachers taking part in this study shared in one way or another, their certainty that pre-

kindergarten is a determining factor in the early reading success of kindergarten students.  The 
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statistical analyses afford credence to these opinions.  In essence, the data presented thus far, 

lends credibility to the idea that taking advantage of the opportunity for PK attendance does and 

will continue to have a significant effect on the output of kindergarten students in relation to 

reading readiness and ability.      

Goals 

 When using the General Systems Theory, the goals of the organization must first be 

determined and continually analyzed.  The organizational goal of the Central School District that 

was examined in relation to pre-kindergarten attendance was school and reading readiness.  Even 

though early childhood educators have different descriptors they use when discussing school and 

reading readiness, there are common themes seen in each of their respective beliefs.  During the 

teacher interview process, I posed the following question to each educator:  In your opinion, 

what is the meaning of school and reading readiness?  This question allowed me the opportunity 

to see what educators working with young children on a daily basis observe when they are taking 

into account if a particular child is school and reading ready.  The data collected were vital in 

determining if the goal is being met. 

 The consensus among the early childhood educators is children must be ready to learn 

when they enter kindergarten.  I realize this in itself sounds rather simple.  It is an almost 

certainty that all educators want their students ready to learn when they come into the door of the 

classroom.  However, these kindergarten teachers are teaching what can and should be 

considered perhaps the most important foundational skills for learning and acquiring knowledge.  

Sometimes in today’s educational world of high stakes testing and the concern for students to 

become college and career ready, this simple concept is easily lost.  We, as educators, can 

sometimes forget a quality early childhood experience can set the tone for future school success.  
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Nonetheless, the importance of early reading readiness is not lost on the teachers involved in this 

research project.   

 Throughout the interviews, these teachers made it very clear that they feel students who 

participated in pre-kindergarten are more ready to learn than those students that did not have the 

opportunity to attend PK.  The major components of this readiness consisted of knowing letters 

and sounds, as well as procedures and routines.  Having young learners accustomed to 

procedures and routines allows our kindergarten teachers to move at a quicker pace when 

facilitating literacy instruction.  According to the teachers interviewed, this is something that 

cannot be taken for granted.   

 Pre-kindergarten, according to our interviewees, also exposes our students to more 

aspects of literacy than many get at home.  Basic things such as how to hold a book and read 

from left to right are skills that many take for granted.  Once again, they sound like simple 

concepts, but most young learners do not inherently understand this.  Students that have not been 

introduced to concepts such as these will struggle at the beginning of kindergarten, and it will 

clearly take time before it becomes natural.  This is one example of early literacy skills that are 

being introduced at the pre-kindergarten level.  Ms. Brown pointed this out during her interview 

session by explaining this introduction of these skills sets the stage for greater learning in the 

future.   

 Knowledge of letters and sounds is another major component of school and reading 

readiness.  Ms. Gray elucidated this point extremely well in her interview.  She feels PK prepares 

our students by stressing the importance of these basic literacy skills.  Having students enter 

kindergarten already possessing these skills, allows for a tremendous jump start on reading.  Ms. 
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Black depicted a scenario of a former student that did not have the opportunity to attend pre-

kindergarten.  According to her, this particular student struggled throughout the year without 

ever being able to achieve the necessary skills to be promoted.  She believes that PK would have 

given this student an opportunity to be successful.      

 By observing pre-kindergarten classrooms, I was able to see firsthand what Ms. Gray 

described in her interview.  An emphasis on knowing letters and sounds is apparent when seeing 

the classroom instruction that takes place in PK.  Students are taught these every important skills 

in a variety of methods that are age-appropriate.  These instructional approaches include music, 

hands-on activities, such as the use of technology applications related to literacy, and small 

group literacy development.  

 In order to have a successful organization, a goal must be noted, and everyone must work 

toward that end.  In this case, school and reading readiness is the goal, and everyone in the 

school system must recognize and understand this.  While interviewing teachers and studying the 

DIBELS results data, it became clear that the goal of reading readiness has a better chance to be 

achieved with early literacy intervention.  For the Central School District, attendance in the pre-

kindergarten program provides this type of intervention.  Each of our interviewees agreed that 

they are able to see a significant difference in the children that did attend and those that did not 

attend Central Primary.   

