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HB 338

"An Act relating to attendance at public school; and providingfor an ejfective

date. "

SPONSOR STATEMENT

HB 33S accomplishes two simple, but necessary, statutory changes that govern the entry
age for attendance into public school and the process by which local school districts may allow
early entry applicants to be accepted.

Currently, AS 14.03.080(c) stipulates that a child under school age may be admitted only
if the child can demonstrate “minimum standards prescribed by the board evidencing that the
child has the mental, physical, and emotional capacity...” Under the current statute, this
language requires a full board vote in order to approve such early entry applications. The new
language included in HB 338 would allow local school boards to delegate this authority to their
chiefschool administrator, thus relieving the boards from this minor administrative burden more
appropriately left to career education professionals.

Further, HB 338 adjusts the date certain, from August 15hto September P’, by which a
child must have attained the age of five for standard entry in kindergarten. Alaska is one ofonly
three states that have an entrance cut-off date on or before August 15th 35 slates have
kindergarten entrance cut-off dates between August 31 and October 16hwith September 1 being
shared by 19 states. Because of the large number or new residents arriving from other states with
their respective cut-off dates and varying school start dates among Alaska’s school districts, we
believe this change will create a less confusing standard that will allow the greatest number of
Alaskan students to begin school each year without having a disruptive impact on a classroom
environment. It is for these reasons that this change is supported by a number of Alaska school
districts and the Alaska Department of Education and Early Development.
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TO: Representative Lesil McGuire
FROM: Larry Wiget, Executive Director, Public Affairs
Subject: HB 338 fiscal Note

Itis my understanding thatthere is an indeterminate fiscal note attached to HB 338, An Act
relating to attendance at public schools.

From our perspective, there is no increased cost associated with the passage ofthis bill:

1, The ability of a governing body to delegate the authority granted under AS 14/03.080(c)
to the chiefschool administrator of the school will not result in additional
administrative costs to the school district (In fact, it may decrease some costs, as

school boards will not be required to meetto act on the exemption requests as they do
under existing law.)

2. Regardless of whether the date a child is considered ofschool age is August 15 or
September 1, the child Is still eligible fora full K-12 education under Alaska State law.

The only increased costs we have identified are associated with a parent of a child who
under currant law turns six between August 16 and September 1. They must pay several

hundred dollare to have their child tested for consideration by the Anchorage School District
for early entry.



Rc: Early entry

Subject: Re: Early entry
Date: Tue, 17 Feb 2004 10:18:17 -0900
From: "Wiget_LarryM<Wiget_Larry@ asdkl2.org>
To: "Ryan Makinster" <Ryan_Makinster@Legis.state.ak.us>

Early Entry Students - ASD Legislative Priority 2003

The Anchorage School Board urges the Alaska Legislature to amend
Alaska Statute 14.03.080 to afford the governing body of a school district the
discretion to delegate to, the superintendent or his/her designee the authority to
approve early entry of a student on an individual basis. Approval for early entry
w ill be based on minimum standards prescribed by the board for identifying whether
the child has the mental, physical, and emotional capacity to perform satisfactorily
in the educational program being offered.

Rationale. Under AS 14.03.080(c), a child under school age may be
admitted tothe public school in the school district of which the child is a resident
at the discretion of the governing body of the school district if the child meets
minimum standards prescribed by the board evidencing that the child has the mental,
physical, and emotional capacity to perform satisfactorily for the educational
program being offered.

Regulations established by DEED and effective July 1, 2002, have
interpreted this statute to mean, "the governing body of the school district must
approve early entry of a student on an individual basis."

The Anchorage School Board believes that once it has adopted appropriate policy
standards, it should have the discretion to delegate this responsibility for
implementation to the district administration.

AASB approved a similiar resolution....
1.11 Discretion to Approve Early Entry - AASB 2004 Resolution

The AASB supports an amendment to state statutes or regulations to
afford the governing body of a school district the discretion to delegate to, the
superintendent or his/her designee the authority to approve early entry of a student
on an individual basis. Approval for early entry w ill be based on minimum standards
prescribed by the board for identifying whether the chile has the mental, physical,
and emotional capacity to perform satisfactorily in the educational program being
offered.

Rationale. Under AS 14.03.080(c), a child under school age may be
admitted to the public school in the school district of which the child is a resident
at the discretion of the governing body of the school district if the child meets
minimum standards prescribed by the 1jard evidencing that the child has the mental,
physical, and emotional capacity to p rform satisfactorily for the educational
program being offered.

Regulations established by DEED and effective July 1, 2002, have
interpreted this statute to mean, "the governing body of the school district must
approve early entry of a student on an individual basis."

AASB believes that once it has adopted appropriate policy standards, it should have
the discretion to delegate this responsibility for implementation to the district
administration.
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From: McRae_Palricia

Sent: Monday, February 16, 2004 12:45 PM

To: 'ryan_macinster@legis.state.ak.us'

Cc: Ginder_Julie; Long_Eunice

Subject: change of entry date for kindergarten students

I am writing to support the proposed change of entry date for Alaskan children into
kindergarten from August 15th to September 1st. This change will allow children who
turn 5 years of age by September 1st to begin kindergarten in that school year.

As the Executive Director for Elementary Education, | have worked with many, many
families whose child turns 5 years of age between August 15th and the first day of school
(the day after Labor Day in Anchorage). These parents want their child

to begin school with their like-age peers. Because of the August 15th deadline, we must
turn these families away, when their children would have turned 5 years of age by the
first day of school. This is difficult for many families to understand. It is also my
understanding that the entry date for kindergarten in most states across the U.S. is
September 1st, and because of the large military populations we deal with in Alaska, the
consistency provided in such achange will additionally benefit the children of military
families.

My colleagues, Elementary Supervisors Julie Ginder and Eunice Long, concur with the
proposed change to September 1st as well. We believe this will allow us to better serve
these children and that coming in line with the majority of other states across the union
will provide consistency for families who are moving to Alaska.

Thank you,
Patricia McRae

Patricia McRae, Executive Director

Elementary Education

742-4254

"Prosperity is a great teacher; adversity a greater."
-William Hazlitt



At What Age Should Children Enter Kindergarten?
A Question for Policy Makers and Parents

Deborah Stipelc

Summary

Research that bears on the issue of school entry policies is summarized in this report. The focus is on the
age children should be lo enter kindergarten and the potential benefits of delaying school entry for all or some
children. The research reviewed uses three methodologies:

(1) comparing outcomes for children who have delayed entry by a year with children who entered

school when they were eligible;

(2) comparing children in the same grade who have different birth dates; and

(3) comparing children who are the same age but in different grades, as well as children who are

a year apart in age but in the same grade.
Findings suggest that studies using the first method are inconclusive because accommodations are not made for
the selection factors associated with the decision to hold a child out of school. Findings from the other two
methods suggest that relatively older children have a modest academic advantage over younger children in the
first few grades of school, but that advantage typically disappears. There was no evidence suggesting that younger
children gained less than older children from early school experience, and some evidence suggested tha! school
experience produced greater gains on most cognitive dimensions. Generally, the findings reviewed provide more
support for early educational experience to promote academic competencies than for waiting for children to be
older when they enter school. The author suggests that the focus should be more on making schools ready for

children than on making children ready for school.

