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R e p r e s e n ta t iv e  L e s i l M c G u i r e
C hair, Judiciary C om m ittee

HB 338
"An Act relating to attendance at public school; and providing fo r 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 
i f 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 
chief school 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 15,h to September P', by which a 
child must have attained the age of five for standard entry in kindergarten. Alaska is one o f only 
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 16,h with 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 w ill create a less confusing standard that w ill 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 o f Alaska school 
districts and the Alaska Department of Education and Early Development.
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TO : Representative L e sil M cGuire

FRO M : Larry W iget, Executive D irector, Public A ffa irs

S u b je ct : HB 338 f isca l Note

It i s  my understanding that there i s  an indeterminate f isc a l note attached to HB 338, An Act 
relating to attendance at pub lic s c h o o ls .

From  our perspective , there i s  no increa sed  c o s t  a sso c ia te d  with the p a ssa g e  o f th is  b ill:

1 ,  The ability o f a govern ing body to delegate the authority granted under A S  14/03.080(c) 
to the ch ie f s c h o o l adm inistrator o f the sc h o o l w ill not re su lt in additional 
adm inistrative c o s t s  to the sc h o o l d is t r ic t  (In fact, it may d ecrea se  so m e  c o s t s ,  a s 
sc h o o l boards w ill not be required to meet to act on the exem ption req u ests a s  they do 
under e x ist in g  law.)

2. R e g a rd le ss o f w hether the date a ch ild  i s  co n sid e re d  o f s c h o o l age i s  A ugust 15  or 
Septem ber 1 ,  the ch ild  I s  s t i l l  e lig ib le  fo ra  full K - 12  education under Alaska State law.

The on ly in crea sed  c o s t s  we have identified are a sso c ia te d  with a parent o f a ch ild  who 
under currant law tu rn s s i x  between A u g u st 16  and Septem ber 1 .  They m ust pay severa l 
hundred dollare to have the ir ch ild  tested  fo r con sid era tion  by the A nchorage S ch o o l D istrict 
fo r early entry.



Rc: Early entry

f

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>

E a rly Entry Students - ASD L e g is la t iv e  P r io r i t y  2003

The Anchorage School Board urges the Alaska Le g is la tu re to amend
Alaska S ta tu te 14.03.080 to a ffo rd  the governing body o f a school d i s t r i c t  the
d is c re t io n  to delegate to , the superin tendent o r h is /h e r designee the a u th o r ity  to 
approve e a r ly en try o f a student on an in d iv id u a l ba s is . Approval fo r e a rly en try 
w i l l be based on minimum standards presc ribed by the board fo r id e n t ify in g  whether 
the c h ild  has the mental, ph ys ica l, and emotional capac ity to perform s a t is fa c to r i ly  
in  the educationa l program being o ffe re d .

R a tiona le . Under AS 14 .03 .080(c), a c h ild  under school age may be
adm itted to the pu b lic school in  the school d i s t r i c t  o f which the c h ild  is  a res id en t
a t the d is c re t io n  o f the governing body o f the school d i s t r i c t  i f  the c h ild  meets 
minimum standards presc ribed by the board evidencing th a t the c h ild  has the mental, 
ph ys ica l, and emotional capac ity to perform s a t is f a c to r i ly  fo r the educationa l 
program being o ffe re d .

Regulations es tab lished by DEED and e f fe c t iv e  J u ly 1, 2002, have 
in te rp re te d  th is  s ta tu te  to mean, "the governing body o f the school d i s t r i c t  must 
approve ea rly en try o f a student on an in d iv id u a l b a s is ."

The Anchorage School Board be lieves th a t once i t  has adopted app rop ria te p o lic y  
standards, i t  should have the d is c re t io n  to delegate th is  re s p o n s ib i l i ty  fo r 
implementation to the d i s t r i c t  a dm in is tra tio n .

AASB approved a s im i l ia r re s o lu t io n . . . .

1.11 D is c re tio n to Approve E a rly Entry - AASB 2004 Reso lu tion

The AASB supports an amendment to s ta te s ta tu te s o r regu la tio n s to 
a f fo rd  the governing body o f a school d i s t r i c t  the d is c re t io n  to delegate to , the 
superin tendent or h is /h e r designee the a u th o r ity  to approve e a r ly  en try o f a student 
on an in d iv id u a l bas is . Approval fo r e a r ly e n try w i l l be based on minimum standards 
p resc ribed by the board fo r id e n t i fy in g  whether the c h ile  has the mental, phys ica l, 
and emotional capac ity to perform s a t is fa c to r i ly  in  the educa tiona l program being 
o ffe re d .

R a tiona le . Under AS 14 .03 .080(c), a c h ild  under school age may be 
adm itted to the pu b lic school in  the school d i s t r i c t  o f which the c h ild  is  a res iden t 
a t the d is c re t io n  o f the governing body o f the school d i s t r i c t  i f  the c h ild  meets 
minimum standards p resc ribed by the 1 ja rd evidencing th a t the c h i ld  has the mental, 
ph ys ic a l, and emotional capac ity to p rfo rm  s a t is f a c to r i ly  fo r the educationa l 
program being o ffe re d .

Regulations es tab lished by DEED and e f fe c t iv e  Ju ly 1, 2002, have 
in te rp re te d th is  s ta tu te  to mean, "the governing body o f the school d is t r i c t must 
approve ea rly en try o f a student on an in d iv id u a l b a s is ."

AASB be lieves tha t once i t  has adopted app rop ria te p o lic y  standards, i t  should have 
the d is c re t io n  to delegate th is  re s p o n s ib i l i ty  fo r implementation to the d is t r i c t  
a dm in is tra t io n .

(
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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 o f entry date for Alaskan children into 
kindergarten from August 15th to September 1st. This change w ill allow children who 
turn 5 years o f age by September 1st to begin kindergarten in that school year.

As the Executive Director for Elementary Education, I 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 a change w ill 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 w ill allow us to better serve 
these children and that coming in line with the majority of other states across the union 
w ill 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."
-W illiam Hazlitt



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

D e b o r a h  S t ip e lc

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 o f 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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O n e  p u r p o s e  o f  S P R  i s  t o  p r o m o t e  d e v e l o p m e n t a l  a p p r o a c h e s  t o  

p o l i c y  i s s u e s .  T o o  f r e q u e n t l y  p o l i c i e s  i g n o r e  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t a l  

n e e d s  o f  t h e  c h i l d .  T h i s  h a s  b e e n  e s p e c i a l l y  t r u e  f o r  t h e  g r o w t h  o f  

m a s s  p u b l i c  s c h o o l i n g  i n  t h i s  c o u n t r y .  T h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  o u r  

e d u c a t i o n a l  s y s t e m  f o r  c h i l d r e n  h a s  b e e n  b a s e d  o n  t h e  a g r a r i a n  

c a l e n d a r  ( w h i c h ,  e . g . ,  i s  w h y  w e  h a v e  a  n i n e  m o n t h  s c h e d u l e ) ,  o n  

i n c r e a s e s  i n  t h e  s i z e  o f  t h e  p o p u l a t i o n ,  a n d  o n  l a b o r  n e e d s ,  n o t  o n  

t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t a l  n a t u r e  a n d  n e e d s  o f  c h i l d r e n .  T h e  C a r n e g i e  