Feedback 

 Feedback is the final building block used to determine whether or not the organization, 

Central Public Schools, is functioning as a system.  In this specific instance, I made this 

determination while considering if, in fact, pre-kindergarten attendance affects the school system 
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as a whole.  While examining the importance of early childhood education, I would have been 

remiss if school and reading readiness was not the most critical facet of this determination.  If 

students are struggling to read, it is a strong possibility that they will continue to labor for their 

entire school career in an effort to catch up to their peers.  In some instances, students are 

eventually able to grasp the necessary skills, but unfortunately we see too many cases in our 

public schools systems where this did not happen.       

 Literacy is a key, if not the most vital, building block to school success.  This point has 

become even more prevalent in Oklahoma schools, with the recent passage of the third grade 

retention law.  In our state, students must now be at grade level at the conclusion of third grade 

in order to be promoted.  This law has put even more emphasis on early reading readiness.  

Public schools are now being forced to analyze the literacy skills of young learners and find 

ways to adapt instructional strategies in a way that will lead to improvement of early literacy 

skills.     

 Oklahoma is one of the nation’s leaders in both the number of pre-kindergarten programs 

and the amount of children enrolled in this grade level.  This is an important detail that certainly 

cannot be taken lightly.  As previously mentioned in this study, Oklahoma does not place limits 

on pre-kindergarten enrollment based on income level, as seen in many other states.  It is 

considered a universal program.  Central Schools, for example, takes any student that meets the 

age qualifications and resides within the school district’s boundaries.  This opportunity for early 

learning in the state is tremendous and we must make sure the parents of our children are taking 

advantage.   
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 Ms. Green pointed out during her interview that we are lucky to have such an established 

PK program and she is pleased that it is a respected and valued grade level at Central Schools.  

This is a significant piece of the puzzle.  An emphasis and importance must be placed on early 

childhood education and pre-kindergarten in particular.  Without this, our students may not be 

provided with an exceptional opportunity to be prepared for school and reading success.  Judging 

by the large number of students enrolled in PK at Central Primary in recent years, I was able to 

see this emphasis is beginning to pay dividends to the district.     

 Throughout the last decade, the emphasis placed in our public schools on early literacy 

skills has increased dramatically.  In the past, these reading skills were developed and honed in 

first grade.  Now, we have an expectation for our students to be proficient when they leave 

kindergarten.  This has obviously put a greater importance on teaching these skills during the 

kindergarten year.  The professional educators interviewed for this study made it perfectly clear 

that early literacy proficiency is more easily attained with the preparation and instruction 

students receive in pre-kindergarten.  The data presented in Chapter IV of this study support the 

need for an emphasis being placed on pre-kindergarten attendance.  The data that has been 

presented provides a detailed description of the importance of proper early childhood education 

in relation to a school district becoming a successful organization that is centered on student 

achievement.          

Summary 

 The information presented in this chapter is an analysis of the data collected using 

interviews with early childhood educators, results from the beginning of year DIBELS Next 

assessments for the 2011-2012 and the 2012-2013 school years, as well as observations of early 
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childhood classrooms.  This information is described through the lens of the basic elements of 

the General Systems Theory.  These critical elements include input, process, output, goals, and 

feedback.  By considering the data using the structure of the General Systems Theory, I have 

been able to make a determination on the importance of student attendance in pre-kindergarten to 

school and reading readiness, as well as how it relates to the function and organization of the 

school system as a whole.  Next, Chapter VI summarizes this particular study by answering the 

research questions in addition to explaining the benefits and making recommendations for future 

and further research.   
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CHAPTER VI 
 

 

SUMMARY, FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS BENEFITS,   

AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

 The previous chapter consisted of an analysis of the data presented in Chapter IV.  The 

aforementioned data was closely scrutinized through the lens of the General Systems Theory.  

The data were separated into five sections that collectively make up the General Systems Theory.  

These components consist of input, process, output, goals, and feedback.   

 This final chapter includes an overview of the study, a discussion of findings and relevant 

literature, as well as a review of the research questions, followed by connections to the results 

provided in the previous chapter.  Conclusions derived from these findings are included in this 

chapter, followed by recommendations for future research and policy considerations.  The 

concluding summary encapsulates this chapter and the study as a whole. 