A Publication of the Society for Research in Child Development Article begins on page 3
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One purpose of SPR is to promote developmental approaches to
policy issues. Too frequently policies ignore the developmental
needs of the child. This has been especially true for the growth of
mass public schooling in this country. The development of our
educational system for children has been based on the agrarian
calendar (which, e.g., is why we have a nine month schedule), on
increases in the size of the population, and on labor needs, not on
the developmental nature and needs of children. The Carnegie
Corporation report Turning Points published in 1989, forexample,
documents how middle schools, which arose mainly due to growth
in absolute school size, conflict with die developmental nature of
the child. The child has to change school at a time when he/she is
experiencing the biological, social, and emotional changes of
puberty. The cumulative number of changes associated with a
school transition at the same time can overwhelm the child. This
is a singular example of the type of problem that can arise when
the development ofthe child isnotconsidered when we implement

policies or change institutions involving children and youth.

The current issue of SPR addresses children’s age of entry into
school. Increasing numbers of children are entering school at
younger ages. Many parents become concerned that their child is
disadvantaged iflie/she does not enter school as early as possible.
The current article, however, finds that age of school entry does
not much matter for children’s later development. This finding
must be partially qualified by the difficulties of such research.
Because children are not randomly assigned to age of entry,
experiments cannot be done, so causal arguments are challenging.
Samples in some studies are small. Nonetheless, this article brings
empirical research and careful scholarly thought to an issue much
on the minds of parents, philanthropy, and educators. Itshows how
the developmental needs of young child should be the main factor

driving changes in the early education of children.

Lonnie Sherrod, Ph.D., Editor

Fordham University
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AtW hat Age Should Children Enter Kindergarten?
A Question lor Policy M akers and Parents
Deborah Stipok

Stanford ‘'niversilv

At what age should children begin school? Just a few

decades ago the question was relevant to debates about

compulsory education laws. But over time, compulsory
education laws for school entry have become more symbolic
than coercive. Today, even though school is not usually
compulsory until the age of six (20 states) or seven (22
stales), most children enter school when they are five years
old.

Now the common question for policy makers concerns
the specific age at which children should be allowed to enter
kindergarten. Since compulsory education laws do notapply
until at least a year after the age of eligibility, the dilemma
for parents is whether to send their children to kindergarten
as soon as they are eligible. The focus forboth policy makers
and parents is on determining when children are ready for
school. Not discussed in this report, although perhaps a better

question, is how do we make schools ready for children.
Current School Entry Policies & Practices
Stale Policies

The cutoff birth date for kindergarten entry is typically
set by the state, although a few stales give school districts
discretion. Currently, the modal cutoff date is the beginning
of September, about the time school begins (see Table 1).
has been to move the cutoff date

The trend, however,

up, so that children enter kindergarten older

1975 and 2000,

on average.

Between 22 states moved the birth date

required for school entry to an earliemoint in the year. Nine
ofthose changes were made since 1950. One state (Indiana)

changed its law from allowing districts to set their own age

cutoffto a state requirementofJune 1. Only one stale (ldaho)

changed in the opposite direction (from August 16 to

September 1).

The reasons articulated in a 1999 California bill (AB

25: Article 1.5, 45S005.10) for moving the birth date cutoff

to earlier in the school year illustrate the rationale that is

typically found in legislative summaries:

(A) By changing the age at which children generally
enter kindergarten, California’s children will be better
prepared to enter into the academic environment that is

required by the kindergarten curriculum.
(C) Comparisons between California pupils and pupils

in other states on national achievement tests in the later

@ i.Jn J+A4*m..mm". > mmmf »m A m*m U,

grades are likely to be more equitable if the entry age of
California pupils is more closely aligned to that of most other

states.

Parental Practice

An increasingly common practice, which also raises the
average age of kindergartners, is for parents to voluntarily
delay theirchild’s entry a year beyond the time he or she is
eligible to begin school (sometimes referred to as academic
“redshirting”). Brent, May, and Kundert’s (1996) analysis
of data for one school district ovei a lZ—year period found
steady increases in the use ofdelayed school entry from about
6% in the firstblock ofthree years to about 12% in the most
recentblock of three years. Recentsurveys suggest thatabout
9 or 10 percent of parents nationally delay their children’s
entry into kindergarten (Brent et al., 1996; Cosden, Zimmer
& Tuss, 1993; May, Kundert, & Brent, 1995; National Center
for Education Statistics [NCES], 1997; Byrd, Wcilzman &

Auinger, 1997). Boys are more likely than girls to be held

out, by a factor of nearly 2 to 1 (Brent et al., 1996; Cosden

et al., 1993; May et al.,, 1995). And the closer children’s
birthdays are to the cutoff date (and thus the younger they
would have been ifthey had entered when the law allowed),
the more likely they are to be held out (Cosden ct al., 1993;
Graue & DiPerna, 2000; May el al., 1995; Mayer & Knutson,

1999; NCES, 1997).

The evidence on race and socio-economic status (SES)
differences in delaying school entry is mixed. Studies have

reported that Caucasians were more likely to be held out

than African-Americans (NCES, 1997) and Latinos (Cosden

et al., 1993). Some studies report that middle-class parents

Table 1 Date by Which Child Must Turn Five Years to
Enter Kindergarten

Date Number of States
June 1

July 1

August 1

August 15

August 31/Scptcmber 1
September 10-15
September 30/October 1
December 1-2
December 3 YJanuary 1
LEA Option

v > NRrRrRR

Source: Education Commission of the States, March 2000;
Denver, CO (www.ecs.org).


http://www.ecs.org

are more likely to hold their children out than low-income
parents (see Meisels, 1992). Other studies that have assessed
SES effects report no differences (Graue & DiPcrna, 2000;
NCES, 1997; Morrison, Griffith, & Alberts, 1997)

Likely Directions in Policies and Practices

Tne current emphasis on school accountability based
primarily on students” performance on achievement tests is
likely to encourage more states and districts to consider
increasing the age of school entry. The reasoning, seen in
the excerpt from the California bill mentioned above, is that
ifolder children benefit more from instruction than younger
children, achievement gains could be realized by requiring
children to be older when they entered kindergarten. This is
apolitically attractive strategy for raising testscores because
it is simple and economical.