C o r p o r a t i o n  r e p o r t  T u r n in g  P o i n t s  p u b l i s h e d  i n  1 9 8 9 ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  

d o c u m e n t s  h o w  m i d d l e  s c h o o l s ,  w h i c h  a r o s e  m a i n l y  d u e  t o  g r o w t h  

i n  a b s o l u t e  s c h o o l  s i z e ,  c o n f l i c t  w i t h  d i e  d e v e l o p m e n t a l  n a t u r e  o f  

t h e  c h i l d .  T h e  c h i l d  h a s  t o  c h a n g e  s c h o o l  a t  a  t i m e  w h e n  h e / s h e  i s  

e x p e r i e n c i n g  t h e  b i o l o g i c a l ,  s o c i a l ,  a n d  e m o t i o n a l  c h a n g e s  o f  

p u b e r t y .  T h e  c u m u l a t i v e  n u m b e r  o f  c h a n g e s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  a  

s c h o o l  t r a n s i t i o n  a t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e  c a n  o v e r w h e l m  t h e  c h i l d .  T h i s  

i s  a  s i n g u l a r  e x a m p l e  o f  t h e  t y p e  o f  p r o b l e m  t h a t  c a n  a r i s e  w h e n  

t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  t h e  c h i l d  i s  n o t  c o n s i d e r e d  w h e n  w e  i m p l e m e n t  

p o l i c i e s  o r  c h a n g e  i n s t i t u t i o n s  i n v o l v i n g  c h i l d r e n  a n d  y o u t h .

T h e  c u r r e n t  i s s u e  o f  S P R  a d d r e s s e s  c h i l d r e n ’s  a g e  o f  e n t r y  i n t o  

s c h o o l .  I n c r e a s i n g  n u m b e r s  o f  c h i l d r e n  a r e  e n t e r i n g  s c h o o l  a t  

y o u n g e r  a g e s .  M a n y  p a r e n t s  b e c o m e  c o n c e r n e d  t h a t  t h e i r  c h i l d  i s  

d i s a d v a n t a g e d  i f  l i e / s h e  d o e s  n o t  e n t e r  s c h o o l  a s  e a r l y  a s  p o s s i b l e .  

T h e  c u r r e n t  a r t i c l e ,  h o w e v e r ,  f i n d s  t h a t  a g e  o f  s c h o o l  e n t r y  d o e s  

n o t  m u c h  m a t t e r  f o r  c h i l d r e n ’s  l a t e r  d e v e l o p m e n t .  T h i s  f i n d i n g  

m u s t  b e  p a r t i a l l y  q u a l i f i e d  b y  t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  o f  s u c h  r e s e a r c h .  

B e c a u s e  c h i l d r e n  a r e  n o t  r a n d o m l y  a s s i g n e d  t o  a g e  o f  e n t r y ,  

e x p e r i m e n t s  c a n n o t  b e  d o n e ,  s o  c a u s a l  a r g u m e n t s  a r e  c h a l l e n g i n g .  

S a m p l e s  i n  s o m e  s t u d i e s  a r e  s m a l l .  N o n e t h e l e s s ,  t h i s  a r t i c l e  b r i n g s  

e m p i r i c a l  r e s e a r c h  a n d  c a r e f u l  s c h o l a r l y  t h o u g h t  t o  a n  i s s u e  m u c h  

o n  t h e  m i n d s  o f  p a r e n t s ,  p h i l a n t h r o p y ,  a n d  e d u c a t o r s .  I t  s h o w s  h o w  

t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t a l  n e e d s  o f  y o u n g  c h i l d  s h o u l d  b e  t h e  m a i n  f a c t o r  

d r i v i n g  c h a n g e s  i n  t h e  e a r l y  e d u c a t i o n  o f  c h i l d r e n .

L o n n i e  S h e r r o d ,  P h . D . ,  E d i t o r  

F o r d h a m  U n i v e r s i t y

2
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A t  W h a t  A g e  S h o u l d  C h i l d r e n  E n t e r  K i n d e r g a r t e n ?  

A  Q u e s t i o n  l o r  P o l i c y  M a k e r s  a n d  P a r e n t s

D e b o r a h  S t i p o k  

S t a n f o r d  ‘ ' n i v e r s i l v

g r a d e s  a r e  l i k e l y  t o  b e  m o r e  e q u i t a b l e  i f  t h e  e n t r y  a g e  o f  

C a l i f o r n i a  p u p i l s  i s  m o r e  c l o s e l y  a l i g n e d  t o  t h a t  o f  m o s t  o t h e r  

s t a t e s .

P a r e n t a l  P r a c t i c e

A t  w h a t  a g e  s h o u l d  c h i l d r e n  b e g i n  s c h o o l ?  J u s t  a  f e w  

d e c a d e s  a g o  t h e  q u e s t i o n  w a s  r e l e v a n t  t o  d e b a t e s  a b o u t  

c o m p u l s o r y  e d u c a t i o n  l a w s .  B u t  o v e r  t i m e ,  c o m p u l s o r y  

e d u c a t i o n  l a w s  f o r  s c h o o l  e n t r y  h a v e  b e c o m e  m o r e  s y m b o l i c  

t h a n  c o e r c i v e .  T o d a y ,  e v e n  t h o u g h  s c h o o l  i s  n o t  u s u a l l y  

c o m p u l s o r y  u n t i l  t h e  a g e  o f  s i x  ( 2 0  s t a t e s )  o r  s e v e n  ( 2 2  
s t a l e s ) ,  m o s t  c h i l d r e n  e n t e r  s c h o o l  w h e n  t h e y  a r e  f i v e  y e a r s  

o l d .

N o w  t h e  c o m m o n  q u e s t i o n  f o r  p o l i c y  m a k e r s  c o n c e r n s  

t h e  s p e c i f i c  a g e  a t  w h i c h  c h i l d r e n  s h o u l d  b e  a l l o w e d  t o  e n t e r  

k i n d e r g a r t e n .  S i n c e  c o m p u l s o r y  e d u c a t i o n  l a w s  d o  n o t  a p p l y  

u n t i l  a t  l e a s t  a  y e a r  a f t e r  t h e  a g e  o f  e l i g i b i l i t y ,  t h e  d i l e m m a  

f o r  p a r e n t s  i s  w h e t h e r  t o  s e n d  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  t o  k i n d e r g a r t e n  

a s  s o o n  a s  t h e y  a r e  e l i g i b l e .  T h e  f o c u s  f o r  b o t h  p o l i c y  m a k e r s  

a n d  p a r e n t s  i s  o n  d e t e r m i n i n g  w h e n  c h i l d r e n  a r e  r e a d y  f o r  

s c h o o l .  N o t  d i s c u s s e d  i n  t h i s  r e p o r t ,  a l t h o u g h  p e r h a p s  a  b e t t e r  

q u e s t i o n ,  i s  h o w  d o  w e  m a k e  s c h o o l s  r e a d y  f o r  c h i l d r e n .