 The purpose of this study was to explore a selected pre-kindergarten program and the 

extent of its provision for school readiness.  This study contributes to the research in the field of 

early childhood education, and it was accomplished by comparing the school readiness of those 

students who attended a pre-kindergarten program and those that did not begin formal
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schooling until their kindergarten years.  Analysis of the school success of those students who 

participated in an early childhood program and those who did not yielded significant findings. 

 A review of the literature revealed a need to further examine the unique nature of pre-

kindergarten programs and effects on students.  Much research has been conducted in relation to 

kindergarten and its effects on young children.  However, pre-kindergarten is still a relatively 

new concept in comparison to kindergarten, and research is sparse.  This study sought to fill this 

void and provide some practical solutions that should be considered by policy makers and school 

administrators.   

 There is overwhelming research that school readiness is a key to students’ success in 

today’s public schools and this foundation must be laid at a very early age.  Well-organized early 

childhood programs are providing this opportunity for over 4 million youngsters across the 

United States each and every day (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000).  Universal Pre-Kindergarten 

(UPK) programs have continued to grow by leaps and bounds.  Before 1995, no state had any 

type of universal program, and now they are becoming more and more popular.  Many states 

have seen increases in the numbers of students enrolling in pre-kindergarten programs.  This 

recent trend has resulted in the majority of children now beginning their formal education at age 

four (Pianta, 2005).  The purpose of these programs is to expose four-year-old children to pre-

academic material and school like activities with the intention of increasing school related 

achievement skills and social-behavioral competence when children enter kindergarten (Clifford 

et al., 2005).   

In a study of state funded PK programs in five states, Barnett, Lamy, and Jung (2005) 

found that children who attended the programs showed 31% more gains in vocabulary compared 

to children who had not attended the programs.  According to the authors, this finding is 
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particularly significant because this measure is highly correlated with general cognitive abilities 

and future reading success.  More specifically, a study of Oklahoma’s universal pre-kindergarten 

by Gormely et al. (as cited by Lazarus & Ortega, 2007), found the following:  

Children who participated in the program scored significantly higher on the Letter-Word 

 Identification at kindergarten entry than children who did not participate in the program.  

 This subtest of the Woodcock-Johnson Achievement Test is designed to assess pre-

 reading skills.  Significantly higher results were also found in the Spelling and Applied 

 Problems subtest, indicating noteworthy differences between the kindergarten readiness 

 of participating and non-participating children.  Children from all racial and ethnic 

 groups, as well as children from all socioeconomic levels, were found to benefit from 

 participating in the program. (p. 61) 

Currently, the research is somewhat lacking in information regarding the effects of pre-

kindergarten attendance on kindergarten readiness; however, the research on kindergarten finds 

that attendance, particularly in all-day programs, has an impact on student achievement.  

Children in full-day kindergarten classrooms experienced a more in-depth learning environment 

than those attending half-day programs.  These experiences include more dramatic play, science, 

art, music, social studies, and gross motor activities.  The extended learning time allowed 

teachers to be more flexible with individualized instruction, which better met the children’s 

needs and interests (Clifford et al., 2005).  According to Gullo (2000), kindergarten children who 

attend full-day programs attain higher reading and math achievement scores than children in 

part-day programs.  This research would indicate a correlation between pre-kindergarten 

attendance and school readiness, especially in the area of reading.  However, more research 

specifically aimed at comparing those young children who attended a Universal PK program and 
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those who first experienced formal schooling beginning with their kindergarten year, is needed to 

establish the relationship between pre-kindergarten attendance and school readiness.   

The purpose of this study was to explore a selected pre-kindergarten program and the 

extent of the program’s provision for school readiness through the lens of General Systems 

Theory.  The following research questions guided the study: 

1. How does pre-kindergarten prepare children for school readiness, as measured by specific 

literacy skills? 

2. How do the basic literacy skills taught in pre-kindergarten align with those taught in 

kindergarten? 

3. How does a school organization function as a system to support the goals of school 

readiness? 

