
IMPROVING EDUCATIONAL OUTCOMES IN NC: 
Aligning policy initiatives in Pre-K through Grade 3

High-quality early education provides the foundation for children to succeed in school 

and in life. Research consistently finds that programs that optimize learning gains during 

Pre-K through Grade 3 have important positive effects for student outcomes, particularly 

among children who are at academic risk. Since the 1990s, North Carolina has been a 

leader in developing initiatives for enriching early environments and reducing academic 

achievement gaps. While these initiatives have led to important improvements in the 

early education landscape, many children are currently entering Kindergarten lacking 

school readiness skills, while others fail to sustain early learning gains and are unable 

to achieve reading proficiency by the end of third grade. This policy brief describes a 

framework for strengthening and sustaining early learning through strategic alignment 

of policies and practices for Pre-K through Grade 3 education. 

The Current Landscape of Pre-K through 
Grade 3 Education in North Carolina  

1. The population of young children: trends and 
characteristics

During the decade from 2005 to 2015, the 

state’s total population increased by 15 

percent, while the number of children ages 

0-8 increased by only 6 percent. Although the 

size of the young child population increased 

by 66 thousand over the decade, the numbers 

began to decline after 2012. While this trend 

seems to suggest a potential reduction in 

the support needed for young children, the 

increased numbers of children from low-income 

families indicate otherwise. The population of 

low-income children increased by 15 percent 

during this period, comprising 48 percent of the 

young child population in 2005 and 54 percent 

in 2016. As depicted in Figure 1, socioeconomic 

disadvantage is much more frequently 

experienced by Black, Hispanic, and American 

Indian children. 

Educational disadvantages associated with race and poverty among young children 

are evident in the pervasive achievement gaps on the tests administered in 4th grade 

by the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). Over time, 4th graders 

in North Carolina have consistently scored higher than the national average in math 

and reading. However, economically disadvantaged children in North Carolina fall 
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behind the national average for this subgroup. 

Although achievement gaps within the state 

have reduced slightly over time, in 2015 only 21 

percent of economically disadvantaged children 

in North Carolina achieved reading proficiency, 

as compared with 52 percent of their more 

advantaged peers, with a similar gap in math. 

This difference is exacerbated by the rapid 

growth of the economically disadvantaged 

population in North Carolina public schools 

(Figure 2). Differences in reading skills by race 

closely follow the distribution of race to low 

income status, with 77 percent of Black and 

Latino students scoring below the 4th grade 

reading proficiency level, as compared with 49 

percent of White students (Figure 3). 

2. Early education policies and programs in 
North Carolina 

Efforts in support of young children include 

many important interventions prior to the 

Kindergarten year—this brief description 

focuses on only two programs, selected 

for their potential for improving in student 

outcomes and increasing alignment with other 

programs.

Developmental screening

North Carolina has been a national leader in 

providing children with early developmental 

screening and access to high quality early 

intervention services. Early detection and 

treatment can significantly improve educational 

outcomes and reduce enrollment in school 

intervention programs. Through the Assuring 

Better Child Health and Development (ABCD) 

Program and its partners, including the Smart 

Start Initiative, developmental screening 

among Medicaid-eligible children under age 5 

increased from 12 percent in 1999 to 91 percent 

in 2015.1 Among all children under age 6, over 

half received developmental screening in 

North Carolina, as compared with less than a third in the U.S.2 Efforts to coordinate the 

provision of early services through IDEA Part C and Part B have contributed to increased 

access to services; however, many children with developmental delays or disabilities are 

not identified until after the third grade.3 

FIG 2: PERCENT OF K-12 STUDENTS WHO 
RECEIVED FREE OR REDUCED-PRICE MEALS

FIG. 3: NC 4TH GRADERS WHO SCORED BELOW 
READING PROFICIENCY LEVEL, 2015 
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NC Pre-K Program

The statewide NC Pre-K Program was initiated 

in 2001 (as More at Four) to provide a high 

quality educational experience for 4 year 

old children meeting the eligibility criteria of 

low family income level or other risk factors 

including: limited English proficiency, identified 

disability or developmental need, and chronic 

health condition. The program funds slots for 

children in a variety of classroom settings, 

including public schools, Head Start classrooms, 

and private and not-for-profit child care 

centers. Each provider must meet quality 

standards for curriculum, assessment, teacher 

qualifications, class size, child to adult ratio, and 

state child care licensing levels. On average, 

quality measures across settings have remained 

consistent at the medium to high range, with 

improvement over time in teacher education 

levels and certification.4 

Annual enrollments in NC Pre-K peaked in 2009 and declined until 2016, when the NC 

General Assembly allocated funding for an additional 260 slots, bringing enrollments to 

29,400 in 2017. At its peak, NC Pre-K served 50 percent of low-income 4-year-olds, and 

45 percent in 2017 (Figure 4). An estimated 6,000 4 year olds were enrolled in Head 

Start Pre-K programs that were not part of NC Pre-K in 2016.5 

3. Programs promoting school success in grades K-3

Efforts to enrich educational environments in Pre-K are designed to promote 

kindergarten readiness, such that children begin a trajectory of success in school. NC 

Pre-K and Head Start pre-K programs serve primarily disadvantaged children whose 

skills at the start of the programs are lower than average, and there is solid evidence 

from state-wide evaluation studies of NC Pre-K and from national evaluations of Head 

Start, that program participation has positive impacts on multiple dimensions of 

school readiness. However, many children still enter school without having made the 

learning gains needed to achieve grade level skills. Early literacy scores on the mClass 

DIBELS Next assessment reveal that in North Carolina in the fall of 2016, an estimated 

44 percent of entering Kindergarteners were below the benchmark goals that indicate 

adequate literacy skills at school entry. Additional early literacy/reading proficiency 

assessments indicate that half of the students enrolled in first grade and 47 percent of 

the students in second grade did not achieve grade level scores by the end of the 2015-

2016 school year.6

Formative Assessment Processes

In response to a legislative mandate and requirements of the state’s Race to the Top--

Early Learning Challenge Grant, the NC Department of Public Instruction developed a 

kindergarten entry formative assessment (KEA) to address gaps in school readiness and 

improve learning outcomes in the early grades. The KEA formative assessment process 

provides a comprehensive profile of a child’s learning needs and strengths at the 

FIG 4: ENROLLMENT IN NC PRE-K AND NUMBER 
OF LOW- INCOME* FOUR YEAR OLDS
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beginning of the Kindergarten year and continued formative assessments throughout 

the year, with the goal of iterative improvement in reading and other outcomes. A 

student’s progress is assessed along five areas of learning and development, involving 

fundamental skills and capacities that are aligned with specific components of the 

NC Standard Course of Study. This design reflects NCDPI’s Office of Early Learning 

approach to improving early education through coordinated learning from Pre-K through 

grade 3. The KEA was implemented statewide in 2015, with plans to expand the process 

to include grades 1-3. 

Complementary to the KEA, early literacy efforts in the NC public schools involve 

ongoing formative and diagnostic assessment of students in grades K-3. Measures of 

student progress are monitored frequently in order to guide instruction and intervention, 

and to provide support for at-risk students. This process is part of the legislatively 

mandated Read to Achieve Program, which includes required grade retention for 

students who fail to demonstrate proficiency on the Grade 3 End of Grade Reading test. 

Despite the ongoing instructional supports and interventions for students throughout 

grades K-3, in 2016, 47 percent of third grade students did not achieve proficiency 

after the EOG test and retest. Some of these students received good cause exemption 

from mandatory retention, while others completed and passed alternative assessments 

approved by the State Board of Education; 14.4 percent were retained in the third grade.7 
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