C u r r e n t  S c h o o l  E n t r y  P o l i c i e s  &  P r a c t i c e s  

S t a l e  P o l i c i e s

T h e  c u t o f f  b i r t h  d a t e  f o r  k i n d e r g a r t e n  e n t r y  i s  t y p i c a l l y  

s e t  b y  t h e  s t a t e ,  a l t h o u g h  a  f e w  s t a l e s  g i v e  s c h o o l  d i s t r i c t s  

d i s c r e t i o n .  C u r r e n t l y ,  t h e  m o d a l  c u t o f f  d a t e  i s  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  

o f  S e p t e m b e r ,  a b o u t  t h e  t i m e  s c h o o l  b e g i n s  ( s e e  T a b l e  1).

T h e  t r e n d ,  h o w e v e r ,  h a s  b e e n  t o  m o v e  t h e  c u t o f f  d a t e  

u p ,  s o  t h a t  c h i l d r e n  e n t e r  k i n d e r g a r t e n  o l d e r  o n  a v e r a g e .  

B e t w e e n  1 9 7 5  a n d  2 0 0 0 ,  2 2  s t a t e s  m o v e d  t h e  b i r t h  d a t e  

r e q u i r e d  f o r  s c h o o l  e n t r y  t o  a n  e a r l i e m o i n t  i n  t h e  y e a r .  N i n e  

o f  t h o s e  c h a n g e s  w e r e  m a d e  s i n c e  1 9 5 0 .  O n e  s t a t e  ( I n d i a n a )  

c h a n g e d  i t s  l a w  f r o m  a l l o w i n g  d i s t r i c t s  t o  s e t  t h e i r  o w n  a g e  

c u t o f f  t o  a  s t a t e  r e q u i r e m e n t  o f  J u n e  1.  O n l y  o n e  s t a l e  ( I d a h o )  

c h a n g e d  i n  t h e  o p p o s i t e  d i r e c t i o n  ( f r o m  A u g u s t  1 6  t o  

S e p t e m b e r  1 ) .

T h e  r e a s o n s  a r t i c u l a t e d  i n  a  1 9 9 9  C a l i f o r n i a  b i l l  ( A B  

2 5 :  A r t i c l e  1 . 5 ,  4 S 0 0 5 . 1 0 )  f o r  m o v i n g  t h e  b i r t h  d a t e  c u t o f f  

t o  e a r l i e r  i n  t h e  s c h o o l  y e a r  i l l u s t r a t e  t h e  r a t i o n a l e  t h a t  i s  

t y p i c a l l y  f o u n d  i n  l e g i s l a t i v e  s u m m a r i e s :

( A )  B y  c h a n g i n g  t h e  a g e  a t  w h i c h  c h i l d r e n  g e n e r a l l y  

e n t e r  k i n d e r g a r t e n ,  C a l i f o r n i a ’s  c h i l d r e n  w i l l  b e  b e t t e r  

p r e p a r e d  t o  e n t e r  i n t o  t h e  a c a d e m i c  e n v i r o n m e n t  t h a t  i s  

r e q u i r e d  b y  t h e  k i n d e r g a r t e n  c u r r i c u l u m .

( C )  C o m p a r i s o n s  b e t w e e n  C a l i f o r n i a  p u p i l s  a n d  p u p i l s  

i n  o t h e r  s t a t e s  o n  n a t i o n a l  a c h i e v e m e n t  t e s t s  i n  t h e  l a t e r

A n  i n c r e a s i n g l y  c o m m o n  p r a c t i c e ,  w h i c h  a l s o  r a i s e s  t h e  

a v e r a g e  a g e  o f  k i n d e r g a r t n e r s ,  i s  f o r  p a r e n t s  t o  v o l u n t a r i l y  

d e l a y  t h e i r  c h i l d ’s  e n t r y  a  y e a r  b e y o n d  t h e  t i m e  h e  o r  s h e  i s  

e l i g i b l e  t o  b e g i n  s c h o o l  ( s o m e t i m e s  r e f e r r e d  t o  a s  a c a d e m i c  

“ r e d s h i r t i n g ” ) .  B r e n t ,  M a y ,  a n d  K u n d e r t ’s  ( 1 9 9 6 )  a n a l y s i s  

o f  d a t a  f o r  o n e  s c h o o l  d i s t r i c t  o v e i  a  1 2 - y e a r  p e r i o d  f o u n d  

s t e a d y  i n c r e a s e s  i n  t h e  u s e  o f  d e l a y e d  s c h o o l  e n t r y  f r o m  a b o u t  

6 %  i n  t h e  f i r s t  b l o c k  o f  t h r e e  y e a r s  t o  a b o u t  1 2 %  i n  t h e  m o s t  

r e c e n t  b l o c k  o f  t h r e e  y e a r s .  R e c e n t  s u r v e y s  s u g g e s t  t h a t  a b o u t  

9  o r  1 0  p e r c e n t  o f  p a r e n t s  n a t i o n a l l y  d e l a y  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n ’s  

e n t r y  i n t o  k i n d e r g a r t e n  ( B r e n t  e t  a l . ,  1 9 9 6 ;  C o s d e n ,  Z i m m e r  

&  T u s s ,  1 9 9 3 ;  M a y ,  K u n d e r t ,  &  B r e n t ,  1 9 9 5 ;  N a t i o n a l  C e n t e r  

f o r  E d u c a t i o n  S t a t i s t i c s  [ N C E S ] ,  1 9 9 7 ;  B y r d ,  W c i l z m a n  &  

A u i n g e r ,  1 9 9 7 ) .  B o y s  a r e  m o r e  l i k e l y  t h a n  g i r l s  t o  b e  h e l d  

o u t ,  b y  a  f a c t o r  o f  n e a r l y  2  t o  1 ( B r e n t  e t  a l . ,  1 9 9 6 ;  C o s d e n  

e t  a l . ,  1 9 9 3 ;  M a y  e t  a l . ,  1 9 9 5 ) .  A n d  t h e  c l o s e r  c h i l d r e n ’s  

b i r t h d a y s  a r e  t o  t h e  c u t o f f  d a t e  ( a n d  t h u s  t h e  y o u n g e r  t h e y  

w o u l d  h a v e  b e e n  i f  t h e y  h a d  e n t e r e d  w h e n  t h e  l a w  a l l o w e d ) ,  

t h e  m o r e  l i k e l y  t h e y  a r e  t o  b e  h e l d  o u t  ( C o s d e n  c t  a l . ,  1 9 9 3 ;  

G r a u e  &  D i P e r n a ,  2 0 0 0 ;  M a y  e l  a l . ,  1 9 9 5 ;  M a y e r  &  K n u t s o n ,  

1 9 9 9 ;  N C E S ,  1 9 9 7 ) .