The data for this study were collected from a variety of sources.  A major data source 

included interviews with a select group of early childhood educators from each of Central’s three 

elementary schools.  These participants were chosen based on experience working with early 

childhood students, as well as perceived knowledge literacy skills and instruction.  The 

interviews were conducted in each teachers respective classroom in order achieve a comfortable 

environment conducive to an open dialogue.  Each interview was recorded and transcribed for 

accuracy.   

The next major data source was results from the DIBELS Next initial kindergarten 

assessment.  These results were captured for the school years 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 using an 

anonymous student number.  Once these results were collected, I disaggregated them further 

based on school sited and whether or not the child attended pre-kindergarten at Central Primary.  

In addition to charting and describing these results in narrative form, I performed a chi-square 
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analysis and a simple regression analysis to determine if pre-kindergarten participation was in 

fact a contributing factor in increased kindergarten reading readiness.     

Finally, direct observations of pre-kindergarten classrooms at Central Primary were used 

to gain firsthand knowledge of learning activities taking place.  Notes were taken during these 

observations allowing me an opportunity for further review.  The data collected from these 

various sources were then analyzed using the lens of the General Systems Theory, while I kept in 

mind how school and reading readiness affect the school district as an entire organization.  

During the triangulation of the collected data, certain common themes emerged related to the 

purpose of the study, as well as the above mentioned research questions.   

Findings 

 Several key findings emerged from the data analysis according to each research question 

that guided the study. 

Research Question One  

How does pre-kindergarten prepare children for school readiness, as measured by 

specific literacy skills?  After analyzing the data, an interrelationship was evident between pre-

kindergarten participation and school readiness as measured by specific literacy skills.  The 

DIBELS Next assessment tool measured these specific skills at the beginning of the children’s 

kindergarten year.  The two skills measured during this initial assessment are First Sound 

Fluency and Letter Naming Fluency.  As described earlier, both of these skills are vital 

components of early reading. 

 To prepare pre-kindergarten students to be school and reading ready, the aforementioned 

literacy skills must be taught.  Lessons and activities for PK students are designed to accomplish 

these basic reading skills.  For example, pre-kindergarten students are taught to demonstrate a 
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link between letters and sounds.  This is accomplished in a number of ways, including songs, 

read alouds, as well as individual and small group reading activities.  Students become 

accustomed to recognizing or “reading” familiar words or environmental print including one’s 

name, familiar logos, and everyday print such as stop signs.  This type of letter recognition and 

awareness are the basis for the initial kindergarten screening.  

An analysis of the initial DIBELS results examined two years of data, which included the 

2011-2012 and 2012-2013 kindergarten classes from Northern Oaks Elementary, Eastern Ridge 

Elementary, and Central Elementary.  In total, the results of 448 students’ assessments were 

scrutinized and of this group of kindergarteners, 332 had attended pre-kindergarten at Central 

Primary.  These particular groups of young learners were chosen using a purposeful sampling 

design strategy.  According to Patton (2002), the cases for study needed to be selected based on 

the reason that they are information rich and they offer useful demonstration of the phenomenon 

of interest. 

The culmination of these two years of data produced definitive results on the effects of 

pre-kindergarten attendance.  Of the 293 kindergarten students who had attended Central 

Primary, 88% scored at or well above the benchmark on the initial DIBELS assessment.  In 

contrast, of the remaining 116 students who had not attended PK, only 61% met or scored above 

the DIBELS benchmark.  These percentages provide statistical evidence of the positive results of 

early literacy instruction on school readiness.  

To provide further statistical proof of the effects of pre-kindergarten attendance on 

specific literacy skills, a chi-square test and a simple regression test were conducted.  Lomax 

(2007) explains that the chi-square test “is used to determine whether the observed proportions in 

two or more categories of a categorical variable differ what we would expect” (p. 152).  A chi-
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square test was included in this study to further clarify whether or not the variables of pre-

kindergarten attendance and DIBELS performance in kindergarten were associated.  In order to 

further examine in greater depth the relationship between these two variables, a simple 

regression test was performed.  According to Sykes (1992), a regression analysis is a statistical 

tool for investigating the relationship between two variables.  The analysis was performed using 

the DIBELS results from the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 kindergarten students.  This particular 

regression analysis, described in detail in Chapter V, suggested participation in pre-kindergarten 

was a determining factor on school readiness as measured by specific literacy skills, which in 

this case was the DIBELS assessment.    