Another current policy trend,
eliminating social promotion, puts
additional pressure on educators to
ensure students’ academic success,
especially in the early elementary
grades, when retention rates arc the
highest. If older children are better
able to master the curriculum, fewer
would need to be retained.

School-level practices are also
likely to be affected by current
accountability pressures and the
elimination of social promotion,
especially in states in which school
resources are based on students’ achievement test scores.
Studies of kindergarten teachers show that the majority
endorse laterschool entry for children who appear not lo be
ready for kn.dergarten (NCES, 1997). The pressure to
increase lestscores may encourage teachers to advise more
parents to hold out relatively young children, especially boys,
who they consider to be atrisk of poorachievement. Parents’
concerns about the increased likelihood o f their child being
retained may also result in an increased number of children
being held out for a year. In brief, the current educational
policy climate suggests that the trend toward raising the
school entry age is likely to continue both formally, in state
legislation or school district policies, and informally, in

parent decisions.

The Substance ofthe Debate

The argument for moving the birth date cutoff earlier,
so that children enter kindergarten at an older age, is based
on the assumption that with age come competencies thnt

will improve children’s chances for success in school.

The current emphasis on school
accountability basedprimarily
on students ‘performance on
achievement tests is likely to
encourage more states and
districts to consider increasing
the age o fschool entiy.

Although intellectual competencies are ofien the focus, other
dimensions ofdevelopment are often included. Tie National
Goals Panel 2000, for example, considers physical well-
being; motor, social, and language development; and
dispositions for learning as relevant to school readiness, in
addition to cognition and knowledge (Kagan, Moore, &
Bredekamp, 1995). Older children are assumed to be more
ready and better able to profit from formal schooling (see
Frick, 1986; UphofT & Gilmore, 1986). The claim that older
isbelterisbased on a theory ofdevelopmentwhich privileges
the contributions of biological maturation (see Kagan, 1990;
Meisels, 1999; Smith & Shepard, 19S8). Thus, voluntary
delayed entry is more common among boys, because they
are believed to mature more slowly than girls.

In some discussions of school readiness there is an
implicit notion of a threshold of cognitive and social
development. Itisnot assumed simply that “older is better,"
but rather, older is better until
children achieve that prerequisite
level ofdevelopmentthatisrequired
for them to succeed in school. That
threshold is associated with a
particular age.

Also implicit in the theory
underlying policies and practices
that delay school entry is the notion
that the “gift of time” and general
(out-of-school) experience

outweigh the benefits of a school

setting foi a child deemed unready

for kindergarten. This assumption
has particularly important implications for low-income and
minority children, who begin school on average with
substantially lower academic skills than children from
middle- and upper-income families (Ad.ims, 1990; Stipek
& Ryan, 1997; Whitehurstctal., 1994). Au important policy
question is under what conditions are these children al risk
for school failure most likely lo catch up with their more
affluent peers? Are they better served by having more time
out of school or by having more time in an instructional
environment?

Early childhood education experts who oppose the trend
toward later school entry stress the role of experience in
learning and development. Their argument is based on the
assumption that time in an instructional context is more
valuable and will promote academic success better than
additional biological maturation or than general experience
out of school. The two positions on the issue ofschool entry
e.gc thus mirror rather well the age-old nature-nurture debate.

Experts who privilege experience over maturation also
point out that development is uneven and multidimensional.

A threshold for development cannot be established because



a child’s level of development varies across different
dimensions. Tims, children are not likely to achieve the level
considered important for school success in all domains at
the same time.

The two positions also differ on where the responsibility
for children's success resides. Proponents of delayed school
entry for some if not all children focus on the preparation of
the child tor the program. Opponents argue that the policy
is based on a Procrustean notion that the curriculum is set
and children must be fit into it as it is. A more appropriate
strategy is to adapt the curriculum to the developmental levels
of the children who enter kindergarten, whatever their
cognitive and social skills. They take the pusition that if
children are faring poorly in kindergarten programs, the
solution needs to be found in the school program not in the
child.

Critics of voluntary delayed school entry are also
concerned that the practice will exacerbate socioeconomic
differences in academic skill levels. They reason that middle-
class families are more likely to have financial resources
for an extra year of preschool or high-quality childcare, and
thus are more likely to hold out their children. This would
effectively make middle- and upper-income kindergartners
older, on average, than kindergartners from low-income
families. The increased age of the middle-income children
raises expectations and puts pressure on kindergarten
teachers to increase the demands of the kindergarten
curriculum, which puts low-income children at an even
greater disadvantage.

Finally, experts who argue against holding children out
point out that being “over-age” for grade is a strong predictor
of later dropping out, even when achievement is held constant
(Meisels, 1992). The practice of holding children out a year
thus puts some children at risk of not completing high school.

Fortunately, this is a debate that can be infomied by
empirical evidence. There is a fair amount of research that
directly addresses the assumptions on both sides. To that
data we now tum.

Effects of Entry Age

Three strategies have been used to assess the effects of
the age of school entry on children’s academic achievement,
and occasionally on social-emotional or motivational
outcomes. First, studies have compared children who have
delayed entry by a year with children who en'ered school
when they were eligible. These studies are relevant to policy
decisions about formal cutoff dales only inasmuch as they
allow comparisons of children who are relatively old versus
relatively young at school entry.

A second methodological strategy is to simply compare
children in the same grade with different birth dates. Inany

one grade there is at least a 12-month spread in ages.
Assuming that children’s birth dates are randomly
distributed, associations between Ibis natural variation in
age of entry and child outcomes suggest an age effect. Few
of the studies using this methodology assess change in
achievement over the school year; they therefore cannot be
used to determine whether older children benefit relatively
more from schooling than do younger children. They do,
however, provide infonnation on whether older children
perform better on average than younger children.

The third and most powerful strategy compares children
who are the same age but in different grades as w*U as
children who are a year apart in age but in the same grade.
This strategy provides infonnation on the relative effects of
an additional year of time (maturation and general, out-of-
school experience) versus an additional year of schooling.

Tables 2, 3 and 4 summarize all studies afier 19S50 that
were perfonned using these three methodologies. A cutoff
of 1980 was used because there is some question about the
relevance of data collected earlier when relatively few young
children attended preschool or had day care. The review of
research in this report is thorough, but not exhaustive. (Note:
equal signs in the tables reflect a finding of no significant
differences between the groups compared.)

Delayed versus On-Time Entry

Does delaying relatively young children’s entry into
kindergarten a year past the time they are eligible to enter
increase their chances for success? Researchers have
reasoned that if delayed school entry is beneficial, children
who are held out a year should have lower retention rates
and special education placement and higher achievement
than children with similar characteristics who entered school
when they were eligible (see Table 2).