T h e  e v i d e n c e  o n  r a c e  a n d  s o c i o - e c o n o m i c  s t a t u s  ( S E S )  

d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  d e l a y i n g  s c h o o l  e n t r y  i s  m i x e d .  S t u d i e s  h a v e  

r e p o r t e d  t h a t  C a u c a s i a n s  w e r e  m o r e  l i k e l y  t o  b e  h e l d  o u t  

t h a n  A f r i c a n - A m e r i c a n s  ( N C E S ,  1 9 9 7 )  a n d  L a t i n o s  ( C o s d e n  

e t  a l . ,  1 9 9 3 ) .  S o m e  s t u d i e s  r e p o r t  t h a t  m i d d l e - c l a s s  p a r e n t s

T able 1 Date by Which Child Must T urn  Five Years to 
E n te r K indergarten

Date

June 1 
July 1 
August 1 
August 15
August 3 1/Scptcmbcr 1 
September 10-15 
September 30/October 1 
December 1-2 
December 3 1 /January 1 
LEA Option

Number o f States

1
1
1
1
22
A
6
3
6
5

Source: Education Commission o f the States, March 2000; 
Denver, CO (www.ecs.org).
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a r e  m o r e  l i k e l y  t o  h o l d  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  o u t  t h a n  l o w - i n c o m e  

p a r e n t s  ( s e e  M e i s e l s ,  1 9 9 2 ) .  O t h e r  s t u d i e s  t h a t  h a v e  a s s e s s e d  

S E S  e f f e c t s  r e p o r t  n o  d i f f e r e n c e s  ( G r a u e  &  D i P c r n a ,  2 0 0 0 ;  

N C E S ,  1 9 9 7 ;  M o r r i s o n ,  G r i f f i t h ,  &  A l b e r t s ,  1 9 9 7 )

L i k e l y  D i r e c t i o n s  i n  P o l i c i e s  a n d  P r a c t i c e s

T n e  c u r r e n t  e m p h a s i s  o n  s c h o o l  a c c o u n t a b i l i t y  b a s e d  

p r i m a r i l y  o n  s t u d e n t s ’ p e r f o r m a n c e  o n  a c h i e v e m e n t  t e s t s  i s  

l i k e l y  t o  e n c o u r a g e  m o r e  s t a t e s  a n d  d i s t r i c t s  t o  c o n s i d e r  

i n c r e a s i n g  t h e  a g e  o f  s c h o o l  e n t r y .  T h e  r e a s o n i n g ,  s e e n  i n  

t h e  e x c e r p t  f r o m  t h e  C a l i f o r n i a  b i l l  m e n t i o n e d  a b o v e ,  i s  t h a t  

i f  o l d e r  c h i l d r e n  b e n e f i t  m o r e  f r o m  i n s t r u c t i o n  t h a n  y o u n g e r  

c h i l d r e n ,  a c h i e v e m e n t  g a i n s  c o u l d  b e  r e a l i z e d  b y  r e q u i r i n g  

c h i l d r e n  t o  b e  o l d e r  w h e n  t h e y  e n t e r e d  k i n d e r g a r t e n .  T h i s  i s  

a  p o l i t i c a l l y  a t t r a c t i v e  s t r a t e g y  f o r  r a i s i n g  t e s t  s c o r e s  b e c a u s e  

i t  i s  s i m p l e  a n d  e c o n o m i c a l .

A n o t h e r  c u r r e n t  p o l i c y  t r e n d ,  

e l i m i n a t i n g  s o c i a l  p r o m o t i o n ,  p u t s  

a d d i t i o n a l  p r e s s u r e  o n  e d u c a t o r s  t o  

e n s u r e  s t u d e n t s ’ a c a d e m i c  s u c c e s s ,  

e s p e c i a l l y  i n  t h e  e a r l y  e l e m e n t a r y  

g r a d e s ,  w h e n  r e t e n t i o n  r a t e s  a r c  t h e  

h i g h e s t .  I f  o l d e r  c h i l d r e n  a r e  b e t t e r  

a b l e  t o  m a s t e r  t h e  c u r r i c u l u m ,  f e w e r  

w o u l d  n e e d  t o  b e  r e t a i n e d .

S c h o o l - l e v e l  p r a c t i c e s  a r e  a l s o  

l i k e l y  t o  b e  a f f e c t e d  b y  c u r r e n t  

a c c o u n t a b i l i t y  p r e s s u r e s  a n d  t h e  

e l i m i n a t i o n  o f  s o c i a l  p r o m o t i o n ,  

e s p e c i a l l y  i n  s t a t e s  i n  w h i c h  s c h o o l  

r e s o u r c e s  a r e  b a s e d  o n  s t u d e n t s ’ a c h i e v e m e n t  t e s t  s c o r e s .  

S t u d i e s  o f  k i n d e r g a r t e n  t e a c h e r s  s h o w  t h a t  t h e  m a j o r i t y  

e n d o r s e  l a t e r  s c h o o l  e n t r y  f o r  c h i l d r e n  w h o  a p p e a r  n o t  l o  b e  

r e a d y  f o r  k n . d e r g a r t e n  ( N C E S ,  1 9 9 7 ) .  T h e  p r e s s u r e  t o  

i n c r e a s e  l e s t  s c o r e s  m a y  e n c o u r a g e  t e a c h e r s  t o  a d v i s e  m o r e  

p a r e n t s  t o  h o l d  o u t  r e l a t i v e l y  y o u n g  c h i l d r e n ,  e s p e c i a l l y  b o y s ,  

w h o  t h e y  c o n s i d e r  t o  b e  a t  r i s k  o f  p o o r  a c h i e v e m e n t .  P a r e n t s ’ 

c o n c e r n s  a b o u t  t h e  i n c r e a s e d  l i k e l i h o o d  o f  t h e i r  c h i l d  b e i n g  

r e t a i n e d  m a y  a l s o  r e s u l t  i n  a n  i n c r e a s e d  n u m b e r  o f  c h i l d r e n  

b e i n g  h e l d  o u t  f o r  a  y e a r .  I n  b r i e f ,  t h e  c u r r e n t  e d u c a t i o n a l  

p o l i c y  c l i m a t e  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e  t r e n d  t o w a r d  r a i s i n g  t h e  

s c h o o l  e n t r y  a g e  i s  l i k e l y  t o  c o n t i n u e  b o t h  f o r m a l l y ,  i n  s t a t e  

l e g i s l a t i o n  o r  s c h o o l  d i s t r i c t  p o l i c i e s ,  a n d  i n f o r m a l l y ,  i n  

p a r e n t  d e c i s i o n s .