Research Question Two 

How do the basic literacy skills taught in pre-kindergarten align with those taught 

in kindergarten?  The alignment of basic literacy skills taught in pre-kindergarten and those 

taught in kindergarten is a key variable in the success of the school as an organization.  The 

alignment between the grade levels is a very important process in the education of young 

children in relation to literacy skills.  Teacher interviews and classroom observations were vital 

in discovering whether or not this alignment occurs.   

Classroom observations led to a discovery of the literacy skills being taught and literacy 

activities taking place in the pre-kindergarten classroom.  For example, at a minimum, one hour 

per day is set aside for literacy instruction in the observed PK classes.  These activities include 

letter recognition, letter songs, and many different center activities focused on early reading 

skills.  The instruction observed at Central Primary appears to be age-appropriate with the 

ultimate goal of building a foundation for the skills that will be necessary for these children to 

become school and reading ready.  
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 The standards used to prepare these lessons and activities for pre-kindergarten students 

build a foundation that will be needed to achieve the goals of kindergarten.  Specific standards 

for both grade levels are illustrated in Appendix C.  In pre-kindergarten, students are expected to 

demonstrate understanding of the organization and basic features of printed and written text: 

books, words, letters, and the alphabet.  This includes book awareness, such as handling books 

respectively and appropriately, holding them right-side up, and turning pages one at a time from 

front to back.  This knowledge of books also extends to the understanding that print is read from 

left to right and top to bottom, and letters are grouped to form words.  These skills are aligned 

with kindergarten standards, which call for students to demonstrate understanding of the 

organization and basic features of print.  This translates to following words from left to right, top 

to bottom, and page by page.  Moreover, kindergarten students are expected to recognize that 

spoken words are represented in written language by specific sequences of letters and understand 

that words are separated by spaces in print.  

 Another example of the alignment between pre-kindergarten and kindergarten focuses on 

the acquisition of spoken words and sounds (phonemes).  This includes the recognition of 

rhyming words, segmenting simple sentences into words, and identifying the initial sound of a 

spoken word.  Additionally, students are expected to demonstrate understanding of spoken 

words, syllables, and sounds (phonemes).  This foundation will lead to success in kindergarten 

when students are expected to achieve the following:  recognize and produce rhyming words; 

count, pronounce, blend, and segment syllables in spoken words; blend and segment onsets and 

rhymes of single-syllable spoken words; isolate and pronounce the initial, medial vowel, and 

final sounds (phonemes) in three-phoneme words; and add or subtract individual sounds in 

simple, one-syllable words to make new words.  
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During the interview process, there were varying opinions on the alignment between the 

two grade levels.  Ms. Brown believes the district does a good job of allowing collaboration.  She 

believes a good deal of correspondence occurs naturally between the teachers.  However, she 

feels that it would be nice for the pre-kindergarten to be in the same building to allow for more 

ongoing conversations.   

The interview with Ms. Gray shed light on how the alignment could be improved.  She 

feels more communication is needed as she shared, “I think there should be more communication 

and talk about this is what you’re beginning the year with, and this is what we’re beginning the 

year with.”  The expectations set between the two grade levels could be solidified with this type 

of communication.   

Although, the observations and analyses show the skills being taught in PK do align with 

those skills needed to be successful in kindergarten, the consensus among the educators would be 

that the process of alignment between pre-kindergarten and kindergarten could be improved 

upon.  The main concern seems to be with the opportunity for ongoing communication.  This is 

certainly something that needs to be addressed, especially if it has an impact on the overall 

school readiness of young learners.   

Research Question Three  

How does a school organization function as a system to support the goals of school 

readiness?  While answering this particular question, the components of the General Systems 

Theory were very beneficial.  In order to determine how an organization functions as a system to 

support the goals of school readiness, one must consider the importance of early childhood 

education.  Central Public Schools is an organization that educates students from pre-
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kindergarten through twelfth grade.  Although there are many students other than those in an 

early childhood grade level, the function of school readiness has to begin at this level.  