The findings of such studies need to be interpreted very
cautiously. Children who are held out of school do not
represent a random sample, and it is vei7 likely that qualities
that led parents to decide to delay their child’s entry into
school contribute to differences found later between these
children and children who began school *‘on time.”
Moreover, a finding of no difference is difficult lo interpret
because children who had been held out might have looked
worse if they had not been held out. Retention is especially
suspect as a dependent variable because it is possible that
teachers are more reluctant to retain children who are already
relatively older than their age-mates.

In addition to these methodological problems, findings
from research arc neither substantial nor consistent. One
study found that children who delayed school entry by a
year were less likely to be retained than children who entered
school when they were eligible (May el al., 1995). Two



Tabic 2 Studies Comparing Delayed and Non-Delaycd Entry Students

Reference

Byrd, Wcitzman,
& Auingcr (1997)

Graue & DiPema

(2000)

May, Kundert,
& Brent (1995)

Kundert, May.
«. Brent (1995)

Sample

National representative
sample in National Health
Interview Survey; ages 7-17;
N-9079

Representative stratified
random sample of Wisconsin
school districts; 3,Jgradcrs;
N=8595

Caucasion 1* - 12thgraders
in suburban NY school
district; N;r323S

Caucasion 3,J- 12hgraders
in suburban NY school
district; N=314

Comparison

Delayed-antry (Old for
age in grade, but never
retained); c o n tro 1 (Modal
age for grade and not
retained)

rReasnirters (€ntered
kindergarten >= 72
months); ¢ o n tro 1 (Entered
60-71 months)

belayea entry (€ntered

K one year later than
eligible for Dec. 1 cutoff);
contro1 (entered when
eligible)

belayed entry (€ntered

K one year later than
eligible for Dec. 1 cutoff);
rRetainea (iN grades K-5)

Consequences of Delayed Entry

BehaviorProblem Index (BP\):
Delayed entry group> noil-delayed
(difference especially large in
adolescence)

Early exceptionalneedsservices
Rcdshirtcrs 2.24 times > control group
3"'grade rending achievement:
Redshirtcrs (including summer
birthdays) = control group

retention: delayed entry < control

Placement in specla\educatlon:delayed
entry > control

Cognitive A bilities Test (CAT)at2
sraae: delayed > retained; c res tests
atand s\ & (*graae (With CAT
covaricd): delayed = retained

studies, however, reported that children who delayed school
entry by a year were more, not less, likely to receive special
education services (Graue & DiPema, 2000; May et al.,
1995), The two studies that examined academic achievement
did not find significant differences between delayed- and
non-delayed entry children (Graue & DiPema, 2000), or
delayed and retained children (Kundert, May, & Brent,
1995). But, as mentioned above, it cannot be determined
whether the delayed children would have performed less well
if they had not been delayed.

The findings of the Byrd ct al. (1997) study are
noteworthy because it is one of the few studies that examined
possible long-term effects of delaying school entry'. In their
nationally representative and large sample there were
increasing disparities in behavior problems between children
who were older than their age-males and children who were
the modal age for their grade. Adolescents who were older
because of retention had particularly high scores on the
Behavior Problem Index, but children who had not been
retained (and were thus presumably older because they had
delayed school entry) also showed relatively high levels of
behavioral problems. Mayer and Knutson (1999) did not look
specifically at students who were over-age, but they too
found that in a large nationally representative sample of 8-
1 year olds, children with earlier birth dates (who were

relatively old) showed more behavior problems than children
who were relatively young for their grade (see Table 3).
Again, the selection problem of the children who delay
school entry makes interpretation of these findings difficult.
But they suggest the importance of studying the experiences
of older children that might contribute to behavioral
problems. It is also possible that the relatively high levels of
behavioral problems, and accompanying negative
experiences and alienation among children who are over the
modal age of their grade, is related to the high levels of over-
age students dropping out of high school (House, 1989;
Nason, 1991).

Age Differences

Interpretation of findings of studies examining naturally
occurring age variations are less problematic than for the
delayed-enlry studies because birth dales are presumably
randomly distributed. Although there is some variation across
stales and districts, most studies are done within a limited
geographical area, in which case variation in children’s ages
would depend on their birth date, not the state or district
policy. In large-scale or national studies, it is unlikely that
district policies bias the findings in any systematic direction.



Tabic 3 Studies Assessing Child Outcomes Associated with Age of Kindergarten Entry

Reference

Bickel, Zigmond,
& Strayhom (1991)

Breznitz & Teltscii
(1989)

Cameron & Wilson
(1990)

Crosscr (1991)

Dietz .. Wilson

(1985)

Jones = Mandcville

(1990)

Kinard & Reinherz
(1986)

Langer, Kalk, &
Searls (1984)

McClelland,
Morrison, & Holmes

(2000)

May & Welch
(1986)

Sample

Pittsburgh 5 hgraders;
N=222

Israeli 4lh graders; N=137

N=315

Tt 8 & (n graders in
Ohio school districts;
N=90

Second graders in a
Delaware school district;
N=117

South Carolina, grades 1, 2,
3, & 6; N=190,292

White, working-class 4th
graders; N=488

9-, 13-, and 17-ycar olds;
N=97,000 Caucasion and
17,000 Black students
assessed in 1974-78

White & Black children,
K& 2-i;: N=164

Grades 3-6 in suburban
school district: N=152

Comparison

Age as continuous variable
over 12 months

o 1aer (birth date, Jan. -
March).y o unger (Oct. -
Dec.)

(1) Rcdshirls (2) Sept. -
Jan. birth dates; (3) Jan. -
May; (4) May - Sept.

All summer birth dates
(June 1-Sept. 30): (1)
yvoung (entered K at age 5);
014 (entered K at age 6)

Three groups based on age
at school entry: mean ages
of 62, 66, & 71 months

vounger (Dirth dates in Aug.,
Sept., or Oct.), o e (all
other)

Divided into 6, 2-month

intervals, based on birth dates

at school entry

Age as continuous variable
over 12-months

Age of K entry used as
continuous variable

Birth dates divided into 4,
3-month intervals

Consequences of Age of Entry

Math achievement: | 'grade entry: OlEr>
Yyounger; s wg ra a e : NO SigN, age effect
Reading achievement & conduct:no sign.

age effect at any grade

Reading & arithm etic achievem ent: Older>
YOUNQET; tra i an xiety: yOUuNnger>older;

selfesteem & socio-m etric scores:

older = younger

second-grade 178s: Sept-Jan > other three
groups; rourth grade: Sept-Jan >May-Scpt.