T h e  S u b s t a n c e  o f t  h e  D e b a t e

T h e  a r g u m e n t  f o r  m o v i n g  t h e  b i r t h  d a t e  c u t o f f  e a r l i e r ,  

s o  t h a t  c h i l d r e n  e n t e r  k i n d e r g a r t e n  a t  a n  o l d e r  a g e ,  i s  b a s e d  

o n  t h e  a s s u m p t i o n  t h a t  w i t h  a g e  c o m e  c o m p e t e n c i e s  t h n t  

w i l l  i m p r o v e  c h i l d r e n ’s  c h a n c e s  f o r  s u c c e s s  i n  s c h o o l .

A l t h o u g h  i n t e l l e c t u a l  c o m p e t e n c i e s  a r e  o f i e n  t h e  f o c u s ,  o t h e r  

d i m e n s i o n s  o f  d e v e l o p m e n t  a r e  o f t e n  i n c l u d e d .  T i e  N a t i o n a l  

G o a l s  P a n e l  2 0 0 0 ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  c o n s i d e r s  p h y s i c a l  w e l l ­

b e i n g ;  m o t o r ,  s o c i a l ,  a n d  l a n g u a g e  d e v e l o p m e n t ;  a n d  

d i s p o s i t i o n s  f o r  l e a r n i n g  a s  r e l e v a n t  t o  s c h o o l  r e a d i n e s s ,  i n  

a d d i t i o n  t o  c o g n i t i o n  a n d  k n o w l e d g e  ( K a g a n ,  M o o r e ,  &  

B r e d e k a m p ,  1 9 9 5 ) .  O l d e r  c h i l d r e n  a r e  a s s u m e d  t o  b e  m o r e  

r e a d y  a n d  b e t t e r  a b l e  t o  p r o f i t  f r o m  f o r m a l  s c h o o l i n g  ( s e e  

F r i c k ,  1 9 8 6 ;  U p h o f T  &  G i l m o r e ,  1 9 8 6 ) .  T h e  c l a i m  t h a t  o l d e r  

i s  b e l t e r  i s  b a s e d  o n  a  t h e o r y  o f  d e v e l o p m e n t  w h i c h  p r i v i l e g e s  

t h e  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  o f  b i o l o g i c a l  m a t u r a t i o n  ( s e e  K a g a n ,  1 9 9 0 ;  

M e i s e l s ,  1 9 9 9 ;  S m i t h  &  S h e p a r d ,  1 9 S 8 ) .  T h u s ,  v o l u n t a r y  

d e l a y e d  e n t r y  i s  m o r e  c o m m o n  a m o n g  b o y s ,  b e c a u s e  t h e y  

a r e  b e l i e v e d  t o  m a t u r e  m o r e  s l o w l y  t h a n  g i r l s .

I n  s o m e  d i s c u s s i o n s  o f  s c h o o l  r e a d i n e s s  t h e r e  i s  a n  

i m p l i c i t  n o t i o n  o f  a  t h r e s h o l d  o f  c o g n i t i v e  a n d  s o c i a l  

d e v e l o p m e n t .  I t  i s  n o t  a s s u m e d  s i m p l y  t h a t  “ o l d e r  i s  b e t t e r , "  

b u t  r a t h e r ,  o l d e r  i s  b e t t e r  u n t i l  

c h i l d r e n  a c h i e v e  t h a t  p r e r e q u i s i t e  

l e v e l  o f  d e v e l o p m e n t  t h a t  i s  r e q u i r e d  

f o r  t h e m  t o  s u c c e e d  i n  s c h o o l .  T h a t  

t h r e s h o l d  i s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  a  

p a r t i c u l a r  a g e .

A l s o  i m p l i c i t  i n  t h e  t h e o r y  

u n d e r l y i n g  p o l i c i e s  a n d  p r a c t i c e s  

t h a t  d e l a y  s c h o o l  e n t r y  i s  t h e  n o t i o n  

t h a t  t h e  “ g i f t  o f  t i m e ”  a n d  g e n e r a l  

( o u t - o f - s c h o o l )  e x p e r i e n c e  

o u t w e i g h  t h e  b e n e f i t s  o f  a  s c h o o l  

s e t t i n g  f o i  a  c h i l d  d e e m e d  u n r e a d y  

f o r  k i n d e r g a r t e n .  T h i s  a s s u m p t i o n  

h a s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i m p o r t a n t  i m p l i c a t i o n s  f o r  l o w - i n c o m e  a n d  

m i n o r i t y  c h i l d r e n ,  w h o  b e g i n  s c h o o l  o n  a v e r a g e  w i t h  

s u b s t a n t i a l l y  l o w e r  a c a d e m i c  s k i l l s  t h a n  c h i l d r e n  f r o m  

m i d d l e -  a n d  u p p e r - i n c o m e  f a m i l i e s  ( A d . i m s ,  1 9 9 0 ;  S t i p e k  

&  R y a n ,  1 9 9 7 ;  W h i t e h u r s t  c t a l . ,  1 9 9 4 ) .  A u  i m p o r t a n t  p o l i c y  

q u e s t i o n  i s  u n d e r  w h a t  c o n d i t i o n s  a r e  t h e s e  c h i l d r e n  a l  r i s k  

f o r  s c h o o l  f a i l u r e  m o s t  l i k e l y  l o  c a t c h  u p  w i t h  t h e i r  m o r e  

a f f l u e n t  p e e r s ?  A r e  t h e y  b e t t e r  s e r v e d  b y  h a v i n g  m o r e  t i m e  

o u t  o f  s c h o o l  o r  b y  h a v i n g  m o r e  t i m e  i n  a n  i n s t r u c t i o n a l  

e n v i r o n m e n t ?

E a r l y  c h i l d h o o d  e d u c a t i o n  e x p e r t s  w h o  o p p o s e  t h e  t r e n d  

t o w a r d  l a t e r  s c h o o l  e n t r y  s t r e s s  t h e  r o l e  o f  e x p e r i e n c e  i n  

l e a r n i n g  a n d  d e v e l o p m e n t .  T h e i r  a r g u m e n t  i s  b a s e d  o n  t h e  

a s s u m p t i o n  t h a t  t i m e  i n  a n  i n s t r u c t i o n a l  c o n t e x t  i s  m o r e  

v a l u a b l e  a n d  w i l l  p r o m o t e  a c a d e m i c  s u c c e s s  b e t t e r  t h a n  

a d d i t i o n a l  b i o l o g i c a l  m a t u r a t i o n  o r  t h a n  g e n e r a l  e x p e r i e n c e  

o u t  o f  s c h o o l .  T h e  t w o  p o s i t i o n s  o n  t h e  i s s u e  o f  s c h o o l  e n t r y  

• . g c  t h u s  m i r r o r  r a t h e r  w e l l  t h e  a g e - o l d  n a t u r e - n u r t u r e  d e b a t e .

E x p e r t s  w h o  p r i v i l e g e  e x p e r i e n c e  o v e r  m a t u r a t i o n  a l s o  

p o i n t  o u t  t h a t  d e v e l o p m e n t  i s  u n e v e n  a n d  m u l t i d i m e n s i o n a l .  