In any dictionary, there are multiple definitions of the term organization.  One of these 

seems to adequately describe what this particular study entails.  “A regularly interacting or 

interdependent group of items forming a unified whole,” (Merriam-Webster, 2013).  Central 

Schools has many interacting parts that make the school successful as an organization.  This 

process begins in the early childhood programs and continues through subsequent years.  

The input aspect of the Systems Theory included teachers and children.  Central Public 

Schools follows guidelines set forth by the State of Oklahoma and employs only certified and 

highly qualified early childhood educators.  In addition, the class sizes are below the state 

average, and each pre-kindergarten classroom also has a full-time teacher’s assistant.  As a 

result, there is an adult for every ten students in a PK classroom.  By ensuring such teacher-

student ratios, as well as the quality of the educators, the district is putting an emphasis on what 

they believe is an integral component in school readiness.   

The process of quality of classroom instruction is also vital to the functioning of the 

organization in the support of school readiness.  Observations of PK classrooms, as well as the 

comments made by the interviewees demonstrate that quality instruction is in fact, taking place 

at Central Primary.  Ms. Gray shared during her interview, “I think that pre-k really gets them 

ready for school.  I think they learn so much in pre-k.”  I believe this particular quote 

summarizes the importance of the experience that these young learners have access to in the pre-

kindergarten program.     

  The output of the students considered in this study assist in demonstrating whether or 

not the organization, in this case Central Schools, is functioning as a successful system in the 
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support of school readiness.  The output examined in depth included two years of results on the 

DIBELS Next initial kindergarten assessment.  A chi-square test was included and provided 

further evidence that DIBELS Next results for students in kindergarten are associated with 

whether or not they attended pre-kindergarten.  A regression analysis provided statistical 

reasoning that attendance in a public school pre-kindergarten program is in fact a determining 

factor in school readiness, and a more specific examination of the variance in DIBELS scores 

that was attributed to PK attendance was realized.  By providing this opportunity to attend pre-

kindergarten for any student residing in the school district, Central Public Schools is functioning 

as an organization in support of the aforementioned school readiness.   

I believe a common goal shared by educators is to have children school ready when they 

reach a certain age.  The consensus among the interviewees is that this needs to be accomplished 

by the kindergarten year.  These individuals also were in agreement that attendance in the pre-

kindergarten program provides this opportunity.  One of the reasons given was the exposure to 

more aspects of literacy than many receive in the home.  This point was driven home when Ms. 

Black gave a description of an individual student who had not had the opportunity for PK 

attendance.  This student, according to Ms. Black, struggled through the entire kindergarten 

experience.  In essence, this student was not school ready.   

Feedback can be received in many forms and it is the last building block in determining 

the ability of an organization to function as a successful system.  The feedback given by the early 

childhood educators involved in the study clearly revealed their beliefs on the importance of pre-

kindergarten attendance.  For example, Ms. Brown commented that she is able to see a distinct 

difference in children who have attended PK.  She stated that during a screening exercise, “Not 

only do they know their tasks of letter, they had the ability to talk, to use positional words and 
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there’s a greater confidence.  There’s a greater confidence in their ability to respond.”  This 

feedback certainly lends credence to the idea that the organization is stressing the need for school 

readiness with the availability of a quality pre-kindergarten program.      

Conclusions 

Recommendations for Research 

 In recent years, states have increased their attention on early childhood programs in an 

effort to enhance literacy skills among students and promote school readiness for students 

entering kindergarten.  Information gleaned from this study suggests that there are important 

connections between a child’s participation in a pre-kindergarten program and increased school 

and reading readiness.  Future research could take the findings of this particular study, and delve 

even deeper into the subject of school and reading readiness.   

 In addition to mere participation in pre-kindergarten, future studies could examine certain 

characteristics within this, or a similar, sample group.  For example, the role gender plays in 

school and reading readiness could encompass an entire research project.  As discussed earlier in 

this study, socio-economic factors and parental involvement each play a key part in the readiness 

of children.  More specifically, the variable, socioeconomic status could be explored using both 

qualitative and quantitative analyses.  This variable could be added to the regression analysis to 

determine the relationship between socioeconomic status and performance on DIBELS when 

considering the overall impact of pre-kindergarten on kindergarten readiness.  Using similar data 

sources, future researchers could assist in pinpointing what affect these factors, in fact, have on 

school and reading readiness.  