5'1& 6lhgrade CTBS; older >

younger (boys only);
older = younger

reading

m ath

K readinessscores ILITB S achievement

sco res: NO significant age effects

South Carolina Basic Skills Assessm ent

rrogram (8sa p): Older> younger; age effect
declines from grade 1-6

Inform ation processing skills: atschoolentry

older>youngcr; « . s, &« 4 nosignificant
age effects. ¢ rade. attention, anxiety itotner

socio-cm otionalmeasures, academ ic

achievement & specialneedsservices

no significant age effects

N ationalAssessmentofEducationalProgress
o .ycar o1as. Older>younger;

rRetention: yOuUNnger>oldcr;

13.yearo1as: age effect significant, but much
weaker;

17.ycar o1as: NOage effect

Q. PIAT, predicted by school entry
age at K, but not at 2nJgrade

PPV T

oldest > youngest;

G escllat K
Stanford Achievement Test at 2 Tlor 4"grade:

no significant age effects

Table 3 continued on nextpage



Table 3 continued Studies Assessing Child Outcomes Associated with Age of Kindergarten Entry

Reference Sample

(a) 19S0 census data on
wages of men between
28-34

(b) CNLSY 8-11 year olds

Mayer & Knutson,
(1999)

(a) Kindergartners; N=5I2
(b) Kindergartners; N=116

Spitzcr, Cupp,

& Parke (1995) variable

predominantly poor children
in rural and two urban
communities, K-3,d grade
(longitudinal); N=237

Slipck & Dyler
(2001)

6'h grade, upper-middle-
class suburban school
district: N=152

Swecclland &
Dc Simone (1987)

1National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, mother-child files

The findings related to the cffecl ofage-of-school-entry
on achievement vary, but looking across studies, the pattern
is clear. Most studies report differences in the beginning
grades of school which favor older children (Cameron &
Wilson. 1990; Crosser, 1991 [boys only]), and some studies
report differences in the later elementary grades (Breznitz
& Teltsch, 1989; Cameron & Wilson, 1990; Crosser, 1991).
But a few studies found no difference in some or all
achievement tests, even in kindergarten (Dietz & Wilson,
1985; Kinard & Rcinherz, 1986). And in most of the studies
that found significant age differences in the early grades,
the differences were weaker (Jones & Mandeville, 1990;
Langer, Kalk, & Searls, 1984; Swcetland & De Simone,

Comparison

Birth dates; (1) Jan-March,
(2) April-dune, (3) July-Scpt.

Age of entry as continuous

(@)o 1 (age 6 by Dec. 31
year entered K);

interm eaiate (@ge 5 by May
31 before K entry); voung
(age 5 after May 31)

(b) 54 pairs of children
matched in age but one grade
apart (K or 1), all children
retested in their 3'dgrade

Birth dates divided into 4,
3-month intervals

Consequences of Age of Entry

ayaduit earning: YoOungest(July-Scpt.)
had highest earnings.

(b)senavmrproblem sin 8-11-year olds-.

older > younger

Reading and math achievement (PIA T):

younger > older

(atTeacher andpeerratings ofsocialskills
andpopuiarity: lOW butsignificant
correlations with age of entry

(b) Teacher ratings ofdependence:
significantly correlated with age of entry;
Peerrejection, loneliness, perceived
competence and acceptance, and

classroom benavior (cs1); NOtsignificantly
correlated to age

(@ matn CEiiteracy tests. « /1. oldcst>
youngest; s sg ra a - : NO differences

Teacher achievementandsocial-behavioral
no age differences at K/I or3,J grade
no differences at K/l or

ratings

Child self-ratings

3ld grade

(B)matn acnievemene: I'> K (matehc - .in
age); 3rd: older (late school entry) = younger
(early school entry)

1= K; 3dgrade:

literacy achievem ent

younger = older
> K;

child selfratingsin math & literacy

3rd younger = older

cres.graaes 2 -6: Oldcr>youngcr (degree of
difference declined after 3d grade)

1987) or disappeared altogether by the upper elementary
grades (Bickel, Zigmond, & Strayhom, 1991: Kinard &
Rcinherz, 1986; McClelland, Morrison, & Holmes, 2000;
May & Welch, 1986; Stipek & Byler, 2001).

Insummary, the empirical evidence suggests some small
advantage of being relatively older than classmates which
diminishes with age. This does not mean that “older is better*
in some absolute sense. All of these studies used relative
age as the independetY variable. Depending on the birth-
date cutoff in the state or community, a relatively old child
inone study could have been an average-aged child in another
study. The findings also do not suggest that older children
learn more in school than younger children. The age



'I'nble 4 Studies Comparing Age and Schooling os Predictors of Cognitive Outcomes

Reference Sample Comparison Age and Grade Effects

N=56 o1a « (turned 6just after Arithm etic accuracy, SChOOlING effect
cutoffdate); voung 1'15raaers significant;

(turned 6just before cutoff
date); o 1a 1+ graaers (turned
6 before cutoff date, but a
year older than old K)

Bisanz, Morrison,
& Dunn (1995)
age effect significant

Con.ervation

Compared age effects within® v ath & reading comprenension: effectofone
grade to grade (schooling) year of school twice the effect of one year of
effects (between grade, age

holding age constant)

Israeli 1* & 2m graders;
N=6269

Cahan & Davis
(1957)

Cahan & Cohen 4\ 5" & 6" graders; Compared age effects within 12 cognitive tasks (ca 1): SChool effects

(19s9) N=12,090 grade to grade (schooling) larger on all verbal and numerical tests and
effects (between grade, 2 of 5 figural tests; age effects modestly
holding age constant) larger on 2 figural tests

Crone & Children originally Within-grade comparison: Emergentiiteracy skills

Youngest (OCt. - Nov. hirth w ithin grade com parison presch00|<£K :
dates); m iaaie (Feb.- Sept.); older > younger (difference smaller in K);
oiaest (Dec. - Jan.) 1+« 2+ NOSignificant age differences
Bctwecn-grade comparison:  setw ccn-gradc com parison: youngest K>
approx. same age (e.g., oldest preschool; youngest 2nJ> oldest 1*
youngest in one grade, oldest

in previous grade)

enrolled in New York
Head Start Centers; N=337

Whitehurst (1999)

Less scnootea (Started K at
5yrs 7mos);m ore schoolea
(started J* at 5yrs. 9 mos.);
retested one year later (in K
or 1") and two years later
(in 1"or 2

Middle-class Canadians,
identified by teachers as
*average”; N=48

Ferreira &
Morrison (1994)