A  t h r e s h o l d  f o r  d e v e l o p m e n t  c a n n o t  b e  e s t a b l i s h e d  b e c a u s e

The current emphasis on schoo l 
accountability based p rim a rily  
on students ‘perfo rm ance on 
achievement tests is likely to 
encourage more states and  
districts to consider increasing 
the age o f  school entiy.



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 turn.

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. In any

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 19S0 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
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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,lJgradcrs; 
N=8595

Caucasion 1*' -  12th graders 
in suburban N Y school 
district; N;r323S

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

Comparison

D e l a y e d - a n t r y  (old for 
age in grade, but never 
retained); C o n t r o l  (modal 
age for grade and not 
retained)

R e d s h i r t e r s  (entered 
kindergarten >= 72 
months); C o n t r o l  (entered 
60-71 months)

D e l a y e d  e n t r y  (entered 
K one year later than 
eligible for Dec. 1 cutoff); 
C o n t r o l  (entered when 
eligible)

D e l a y e d  e n t r y  (entered 

K one year later than 
eligible for Dec. 1 cutoff); 
R e t a i n e d  (in grades K-5)

Consequences of Delayed Entry

B e h a v i o r  P r o b l e m  I n d e x  ( B P I ) : 
Delayed entry group> noil-delayed 
(difference especially large in 
adolescence)

E a r l y  e x c e p t i o n a l  n e e d s  s e r v i c e s :  

Rcdshirtcrs 2.24 times >  control group 
3 " ' g r a d e  r e n d i n g  a c h i e v e m e n t :  

Redshirtcrs (including summer 
birthdays) = control group

R e t e n t i o n :  delayed entry <  control

P l a c e m e n t  i n  s p e c i a l  e d u c a t i o n :  delayed 

entry >  control

C o g n i t i v e  A b i l i t i e s  T e s t  ( C A T )  a t  2  

g r a d e :  delayed >  retained; C T B S  T e s t s  

a t  2 nd,  5 ' \  &  7'* g r a d e  (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- 
11 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).

A g e  D if fe r e n c e s

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.
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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 Comparison Consequences of Age of Entry

Pittsburgh 5,h graders; 
N=222

Israeli 4lh graders; N=137

N=315

7th, 8* & (jn, graders in 

Ohio school districts; 
N=90

Age as continuous variable 
over 12 months

O l d e r  (birth date, Jan. -  
March) , y o u n g e r  (Oct. - 
Dec.)

(1) R c d s h i r l s  (2) Sept. - 
Jan. birth dates; (3) Jan. - 
May; (4) May - Sept.

All summer birth dates 
(June 1-Sept. 30): (1) 

y o u n g  (entered K at age 5); 
o l d  (entered K at age 6)

M a t h  a c h i e v e m e n t :  I 1' g r a d e  e n t r y :  older >  
younger; 5 th g r a d e :  no sign, age effect 
R e a d i n g  a c h i e v e m e n t  &  c o n d u c t :  n o  s i g n .  

age effect at any grade

R e a d i n g  &  a r i t h m e t i c  a c h i e v e m e n t :  older> 
younger; t r a i l  a n x i e t y :  younger >older; 

s e l f  e s t e e m  &  s o c i o - m e t r i c  s c o r e s :  

older = younger

S e c o n d - g r a d e  1 T B S :  Sept-Jan >  other three 
groups; F o u r t h  g r a d e :  Sept-Jan >May-Scpt.

5 ' 1'  &  6 lh g r a d e  C T B S ;  r e a d i n g :  older >  
younger (boys only); 
m a t h :  older = younger

Second graders in a 
Delaware school district; 
N=117

Three groups based on age 

at school entry: mean ages 
of 62, 66, &  71 months

K  r e a d i n e s s  s c o r e s  it I T B S  a c h i e v e m e n t  

s c o r e s :  no significant age effects

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

Y o u n g e r  (birth dates in Aug., S o u t h  C a r o l i n a  B a s i c  S k i l l s  A s s e s s m e n t

Sept., or Oct.), O l d e r  (all P r o g r a m  ( B S A P ) :  older >  younger; age effect
other) declines from grade 1-6

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

Divided into 6, 2-month I n f o r m a t i o n  p r o c e s s i n g  s k i l l s :  a t  s c h o o l  e n t r y :

intervals, based on birth dates older>youngcr; K ,  3 r J ,  &  4'*: no significant 
at school entry age effects. G r a d e ,  a t t e n t i o n ,  a n x i e t y  it o t h e r

s o c i o - c m o t i o n a l  m e a s u r e s ,  a c a d e m i c  

a c h i e v e m e n t  &  s p e c i a l  n e e d s  s e r v i c e s :  

no significant age effects

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

Age as continuous variable 
over 12-months

Age of K entry used as 
continuous variable

N a t i o n a l  A s s e s s m e n t  o f  E d u c a t i o n a l  P r o g r e s s :  

9 - y c a r  o l d s ' .  older>younger;
R e t e n t i o n :  younger>oldcr;
1 3 - y e a r  o l d s :  age effect significant, but much 
weaker;
1 7 - y c a r  o l d s :  no age effect

I Q ,  P I A T ,  P P V T :  predicted by school entry 
age at K, but not at 2nJ grade

Grades 3-6 in suburban Birth dates divided into 4, G e s c l l  a t  K :  oldest >  youngest;
school district: N=152 3-month intervals S t a n f o r d  A c h i e v e m e n t  T e s t  a t  2 1" 1 o r  4 " ‘g r a d e :

no significant age effects

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

Reference

Mayer & Knutson, 
(1999)

Spitzcr, Cupp, 
& Parke (1995)

Slipck & Dyler
(2001)

Swcclland &
Dc Simone (1987)

Sample

(a) 19S0 census data on 
wages of men between 
28-34
(b) CNLSY 8-11 year olds

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

Comparison Consequences of Age of Entry

Birth dates; (1) Jan-March, { a )  A d u l t  e a r n i n g :  Youngest(July-Scpt.)
(2) April-June, (3) July-Scpt. had highest earnings.

