


Missouri places great emphasis on the impor-
tance of education.  Our state shares the belief
that education is critical for our children to
become productive citizens.  This core value
cuts across all segments of our citizenry from
parents and teachers, to community members,
business leaders and public policy makers. 

Yet, making this dream a reality for all our chil-
dren remains a challenge; our educational sys-
tem struggles to close the achievement gap that
often exists well before children enter formal
schooling.  While many succeed, others of our
precious children experience frustration and fail-
ure.  School readiness doesn’t just happen; it
must be cultivated.  And, doing so takes the fam-
ily, community and all of society working and
investing together.

Common sense and a mounting body of scientif-
ic evidence tell us that children’s experiences in
the first five years have profound effects on their
entire lives, including their eventual success or
failure in school. High-quality early learn-
ing has short-term positive effects on IQ
and achievement, and long-term positive
effects on school completion.  In recent
years, we have paid increasing attention
to these early years as a way to improve
the chances of success for all of our chil-
dren.  

One of the ways to assess how well we
are doing as a state for our youngest citi-
zens is to track how prepared children are
when they enter the public school system
at kindergarten. Studies in Missouri sug-
gest that approximately 25% of children
entering kindergarten lack the appropriate
skills to succeed in school.

Being ready for school, or school-readi-
ness, depends on a complex set of factors
that include the development of a range
of physical, social, emotional and cogni-
tive skills.  A child who is "ready", has
been shaped by multiple, positive factors,
including family and community.  She or

he will have been aided by having access to
necessary services and by early interaction with
their local school.  The complex undertaking of
preparing a child for school cannot be met by
the child or the parents alone, but is of such
weight, importance and complexity as to require
support from family, community and society.

The Missouri School Readiness Indicators
Project, led by Missouri’s First Lady, Lori Hauser-
Holden, will help us understand how to better
serve children in these early years and imple-
ment public policies that make the most of this
critical period.  This report is intended to pro-
vide a snapshot of some of the crucial elements
for school readiness and to begin tracking
Missouri’s progress over time.  The ultimate goal
is for every Missouri child to begin school ready
to succeed.  Ready or not, children do enter
school.  Ready or not, children continue to
grow.  We must do all we can to ensure that
every Missouri child enters the classroom door
able to say, "Ready!"
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Indicators
Family Environment
Families are critical to children’s early success.
Challenging family circumstances can create higher risk
for poor educational outcomes, like low test scores,
grade repetition, suspension, expulsion and dropping out
of high school.  Some of these family challenges include
low educational levels and poverty.    Helping families
increase educational levels and move into higher paying
jobs can have very positive impacts on children’s readi-
ness for school. 

Community Conditions
The majority of the brain’s architecture is set by age 3.
New babies learn to trust when their physical needs are
met regularly.  Adapting to a regular sleep schedule is
their first success at self-regulation.  Toddlers who are
able to practice new skills, like climbing and jumping,
learn self-confidence and a sense of control.
Unfortunately, conditions in some communities make it
almost impossible for children to master these skills,
which are critical to appropriate behavior in school.  A
child growing up in a violent community is more likely
to feel unsafe.  They will learn to fear instead of trust, or
to respond to others with aggression.  If the community
environment is unhealthy, with air pollution, unsanitary
conditions or other toxins, the child's health may be
compromised.  Exposure to lead can occur through paint
in older homes and sometimes even in old siding.
Chronic exposure to lead can have a permanent neuro-
logical effect on children.  

Ready Schools
Many school districts recognize that their success will be
limited if they simply wait for children to arrive at
kindergarten.  These districts are making efforts to begin
interaction prior to a child's school entry.  In Missouri,
districts provide Parents As Teachers (PAT) to help par-
ents understand what young children need for healthy
development.  PAT educators can also help identify
developmental issues with early screening and connec-
tion to resources.  In addition, schools may offer pre-
school programs as well as targeted supports for children
with special needs. Ready schools may also work with
early care providers in the community to implement a
program that eases the transition from child care settings
to kindergarten. 

Data on this indicator have not
been collected historically. Data
collection will begin with the
2004-2005 school year.



Effective Services
Children, particularly vulnerable children, need a net-
work of supportive services to help them achieve their
full potential.  These services include health, mental
health, child welfare and early care and education.
Effective services are those that are readily available and
affordable for all Missouri families. 

Early Care & Education
Children of working families spend a significant portion
of their days in non-parental care.  Working parents must
have access to high quality child care.  A licensed pro-
gram can be expected to have minimum health and safe-
ty standards, yet even this minimum standard of quality
is too costly for many low-income families, even when
they receive a child care subsidy.  Accredited programs
also meet health and safety standards but go a step
beyond, by outlining program standards that meet the
developmental needs of children.  Early Head Start/Head
Start is a proven program for low-income children, but it
is not sufficiently funded to serve all eligible children.  In
any program, the educational level of the teacher is one
of the key predictors of quality early care. 