Grammartasks involving m ultiw ord sub jects:
P>K, 2' 31 (schooling effect);
pronouns: age 7>6=5 (age effect)

o1a « (turned 6just after M ath (e reading achievement, end ofk or /"
cutoffdate); voung 1"graaers young first>oid K; old and young 1” graders
(turned 6just before cutoff made same gains, both greater than old K
date); o1« 1+ graaers (turned (schooling effect-greater lor reading than

6 before cutoff date, but a math); ena o 11+ graae. Old L'-young first

Morrison, Griffith,
& Alberts (1997)

Diverse SES; N=539

Morrison, Smith,

Middle- to lower-middle

«. Dow-Ehrensberger class; N=20

(1995)

Varnhagcn,
Morrison,
& Everall (1994)

N=79

year older than old K)

Young I'lgraders (turned
6just before cutoff date);
o1a k (turned 6just after
cutoffdate)

voung 1"graaers (turned
6just before cutoff dale);
o1a x (turned 6just after
cutoffdate)

9

(age effect)

M emory tasks, phonemicsegmentation,
reading achievem ent: Pretest: No group
differences; end of year: P'>K (old Ks made
little progress in K, & no more improvement
during 1*than young I*'grnders)

Story recallandstory production skills:
associated with age, not schooling;
Causalrelations recall, andcomplexity of

stories producea .associated with schooling



differences, when found, were usually stronger at the
beginning of school than in the later grades, indicating that
the younger children actually tended lo learn more, ofien
catching up with their older peers after a few years in school.

Thegroportion 0frisk
attributed to race and
socioemotional. factors
was 13 times larger than
that contributed by age.

Even in the early elementary grades the magnitude of
the effect of age appears to be small. Most studies do not
compare age to other factors influencing student
achievement, but in one that did, the proportion of risk
attributed lo race and socioeconomic factors was 13 times
larger than that contributed by age (Jones & Mandeville,
1990).

Only a few studies have examined associations between
age of entry and social-motivational variables. One study of
asmall sample of Israeli fourth graders found that younger
children scored higher on a measure of trait anxiety; there
were no age effects on self-esteem or socio-metric scores
(Breznitz & Teltsch, 19S9). Teacher ratings of children’s
social skills and popularity were associated with age if entry
in one study, with older children receiving higher scores
(Spitzer, Cupp, & Parke, 1995). Peer rejection, loneliness,
perceived competence, and classroom behavior were not
associated with age. Two studies found no age effects on
attention, anxiety, and avariety of social-emotional measures
for children from kindergarten through third (Stipck & Byler,
2001) and fourth grade (Kinard & Rcinherz, 1986). Taken
together, the research provides little support for concerns
about the social-emotional or motivational development of
children who enter school at a relatively young age.

Schooling versus Age

The studies that are most relevant to the age-ol-cntry
debate compare the effects of a year of maturation and
general experience (out of school) to a year of schooling.
As mentioned above, this analysis is done by comparing
children who are the same age but in different grades and
children who are in the same grade but approximately ayear
apart in age, The first comparison provides infonnation on
the effect of a year of schooling, holding age constant. The
second comparison provides information on the effect of

chronological age, holding the number of years of schooling
constant.

Findings from studies using these me’hods suggest that
schooling is the more potent variable in most of the cognitive
skills measured. In math and most aspects of reading and
literacy in most studies, children who were in school gained
more in a year than children the same age who were not in
school (Bisanz, Morrison, & Dunn, 1995; Cahan & Davis,
1987; Crone & Whitehurst, 1999; Ferreira & Morrison, 1994;
Morrison et al., 1997; Morrison, Smith, & Dow-
Ehrensberger, 1995; Vamhagen, Morrison, & Everall, 1994).
Literacy assessments in these studies included basic reading
skills as well as grammar, phonemic segmentation, causal
relationships recall, and complexity ofstories produced. The
findings of two additional studies suggest, furthermore, that
age was hot a factor in how much children benefited from a
year of schooling (Morrison et al., 1997; Mcrrison ct al.,
1995).

Age was a better predictor than amount of schooling for
children’s performance on conservation tasks in one study
(Bisanz ct al., 1995), two of five figural tests given in another
study (Cahan & Cohen, 1989), use of pronouns (Ferreira &
Morrison, 1994), and story recall and production skills
(Vamhagen et al., 1994) in two other studies, repectively.
Thus, biological maturation and general, out-of-school
experience appear to be more important contributors to some
cognitive competencies.

Although chronological age was more strongly
associated with a few cognitive outcomes, the studies
comparing age and school effects suggest that educational
intervention found in schools contributes more to children’s
cognitive competencies overall than docs maturation, and
that relatively young children benefit from school as much
as relatively older children. The school effect is strong inan
absolute as well as a relative sense. In the Crone and
Whitehurst (1999) study, for example, a year in school
explained 62% of the literacy skill improvements at the
kindergarten level, and SI% at second grade. Cahan and
Davis (1987) report that the effect of a year in school was
twice the effect of a year of age.

vii llustrative Study

Most studies conducted on entry age into kindergarten
include predominantly middle-class children. But as
mentioned above, policy decisions related to age of entry
are particularly critical for low-incomc children because they
ire at greatest risk for school failure. As an example of
research on age of school entry | describe next one of my
own studies, which focuses on very low-income children
(see Stipck & Byler, 2001). 1



The study involved 237 children in three different
geographical locations: a northeastern, predominantly white
rural community, a northeastern, predominantly African-
American urban community, and a western, predominantly
Latino urban area. The children were distributed among more
than 80 schools and 150 classrooms.

In addition to examining academic achievement, we
assessed age differences in children’s perceptions of
thenu.lves and of school. We reasoned that if younger
children perform less well academically than older children,
they might ; ro have relatively low perceptions of their
academic c< ipetencies, develop a less positive relationship
with their t.acher, and enjoy school less.

The study’s longitudinal design provided data on
children from kindergarten through the third grade. \We were
therefore able to determine whether any differences evident
in kindergarten persisted into the middle elementary grades.
Because concerns about maturity are often greater for boys
than for girls, gender differences were
also examined. We had also planned to
examine redshirting practices, but in the
sample of over 200 low-income children,
only five children (four boys and one
girl) delayed kindergarten entry.

For all of the children in the sample
wec had Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test
(PPVT) scores from the time children
were 60 months old. At the end of
kindergarten or first grade and again in
third grade wc gave both math and
literacy assessments, using a
combination of traditional and more
reform-minded (e.g., strategies for
solving word problems, verbal comprehension and writing)
achievement tests. Teachers also rated children’s math and
reading performance in class.

Using the Feelings about School measure (Valcski &
Stipck, 2001), children rated their academic competencies
and their feelings about school and their teacher. Teachers
rated children’s social competence and academic engagement
on tasks, and the level 1”7 ” ocness and conflict in their
relationships with each study child.

