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The Pathways to Success Part-
nership recently joined with
PeopleFirst and the Early Success
Coalition to look at the influence
of social and emotional develop-
ment on school readiness.

Positive early childhood devel-
opment is both a characteristic
and foundation of healthy fam-
ilies and healthy communities.

When young children grow up
with positive early experiences,
healthy families, and nurturing
homes and environments, they
are set upon a positive trajectory
for healthy development and a
healthy life course.

Positive early development
serves as a predictor of later
measures of success:

Kindergarten readiness, subse-
quent academic achievement,
graduating from high school,
and leading healthy, productive
adult lives are outcomes all root-
ed in healthy early childhood
development. Physical and cog-
nitive skills, such as develop-
ment of early motor, language,
mathematical, reasoning, and
problem-solving skills, are funda-
mentally important for children's
well-being and learning.

However, children’s social and
emotional development is also
an important aspect of a child'’s
well-being, especially for chil-
dren and families who face eco-
nomic and other challenges.!

Many families in Shelby County
face economic and social dis-
advantages. Children raised in
poverty often encounter greater
challenges to their early devel-
opment, resulting in reduced
school readiness, poorer aca-
demic achievement, greater risk
for grade retention and dropout,
and negative adult outcomes —
leading to considerable costs to
individuals and society.?

However, research has shown
that positive early socio-emo-
tional development is associat-
ed with greater academic out-
comes,® whereas children who
are less socio-emotionally devel-
oped often have more behavioral
problems.*

For these reasons, learning
more about the constellation
of factors involved in early so-
cio-emotional development is
an important policy matter for
families with young children,
for schools and school districts,
and for our community at large.

To better understand the factors
involved in socio-emotional de-
velopment, in the fall of 2014,
the study group asked parents of
children registering for pre-kin-
dergarten and kindergarten at six
schools in Shelby County to com-
plete a one-page questionnaire
about their children’'s behaviors
that were associated with positive
socio-emotional development.

The questions centered on be-
haviors regarding three sub-
scales of socio-emotional devel-
opment: attachment, initiative,
and self-control.

Attachment behaviors includ-
ed items such as the children's
ability to seek out others, gain
positive attention, or respond to
adult comfort. Questions about
initiative regarded children's in-
dependence, active learning, and
problem solving. Items regarding
self-control were children's abili-
ty to manage frustration, or coop-
erate with and respect others.

Parents were asked to rate the
frequency of their children's
behaviors in the previous four
weeks on a scale of one to five,
with one being “never” and five
being “very frequently.” Parents
were also asked their current ed-
ucational level and the number
of children in the home. Com-
pleted surveys were received for
168 incoming pre-kindergarten
students and 449 incoming kin-
dergarten students. Overall re-
sults on the three sub-scales are
shown in Table 1.

As we see in Table 1, parents of
both the incoming pre-kinder-
gartners and kindergartners in-
dicated that their children most
frequently engaged in behav-
iors associated with attachment,
followed by initiative, and then
self-control.

1 Duncan et al., 2007
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Table 1: Overall (mean) raw scale
scores corresponding to pre-kin-
dergarten and kindergarten par-
ent responses, fall 2014 registra-
tion.

Measure of .

) . Kinder-
socio-emotional | Pre-K arten
development g
Attachment 4.34 4.46
Initiative 4.14 4.32
Self-control 3.96 4.09
Note: Average scores ranged from one
to five for each sub-scale.

Overall, the ratings were rela-
tively high, indicating that, as a
group, the parents believed their
children frequently engage in
behaviors associated with pos-
itive socio-emotional develop-
ment.

However, looking at the infor-
mation based on demographics,
meaningful differences were
seen among the students:

e Parents of kindergarteners re-
ported greater frequency of pos-
itive behaviors than did parents
of pre-kindergarteners, which
is not surprising. Older children
would be expected to score high-
er on areas of socio-emotional
development due to being de-
velopmentally more mature than
the younger students.’

e There were differences in rat-
ings for boys compared to girls,
which is typical for early child-
hood development.® In both the
pre-kindergarten and kindergar-
ten groups, boys had significant-
ly lower scores than girls on all
behavioral areas with one excep-
tion among pre-kindergartners
— self-control — where there was
no difference in ratings.

¢ In the pre-kindergarten group,
children who were eligible for
free or reduced-price lunch were
rated significantly lower than
their pre-kindergarten peers on
the initiative subscale. However,
among the kindergarten group,
economic disadvantage was not
associated with the scores. This
result was surprising given the
entrenched associationsbetween
low income and poorer develop-
mental outcomes.” Other factors,
including pre-kindergarten at-

tendance, could explain these
findings. As our current cohort
of children progresses through
the school year, we will study
how socio-emotional develop-
ment is related to other factors
like economic disadvantage and
pre-kindergarten experience,
and how these support children's
performance in school.

e Parents’ education level is a
factor known to influence chil-
dren's development and kinder-
garten readiness.® Of both the
pre-kindergarten and kindergar-
ten parents who answered the
questionnaire, almost 60% of the
parents indicated some college, a
college degree, or graduate-level
work.

¢ In the pre-kindergarten group,
parents with a higher education
level rated their children high-
er on initiative behaviors. In the
kindergarten group, parents with
a higher education level rated
their children higher on all three
socio-emotional sub-scales. Par-
ents who reported having at least
some college were more likely
than parents with less education
to indicate that their child was
displaying behaviors associated
with positive socio-emotional
development. Parents with high-
er educational attainment may
have more resources to engage
their children with experienc-
es that encourage positive so-
cio-emotional growth.

Center on the Developing Child
Geary, 1998
Cooper, Masi, & Vick, 2009
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Students who enter school with
healthy social and emotional
skills are better able to partici-
pate and thrive within a class-
room environment.

Supporting children's early de-
velopment is certainly not lim-
ited to particular domains such
as the physical or cognitive. Re-
search supports that our com-
munity’s children need holistic
support to ensure that they have
every opportunity for optimal
development to help them reach
school, and begin their life cours-
es, ready to learn and thrive.

These findings help illustrate
how young students entering
school are fairing in terms of so-
cio-emotional development in
Shelby County.

The research partnership that
makes this work possible al-
lowed the opportunity to collect
information on factors associ-
ated with children’s early devel-
opment, kindergarten readiness,
and early success during school
registration.

These results provide baseline
information with which to com-
pare these students’ progress
as they make their way through
pre-kindergarten, kindergarten,
and early elementary schooling,
and ultimately, continue the ef-
fort to identify experiences and
factors that promote early suc-
cess among our community's
young children.
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