Mental Health
Early development can be adversely effected by emotion-
al stress.  The National Research Council notes that
"young children are capable of deep and lasting sadness,
grief, and disorganization in response to trauma, loss,
and early personal rejection.  Given the substantial short-
and long-term risks that accompany early mental health
impairments, the incapacity of many early childhood
programs to address these concerns and the severe short-
age of early childhood professionals with mental health
expertise are urgent problems."  

Child Welfare
Children who have been abused and neglected are par-
ticularly vulnerable.  A stable environment is critical if
these children are to develop the ability to trust, self-reg-
ulate and feel that they have some control over their
lives--all fundamental skills for school success.  Children
in out-of-home placements, either in foster care or resi-
dential treatment, will not establish those critical ties if
they change placements frequently.  When children
return home only to experience repeated abuse, their
prospects for success are tenuous at best.



Health
A child's basic health needs must be met before any
meaningful learning can occur.  Prospects for good physi-
cal health begin before birth, with adequate pre-natal
care.  Once born, children should receive timely immu-
nizations, adequate nutrition, regular developmental
screenings and preventive health and dental care.
Evidence is clear that chronically ill children, hungry
children and children with tooth decay are less likely to
reap the full benefit of their learning opportunities.

Ready Child
Results for child development indicators are taken from the School
Entry assessment (SEAP) project. Children are rated as “almost always,”
“occasionally,” “sometimes,” or “never” able to accomplish a given
task. All results for this project are based on the percentage of children
“almost always” able to accomplish a given task. The SEAP was not
performed in 2001 and will be administered biennially from 2002 for-
ward.

Children must also show some indication that they are
ready for school.  All children, particularly young chil-
dren, develop at their own, unique pace.  However, a
range of developmental markers can be identified that
suggest whether a child’s development is at a point
where they can reasonably be expected to learn in
school.  

Physical & Motor Development
Smoking during pregnancy is associated with both short
and long-term health problems that affect child develop-
ment and capacity for learning.  It can cause or con-
tribute to low birth weight, Sudden Infant Death
Syndrome (SIDS), intrauterine growth retardation, oral
clefts, asthma and neurological problems like motor con-
trol, perception and attention deficit disorder.  Missouri
ranks 19th highest in the rate of women smoking during
pregnancy.    Gross motor skills include throwing balls,
running, jumping, climbing, and dancing to music--all of
these activities will enhance coordination and help chil-
dren learn important concepts such as up, down, inside,
outside, over, and under.  Fine motor skills relate to
hand/eye coordination and smaller movements, like
holding a crayon or pencil. 

Social & Emotional Development
A strong social and emotional foundation is necessary for
all other growth and development.  A recent report from
the Kauffman Foundation notes that "Young children who
develop strong early relationships with parents, family,
caregivers and teachers learn how to pay attention, coop-
erate and get along with others.  As a result, they are
confident in their ability to explore and learn from the
world around them."    



Aproaches to Learning
To succeed in school, young children need motivation-
al skills.  Motivated children are "excited about learn-
ing, curious and confident in their ability to succeed,
and convinced that school is important to them and
their future".    Without these skills, children cannot
take full advantage of their learning opportunities.  

Language Development
School success also requires that the child come to
kindergarten with intellectual skills that are appropriate
to their stage of development.  A close relationship with
adults promotes early language development because it
demonstrates to the child that their thoughts, ideas and
feelings are important to others.   Early language devel-
opment leads to literacy.  So, children do not need to
have memorized all their letters, but they do need to
understand that there is a relationship between sounds
and letters.   

Cognition & General Knowledge
Early exposure to other intellectual skills is also impor-
tant if children are to enjoy school success.  These
skills include pre-numeracy skills and other basic aca-

demic content.   Without this
early exposure, a child may

lose confidence in his
or her ability to per-

form in a class-
room setting and
withdraw from
the learning
experience.
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In Conclusion...
This information should help you understand the
complex factors that contribute to school readi-
ness.  It is clear that the responsibility for prepar-
ing children extends to the whole community.
Our hope is that community leaders and state
policy makers will use these data as a guide for
assessing the need for and use of resources.   

Our nation, state and local communities have
made extraordinary commitments to the educa-
tion of children from kindergarten through high
school.   Yet, we cannot make the most of those
investments when children are not properly pre-
pared for school.  To achieve the positive out-
comes we envision for Missouri’s educational sys-
tem, we must extend our resources to support
children before they come to school.  Ready or
Not, Here They Grow.  Our challenge as families,
communities and state policy makers is to create
the rich environment wherein children’s learning
potential can be cultivated and realized, and they
arrive at school, READY!
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Additional
Information
If you would like additional infor-
mation about children in your com-
munity and/or school readiness, you
may wish to visit the following web-
sites. 

• County level
data are available
for some of these
indicators through
Missouri Kids Count,
www.mokids.org.
• Information on the
17-state School
Readiness Indicators
Initiative is available at
www.rikidscount.org. 
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