We used two strategies to assess age of entry effects.
First, children were divided into three age groups: (1) old (/
= 77; turned six by December 31 of the year they entered
kindergarten); (2) intermediate (/j = 98; turmed five by May
31, before they entered kindergarten); and (3) young (n =
62; turned five after May 31 and before they entered
kindergarten or in the fall after entering kindergarten).3
Second, we compared two groups of children matched in
age but a year apart in grade,

The studies comparing
age and school effects
suggest that educational
interventionfound in
schools contributes more
to children's cognitive
competencies overall
than does maturation,

The first set of analyses of children in kindergarten
revealed that the oldest children scored significantly higher
than the youngest children on both the reading and math
achievement tests, but no differences were found for teacher
ratings of academic performance. The three age-groups were
not significantly different from each other on all of the
teacher ratings of children’s social competence, academic
engagement, and their relationships with children. Only one
child rating was significantly associated with age; the oldest
children reported more positive feelings about their teacher
than the intermediate-age and youngest children. When the
same age comparisons were computed for children when
they were in the third grade, the early achievement advantage
of the older group on the math and literacy achievement
tests disappeared, although older children’s more positive
ratings of their teacher remained.

The second analytic strategy was to create a matched
sample of 54 pairs of children who were the same age, gender
and race, but in different grades
(kindergarten versus first grade). This
allowed us lo assess the effects of ayear
of schooling holding age constant. The
children who entered school very young
(who were in first grade at the first time
of testing) were achieving at a
significantly higher level in math, but not
in literacy, than children who entered
school a year older (who were in
kindergarten at the time of testing, but
the same age as the first graders). The
first graders also had significantly higher
perceptions of their skills in both math
and literacy. No other child outcomes
showed significant differences.

Identical analyses were repeated for these children’s
third-grade outcomes. For these analyses the children were
all in the same grade, but the two groups differed in age by
a year. The achievement advantage in math shown by the
first graders over same-aged peers in kindergarten was not
apparent when all of the children were in the third grade.
Combined, these two findings suggest that the earlier
advantage of the children who had entered school at a
relatively younger age was a consequence of having an
additional year of schooling. Likewise, the two groups were
not significantly different on any of the child self-ratings or
teacher ratings. Thus, by third grade, children who entered
kindergarten an entire year apart in age did not differ
significantly on the variables we measured,

In brief, the findings of this study are consistent with
the pattern of findings in previous studies. Comparing the
contributions of time (chronological age) and academic
skills, school was more potent. Furthermore, children who



entered school relatively young did not appear to be
disadvantaged academically in the long run.

Returning to the Policy Question

What are die implications of the findings reviewed above
for the original question: at what age should children enter
school? Briefly, the data indicate that moving back the birth
date for school entry by one to three months—the most
common change seen over the last decade—will not address
policy makers’ concerns about student readiness for
kindergarten or their academic perfonnance later on.

Studies comparing the academic achievement of children
who differed by as much as a year in their school entry age
have found no differences or very modest and diminishing
differences. There is also no evidence suggesting some kind
of threshold—a particular age at which most children are
prepared for formal schooling.

Possible negative effects of raising the school entry age
mus* WRobe considered. Requiring children to be older when
they Limer kindergarten increases teachers’ expectations for
their ability to handle structured academic work. Combined
with the current stress on children’s standardized
achievement test performance, there is a risk that
kindergarten will begin to resemble first grade and be less
and less dcvelopmentally appropriate.

What about delaying school entry for some children?
Only a few studies have examined the effects of voluntarily
delaying children’s entry into kindergarten. The evidence
that exists does not support this practice as a general rule.
But the evidence is too meager and open to interpretation to
be used as a guide for individual decision making. Although
evidence on age differences suggests that younger children
are not necessarily disadvantaged, little is known about the
consequences of delaying entry for the selective sample of
children who have done so.

Delaying school entry for children, whether by changing
the law or through parents’ voluntary decisions, may,
however, be disadvantageous for low-income children, who
already begin school with relatively poor cognitive skills.
First, the evidence is very clear that oul-of-school time
contributes to the racial and social class achievemcnt-gap
more than does in-school time, Il is during the summer, for
example, that low- and middle-income children’s
achievement diverges the most (Entwisle & Alexander,
1992). Second, middle-income children are also more likely
to attend high-quality preschool or day care programs, which
have been shown to contribute lo children’s language and
other cognitive skills (.Bowman, Donovan, & Burns, 2001).
There is, therefore, reason to expect children from middle-
class and affluent families to progress more in their academic

skills than low-income children while they “wait’ to become
eligible to begin kindergarten, thus making the gap in skills
wider than it already is at school entry. Children with special
needs are especially disadvantaged by delaying entry into a
formal educational setting because they are less likely to be
identified and receive early intervention.

Are Readiness Tests a Good Alternative lo Age as a
Criterion for School Entry?

If age, at least within the range of about 12 months, is
not a good predictor of how much children benefit from
school, should we consider alternative strategies to determine
when children should begin kindergarten? What about a test
that directly assesses children’s readiness for school?

School readiness tests are used in many districts and
schools for a variety of productive purposes, such as to
identify special problems that might require early
intervention. Early assessments can also be used by teachers
to guide instructional and program planning. The research
evidence docs not, however, support readiness tests as an
alternative lo age for dctennining school entry.

Extant readiness tests assess social interaction skills,
general cognitive skills (e.g., perceptual skills, auditory
memory, visual matching, language, and listening), and
specific academic knowledge (e.g., alphabet, color naming,
counting, identification of body parts). Social knowledge
tests have been criticized for being culturally biased (Meisels,
1996), and many other tests have been criticized for having
poor validity (Shepard & Smith, 19S6; Meisels, 1996). \When

The research evidence does not support
readiness tests as an alternative to age
for determining school enliy.

the widely used Metropolitan Readiness Test is used for
individual placement, it is estimated that about one-third of
al! children tested would be misidentified (Gredler, 1992;
see also Carlton & Winsler, 1999). Researchers have also
pointed out that development is episodic and uneven
(Bowman et al., 2001; Cronbach, 1990), rendering
assessment at any single point in time a poor predictor of a
child’s skills, even a short time later. Another problem is
that readiness tests that include items which require teaching
(e.g., color and shape names, letter identification, factual
knowledge) unfairly disadvantage children who have not



been taught them. Ironically, these are the children who most
.need the instruction kindergarten programs can provide.