 Another recommendation for future research involves the same, or similar, sample of 

students that began kindergarten in the 2010-2011 and 2011-2012 school years.  Following each 
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of these two groups of students throughout their formative school years could provide valuable 

insight to the long-term effects of early school and reading readiness.  For example, a future 

researcher could examine the third grade reading scores on the state standardized assessments of 

both students that met kindergarten reading benchmarks and those that did not, as well as 

students who had attended PK and those who did not.  This study could add to what research 

exists related to the time and effort needed to elevate these young learners to the skills 

appropriate for their respective grade level.  Moreover, future studies can further analyze the 

relationship between pre-kindergarten attendance and third grade retention, which will be solely 

based on the ability to read at grade level as measured by designated assessment mechanisms. 

 Another research project of similar design could also continue through fifth and eighth 

grades to examine the longitudinal impact of PK attendance.  This future research could utilize 

data from standardized writing assessments, which are administered in these particular grades.  

This research would be beneficial in determining the relationship, or lack thereof, between 

performance on early literacy assessments and the standardized state assessments.  A positive 

correlation between the two could place an even greater emphasis on the need for early 

childhood education, in particular pre-kindergarten attendance.  

 In addition to measuring student growth across states, this study provides a foundation for 

examining student performance in relation to newly implemented and proposed legislation 

regarding early childhood education.  For example, as Oklahoma schools are facing the 

implementation of the previously described third grade retention law, this study has provided the 

groundwork for expanding additional research in this realm.  Conducting an analysis of the 

relationship between students who are retained in third grade as a result of this law and PK 
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attendance could provide further information about long-term effects of literacy skills gained in 

early childhood programs.   

Recommendations for Practice 

 One of the limitations in this study dealt with the ability to compare student achievement 

across states as different standards exist and varying assessments are used to measure student 

growth.  As states transition to more common benchmarks for gauging student achievement, it 

will be important to continue research to determine what specific measures of growth may be 

attributed to participation in pre-kindergarten programs.  Future research on specific indicators of 

success in all curricular areas will be beneficial and help frame the complex nature of early 

childhood education and its lasting impact on students over time. 

 A key recommendation for practice of this study is implementation of the aforementioned 

common benchmarks.  The implementation of consistent state and national standards is a must as 

we move our public education system forward.  Also, these standards cannot just begin with the 

kindergarten year.  Instead, they must be initiated during at the pre-kindergarten level.  

Oklahoma’s newest state standards, Common Core, excluded pre-kindergarten, leaving each 

school and program to fend for themselves.  While the state considered creating new PK 

standards to align with Common Core in kindergarten, this inconsistency could possibly plague 

the growth and development of pre-kindergarten on a large scale.   

 An additional recommendation for practice involves the promotion of the importance of 

early childhood education.  The results in this study, and other current and future results, need to 

be shared with policy makers in order to make absolutely clear the positive effects of formal 

schooling at the age of four.  With this information, state government officials might possibly see 

the need to make pre-kindergarten a mandatory grade for children.  In addition, it is my hope that 
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this recognition should also be met with the adequate funding necessary to serve each and every 

child in an appropriate manner.  

 A final conclusion for future practice reached over the course of this study is the need for 

additional collaboration between pre-kindergarten and kindergarten teachers.  Each of the 

interviewees agreed the need existed and would be beneficial.  This increased vertical alignment 

could be facilitated at the district level and would allow for a better understanding of the needs 

and purpose of each individual grade level.  Ongoing, focused, and purposeful communication 

about curriculum and instruction could enhance the pre-kindergarten programs for both students 

and teachers.   

Significance to Theory 

    As described earlier, a useful theory provides a framework for understanding some type 

of observable reality.  This study has shown to be significant to the General Systems Theory and 

how it relates to a school system as a whole.  According to Chen and Stroup (1993), “Education 

must have as core component a commitment to educating all citizens” (p. 447).  In order to 

educate all citizens, a public school, as an organization, must function as a complete system.  