(b) B e h a v i o r  p r o b l e m s  i n  8 - 1 1 - y e a r  o l d s - .  

older >  younger
R e a d i n g  a n d  m a t h  a c h i e v e m e n t  ( P I A T ) :  

younger >  older

Age of entry as continuous 
variable

predominantly poor children 

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

(a) O l d  (age 6 by Dec. 31 

year entered K);
I n t e r m e d i a t e  (age 5 by May 

31 before K entry); Y o u n g  

(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'd grade

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

Birth dates divided into 4, 
3-month intervals

(at T e a c h e r  a n d  p e e r  r a t i n g s  o f  s o c i a l  s k i l l s  

a n d  p o p u l a r i t y :  low but significant 
correlations with age of entry
(b) T e a c h e r  r a t i n g s  o f  d e p e n d e n c e :  

significantly correlated with age of entry; 
P e e r  r e j e c t i o n ,  l o n e l i n e s s ,  p e r c e i v e d  

c o m p e t e n c e  a n d  a c c e p t a n c e ,  a n d  

c l a s s r o o m  b e h a v i o r  ( C B 1 ) ;  not significantly 
correlated to age

(a) M a t h  c£ l i t e r a c y  t e s t s ,  K / l :  oldcst> 

youngest; 3 ' J g r a d e : no differences 
T e a c h e r  a c h i e v e m e n t  a n d  s o c i a l - b e h a v i o r a l  

r a t i n g s :  no age differences at K/l or3,J grade 
C h i l d  s e l f - r a t i n g s :  no differences at K/l or 
3ld grade
(b) m a t h  a c h i e v e m e n t :  1” >  K (matehc - .in 
age); 3rd: older (late school entry) = younger 
(early school entry)
l i t e r a c y  a c h i e v e m e n t :  l ‘‘ = K; 3,d grade: 

younger = older
c h i l d  s e l f  r a t i n g s  i n  m a t h  &  l i t e r a c y :  1“ > K; 

3rd: younger = older

C T B S ,  g r a d e s  2 - 6 :  oldcr>youngcr (degree of 
difference declined after 3-d grade)

1 National 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,

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).

In summary, 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 
in one 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
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'I’nble 4 Studies Comparing Age and Schooling os Predictors of Cognitive Outcomes

Reference

Cahan & Davis 
(I9S7)

Cahan & Cohen 
( 19S9)

Sample

Bisanz, Morrison, N=56 
& Dunn (1995)

Israeli 1“ & 2ml graders; 
N=6269

4“\ 5“', &  6"‘ graders; 

N=I 2,090

Comparison Age and Grade Effects

O l d  K (turned 6 just after A r i t h m e t i c  a c c u r a c y ,  schooling effect
cutoff date); Y o u n g  I ' 1 g r a d e r s  significant;
(turned 6 just before cutoff C o n . e r v a t i o n  age effect significant
date); O l d  1 “ g r a d e r s  (turned 
6 before cutoff date, but a 

year older than old K.)

Compared age effects within 
grade to grade (schooling) 
effects (between grade, 
holding age constant)

Compared age effects within 
grade to grade (schooling) 
effects (between grade, 
holding age constant)

M a t h  &  r e a d i n g  c o m p r e h e n s i o n :  effect of one 
year of school twice the effect of one year of 

age

1 2  c o g n i t i v e  t a s k s  ( C A  T ) : school effects 
larger on all verbal and numerical tests and 
2 of 5 figural tests; age effects modestly 
larger on 2 figural tests

Crone &
Whitehurst (1999)

Ferreira & 

Morrison (1994)

Morrison, Griffith, 
&  Alberts (1997)

Children originally 
enrolled in New York 
Head Start Centers; N=337

Middle-class Canadians, 

identified by teachers as 
“average” ; N=48

Diverse SES; N=539

Morrison, Smith, Middle- to lower-middle
& .  Dow-Ehrensberger class; N=20
(1995)

Varnhagcn,
Morrison,
& Everall (1994)

N=79

Within-grade comparison: 
Y o u n g e s t  (Oct. - Nov. birth 
dates); m i d d l e  (Feb. -  Sept.); 
O l d e s t  (Dec. -  Jan.) 
Bctwecn-grade comparison: 
approx. same age (e.g., 
youngest in one grade, oldest 
in previous grade)

L e s s  s c h o o l e d  (started K at 
5 yrs 7 mos); m o r e  s c h o o l e d  

(started ]*' at 5 yrs. 9 mos.); 
retested one year later (in K 
or 1") and two years later 
(in 1" or 2,J)

E m e r g e n t  l i t e r a c y  s k i l l s :  

w i t h i n  g r a d e  c o m p a r i s o n :  p r e s c h o o l  <£ K : 

older > younger (difference smaller in K); 
1 “  &  2 " J :  no significant age differences 
B e t w e c n - g r a d c  c o m p a r i s o n :  youngest K >  
oldest preschool; youngest 2nJ>  oldest 1 *'

G r a m m a r  t a s k s  i n v o l v i n g  m u l t i w o r d  s u b j e c t s :  

1*'>K, 2'J>1“ (schooling effect); 
p r o n o u n s :  age 7>6=5 (age effect)

O l d  K (turned 6 just after 
cutoff date); Y o u n g  I " g r a d e r s  

(turned 6 just before cutoff 

date); o l d  1 “ g r a d e r s  (turned 
6 before cutoff date, but a 

year older than old K)

M a t h  (£ . r e a d i n g  a c h i e v e m e n t ,  e n d  o f K  o r  / " : 
young first>oid K; old and young 1” graders 
made same gains, both greater than old K 
(schooling effect-greater lor reading than 
math); e n d  o f  I "  g r a d e :  old 1‘'-young first 
(age effect)

Y o u n g  I ’ 1 g r a d e r s  (turned 
6 just before cutoff date); 
o l d  K  (turned 6 just after 
cutoff date)

Y o u n g  I " g r a d e r s  (turned 
6 just before cutoff dale); 
o l d K  (turned 6 just after 

cutoff date)

M e m o r y  t a s k s ,  p h o n e m i c  s e g m e n t a t i o n ,  

r e a d i n g  a c h i e v e m e n t :  pretest: no group 
differences; end of year: P'>K (old Ks made 
little progress in K, &  no more improvement 
during 1*'than young l*'grnders)

S t o r y  r e c a l l  a n d  s t o r y  p r o d u c t i o n  s k i l l s :  

associated with age, not schooling;
C a u s a l  r e l a t i o n s  r e c a l l ,  a n d  c o m p l e x i t y  o f  

s t o r i e s  p r o d u c e d :associated with schooling
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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.

The proportion o f  risk 
attributed to race and 
socioemotional. factors 
was 13 times la rger 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 
a small 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 a variety 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 a year 
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 of stories produced. The 
findings of two additional studies suggest, furthermore, that 
age was not 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 in an 
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 Sl% 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 Illustrative 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 I 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 
wc 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 l ” ’ 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; turned 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 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 a year 
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 
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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 
rnus* ■'Ro be considered. Requiring children to be older when 
they Lmer 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, ll 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 
f o r  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 (Grcdler, 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 problem with 
“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 of school until they are “ready,” and that biological 
maturation (lime) and experience outside of school prepares 
them better than experience in a school 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

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 
Barnett & 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 turned 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 turn five or even six years 
old. But that doesn’t mean that they 
cannot benefit from any kind of 
instruction. The appropriate policy 
question, 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, from a policy perspective

The meaninfgiil question is 
not whether a child is ready 
to learn, but rather what a 
child is ready to learn.
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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 011 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.
1 suspect 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 
programs 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 
i f  we focused more on 
making school ready f o r  
children than on making 
children ready f o r  school.