Furthermore, readiness tests do not assess the qualities
kindergarten teachers view as important for school success.
In a national study that asked kindergarten teachers how
important each of 15 qualities was for a child to be ready for
kindergarten, teachers rated highest: (1) “is physically
healthy, rested, and well-nourished;” (2) “can communicate
needs, wants, and thoughts verbally in child’s primary
language,” and (3) “is enthusiastic and curious in
approaching new activities, respectively (NCES, 1993). The
qualities most often found on readiness tests were rated the
lowest of the 15 mentioned: (1) ability to identify primary
colors and basic shapes; (2) ability to
use pencils and paint brushes; (3)
knowledge of the alphabet; and (4)
ability to count to 20. (See also
Piolrkowski, Botsko, & Matthews,
2000.)

A more fundamental problemwith
“readiness” tests concerns the concept
of readiness itself. Their use as a
criterion for school entry is implicitly
based on the premise that children are not able to take
advantage ofschool until they are “ready,”” and that biological
maturation (lime) and experience outside of school prepares
them better than experience in aschool context. The evidence
reviewed above supports neither of these assumptions.

Rethinking “Readiness”

Many early childhood experts have called into question
the very notion of “readiness.” Clearly all children at all
ages arc “ready to learn.” The meaningful question is not
whether a child is ready to leam, but rather what a child is
ready lo learn. Even “reading readiness' - a concept with a
long history in early childhood development - has little
meaning in the context of current conceptualizations of
emerging literacy, which includes general knowledge,
language and vocabulary skills, and even early scribbling,
Literacy, according to current experts, begins to develop long
before children enter school (Bowman et al., 2001; National
Research Council, 1998), Current conceptions of
mathematics also enioracc the notion of gradual development
beginning early in life. Recent work on the development of
mathematical understanding .’hows that an understanding
of basic number concepts is seen and can be promoted in
toddlers (Griffin & Case, 1998).

The concept of readiness for school is also losing
significance as increasing numbers of children attend
preschool or day care programs. Research on early childhood

The meaninfgiil question is
Not whether a child is ready
to learn, but rather whata
child is ready to learn.
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interventions and especially on programs designed to
promote cognitive skills provides compelling evidence that
preschool-aged children leam in a variety of school-like
settings and from a variety of instructional approaches (see
Barmett & Boocock, 1998; Bowman ct al., 2001). Ideally,
the transition from preschool programs to kindergarten and
formal schooling should be seamless and continuous, not
the abrupt shift to a completely different social context and
set of academic demands that the notion of readiness brings
to mind.

Many early childhood experts have turmed the issue of
readiness on its head to focus on schools rather than children
(see, for example, Graue, 1993; Kagan, 1990). To be sure,
some children are not “ready” to sit at
desks and do papcr-and-pencil
activities for long periods of time
when they tum five or even six years
old. But that doesn’t mean that they
cannot benefit from any kind of
instruction. The appropriate policy
guestion, then, is not what children
need to know or be able to do when
they get to school, but what schools
need to do to meet the social and educational needs of the
children who walk through their doors.

Policy Implications

In summary, the research reviewed in this report does
not support a policy of moving tire birth date for school entry
lo increase the average age of children entering school. Even
if the goal is to improve children’s performance on
achievement tests, policies that result in a slightly older
school population will have short-term and modest effects,
if any.

A policy issue that is related to school entry age concerns
the advisability of making kindergarten compulsory. The
research summarized in this report provides good evidence
for the value of an educational program for five-year-olds.
The value of making kindergarten compulsory depends on
whether it would actually impact kindergarten enrollment.
Enrollment is already very high, and many parents who
currently do not enroll their children in kindergarten use
other educational options (preschools or home schooling),
which would most likely continue through a waiver process
even if kindergarten was made compulsory. Nevertheless,
allhough compulsory kindergarten laws may be largely
symbolic, evidence for the value of schooling for children
who are kindergarten age is consistent with such a policy.

Despite the limitations of age as a predictor of children’s
cognitive and social competencies, froma policy perspective



it is preferable to using tests as a criterion for school entry.
Age is equitable and less vulnerable to cultural or social
class biases. Within the range of options currently used, the
particular birth date that is used as a cutoff is somewhat
arbitrary.

If anything, the evidence suggests
reducing the age of school entry to
below the current range. Some of the
studies reviewed show that the
youngest children who currently enter
school, young fivc-vear-olds and some
four-year-olds, do benefit from their
experience in school and in fact leam
al the same rale as children who are
older when they enter school. Studies
comparing “time” versus *“school”” on
children’s cognitive skills provide substantial evidence for
the advantage of an educational setting. Combined with
findings not reviewed in this report, which demonstrate the
benefits of quality day care and preschool programs
(Bowman et al., 2001), an argument is easy to make for
providing educational experiences for four-year-olds—either
in schools or in other settings. Because low-income children
are the least likely to be able to pay for high quality programs,
and because they enter school 01l average with lower
academic skills, limited public funding should be focused
initially on this group.

Whether children would benefit more from beginning
school earlier or attending a preschool program is debatable.
1suspect that young children’s needs would be better served
in preschool programs, at least while schools are under
current extreme pressures to produce high scores on
achievement tests. But the important issue is not where young
children’s educational needs are met, but whether the
prograns they are offered are of high quality and appropriate
for their developmental level.

Fortunately, a great deal is known about the
characteristics of high quality, developmentally appropriate
programs which address the needs of children, whatever their
entering skill levels (see Bowman et al., 2001). Quality
programs, however, require quality teachers. Changing the

We would do a much
greater sendee to children
If wefocused more on
making school readyfor
children than on making
children readyfor school.
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school entry age, in either direction, will not reduce the
variability in children’s academic and social skills. Whatever
the age of entry, there will be at least 12 months between the
oldest and the youngest children, and teachers will need to
address a wide range of social and
learning needs.

Assessing children’s diverse skills
related to the school curriculum, and
tailoring teaching and learning
opportunities to the variety of
understandings, learning styles, and
social skills the children in any given
class will exhibit requires well-trained
teachers. Anything less than this will
not serve the educational needs of
children who, regardless of the cutoff
age for school entry, will vary considerably in their social,
emotional, and intellectual skills. \We would do much greater
service to children if we focused more on making school
ready for children than on making children ready for school.

Notes

“This work has been supported by agrant from the John
D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation Research
Network on Successful Pathways through Middle Childhood,
with supplementary funding from the W. T. Grant
Foundation. The larger study on school transition is directed
by Deborah Stipek, Heather Weiss, Penny Hauser-Cram,
Walter Secada, and Jennifer Greene.

2Aldiough the age-of-entry varied somewhat among the
study’s different sites, children’s category of young,
intermediate, or old would have changed very little if we
had grouped based on relative age within each locality.

Author Note
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addressed to Deborah Stipek, 4S5 Lasuen Mall, School of
Education, Stanford University, Palo Alto, CA 94305-3096;
stipck@stanford.edu
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