Each part of the school must be interrelated and working together if this is to be achieved.  This 

study has found a positive relationship between pre-kindergarten attendance and school 

readiness, as measured by early literacy skills.  The ability to provide an avenue for future school 

readiness shows that early childhood education does indeed assist the school in functioning as a 

complete system.  Effective educational systems must build a solid foundation in order to build 

and have future success. 
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Summary 

The purpose of this study was to explore a selected pre-kindergarten program and the 

extent of the program’s provision for school readiness.  Through dissecting the many 

components that contribute to school readiness, this study examined the impact of pre-

kindergarten programs on this readiness.  Some significant findings were realized that could 

assist decision-making among policy makers.  As researchers continue to study the impact of 

early childhood programs on long-term student achievement, the results from this study 

contribute to the complex nature of reducing achievement gaps among diverse student 

populations and increasing educational outcomes for all students.  This study contributes to the 

overall nature of the relationship between pre-kindergarten programs and school readiness as a 

function of long-term student success.  Student participation in pre-kindergarten programs in 

combination with comprehensive reform efforts, are likely to contribute to long-term growth in 

student achievement.  

In closing, the following remarks expressed by President Barack Obama on February 12, 

2013 during the State of the Union Address provide an outstanding synopsis of the importance of 

early childhood education:   

In states that make it a priority to educate our youngest children, like Georgia or 

 Oklahoma, studies show students grow up more likely to read and do math at grade level, 

 graduate high school, hold a job, form more stable families of their own.  We know this 

 works.  So let’s do what works and make sure none of our children start the race of life 

 already behind. (Obama, 2013, p. 7)          
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Researcher’s Comments 

 The results found over the course of the research have certainly had and will continue to 

have ramifications on the school under study.  The results from the comparisons of DIBELS 

assessment scores of both groups of students were shared with each site principal.  This allowed 

the principal to examine at length the instruction taking place in both the pre-kindergarten and 

kindergarten classrooms.  For those buildings housing kindergarten students it became obvious 

that additional remediation is necessary for those students that did not have the opportunity for 

an early learning experience in PK.  The primary school is now able to use this valuable data 

when discussing the importance of pre-kindergarten to the parents of prospective students.  Each 

year, PK enrollment is emphasized in the district; however, the analyzed data can now assist the 

district in its recruitment efforts.   

 Another important aspect that was realized over the course of the data collection and 

analysis was the need for further collaboration and alignment.  The interviewees shared this and 

their belief that it was currently lacking.  Once this became apparent, the district under study 

began the process of meeting this much important need.  Alignment meetings between 

kindergarten and pre-kindergarten teachers are now scheduled and will become the standard in 

future years.  This will allow these educators to coordinate and find any gaps in instruction, with 

the goal being to improve the transition between the two grade levels.  

 Additionally, the district is planning to further analyze future data involving the same 

groups of students under study in this research project.  As these students begin the transition to 

third grade, the district will then be able to analyze reading scores to determine if the gaps in 

achievement have indeed been closed.  This will be a key in determining the effectiveness of the 
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instruction in each of the district’s early grades.  Instructional practices and alignment can then 

be adjusted if necessary to meet the needs of the students.     
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APPENDIX A 

 

Interview Questions 

1. Please tell me about your experience as an educator. 

2. What were the factors that led you to this type of career? 

3. In your opinion, what is the meaning of “school and reading readiness”? 

4. What are your thoughts on the purpose of pre-kindergarten (or kindergarten) 

education in relation to school and reading readiness? 

5. What do you see as the benefits and negative aspects of pre-kindergarten 

education? 

6. How much coordination is there, in respect to alignment, between kindergarten 

and pre-kindergarten teachers?  

7. What types of assessments do you use to determine the skill level of your 

students? 

8. When are these assessments given and how are they administered? 

9. What skills are being evaluated with these particular assessments? 

10. In your professional opinion, is there a noticeable difference between your 

students that attended pre-kindergarten and those that did not?  If you have seen a 

difference, would you please describe what you have observed? 

11. In your opinion, why differences or lack of differences exist?  

12. Other than attendance in a PK program, what factors do you believe have a direct 

or indirect impact on reading readiness?  



 
 

134 

13. As a professional educator, what recommendations would you make to parents 

that would help improve school readiness for children? 

14. Is there anything else you would like to share with me on this topic? 
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