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 a grant 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

Correspondence concerning this article should be 
addressed to Deborah Stipek, 4S5 Lasuen Mall, School of 
Education, Stanford University, Palo Alto, CA 94305-3096; 
stipck@stanford.edu

14

mailto:stipck@stanford.edu


r-  "5 ' . ’ • ...........................  ' "  -  ----------------------------------------- . . . 7
I .? . . -;.:.i.- — ....... .___________________ _ : _______

References

Adams, M. (1990), Beginning to read: Thinking and 
learning about print. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Barnett, W., & Boocock, S. (Eds.). (\99&). Early care and 
education for children in poverty: Promises, programs, 
and long-term outcomes. Buffalo, NY: State University 
of New York Press.

Bickel, D., Zigmond, N., & Strayhom, J. (1991). Chrono­
logical age at entrance to first grade: Effects on elemen­
tary school success. Early Childhood Research Quar­
terly, 6, 105-117.

Bisanz, J., Morrison, F., &. Dunn, M. (1995). Effects of age 
and schooling on the acquisition of elementary quantita­
tive skills Developmental Psychology, 31, 221-236.

Bowman, B., Donovan, S., & Bums, S. (Eds.). (2001). 
Eager to learn: Educating our preschoolers. Washing­
ton DC: National Academy Press.

Brent, D., May, D., & Kundert, D. (1996). The incidence 
of delayed school entry: A twelve-year review. Early 
Education and Development, 7, 121-135.

Breznitz, Z., & Teltsch, T. (1989). The effect of school 
entrance age on academic achievement and social- 
emotional adjustment of children: Follow-up study of 
fourth graders. Psychology’ in the Schools, 26, 62 -68.

Byrd, R., Weitzman, M., & Auinger, P. (1997). Increased 
behavior problems associated with delayed school entry 
and delayed school progress. Pediatrics, 100, 664-661.

Cahan, S., & Cohen, N. (1989). Age versus schooling 
effects on intelligence development. Child Develop­
ment, 60, 1239-1249.

Cahan, S., & Davis, D. (1987). A between-grade-lcvels 
approach to the investigation of the absolute effects of 
schooling on achievement. American Education Re­
search Journal, 24,1-12.

Cameron, M., & Wilson, B. (1990). The effects of chrono­
logical age, gender, and delay of entry on academic 
achievement and retention: Implications for academic 
redshirting. Psychology in the Schools, 27, 260-263.

Carlton, M., & Winsler, A. (1999). School readiness: The 
need for a paradigm shift. School Psychology Review,
28, 338-352.

Cosden, M., Zimmer, J., & Tuss, P. (1993V The impact of 
age, sex, and ethnicity on kindergarten entry and 
retention decisions. Educational Evaluation and Policy 
Analysis, 15, 209-222.

Cronbach, L. (1990). Essentials of psychological testing 
(5"’ ed.). New York: Harper & Row.

Crone, D., & Whitehurst, G. (1999). Age and schooling 
effects on emergent literacy and early reading skills. 
Journal of Educational Psychology, 91, 604-614.

Crosser, S. (1991). Summer birth date children: Kindergar­
ten entrance age and academic achievement. Journal of 
Educational Research, 84, 140-146.

Dietz, C., & Wilson, B. (1985). Beginning school age and 
achievement. Psychology in the Schools, 22, 93-94.

Entwisle, D., & Alexander, K. (1992). Summer setback: 
Race, poverty, school composition and mathematics 
achievement in the first two years of school. American 
Sociological Review, 57, 72-S4.

Ferreira, F., & Morrison, F. (1994). Children’s
metalinguistic knowledge of syntactic constituents: 
Effects of age and schooling. Developmental Psychol- 
ogy, 30, 663-678.

Frick, R. (19S6). In support of academic iedshirting. Young 
Children, 4/(2),9-10.

Graue, M. E. (1993). Ready for what? Constructing 
meanings of readinessfor kindergarten. Albany, NY: 
State University of New York Pi ;ss.

Graue, E., & DiPema, J. (2000). Redshirting and early 
retention: Who gets the “gift of time” and what are its 
outcomes? American Educational Review Journal, 3 7, 
509-534.

Gredler, G. (1992). School readiness: Assessment and 
educational issues. Brandon, VT: Clinical Psychology 
Publishing Co., Inc.

Griffin, S., & Case, R. (1998). Re-thinking die primary 
school math curriculum: An approach based on cogni­
tive science. Issues in Education, 4, 1-51.

House, E. (1989). Policy implications of retention re­
search. In L. Shepard & M. Smith (Eds.), Flunking 
grades: Research and policies on retention (pp. 202- 
213). Philadelphia: The Falmer Pmss.

lones, M., & Mandeville, K. (1990). The effect of age at 
school entry on reading achievement scores among 
South Carolina students. Remedial and Special Educa­
tion, 11, 56-62.

Kagan, S. (1990, December). Readiness 2000: Rethinking 
rhetoric and responsibility. Phi Delta Kappan, 72, 272- 
279.

Kagan, S., Moore, E., & Bredekamp, S. (Eds.). (1995). 
Reconsidering children's early development and learn­
ing: Toward shared beliefs and vocabulary. Washington, 
DC: National Education Goals Panel.

Kinard, E., & Reinhertz, H. (1986). Birthdate effects on 
school adjustment: A longitudinal study. Journal of 
Educational Research, 79, 366-372.

Kundert, D., May, D., & Brent, D. (1995). A comparison 
of students who delay kindergarten entry and those who 
are retained in grades K-5.Psychology in the Schools,
32, 202-209.

15



Longer, P., Kalk, J., & Searls, D. (1984). Age of admission 
and if' nds in achievement: A comparison of Blacks and 
Caucasians. American Educational Research Journal, 
21, 61-78.

May, D., Kundert, D., & Brent, D. (1995). Does delayed 
school entry reduce later grade retentions and use of 
special education services'? Remedial and Special 
Education, 16, 288-294.

May, D., & Welch, E., (1986). Screening for school 
readiness: The influence of birthday and sex. Psychol­
ogy in the Schools, 23, 100-105.

Mayer, S., & Knutson, D. (1999). Does the timing of 
school affect how much children learn? In S. Mayer & 
P. Peterson (Eds.), Earning and learning: How schools 
matter (pp. 79-102). Washington DC: Brookings 
Institu'ion Press.

McClelland, M., Morrison, F., & Holmes, D. (2000). 
Children at risk for early academic problems: The role 
of learning-related social skills. Early Childhood 
Research Quarterly, 15, 307-329.

Meisels, S. (1992). Doing harm by doing good: Iatrogenic 
effects of early childhood enrollment. .id promotion 
'policies. Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 7, 155- 
174.

Meisels, S. (1996). Performance in context: Assessing 
children’s achievement at the outset of school. In A. 
Sameroff & M. Haith (Eds.), The five to seven year 
shift: The age of reason and responsibility (pp. 408- 
431). Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Meisels, S. (1999). Assessing readiness. In R. Pianta & M. 
Cox (Eds)., The transition to kindergarten (pp. 39-66). 
Baltimore: Paul H. Brookes.

Morrison, F., Griffith, E., & Alberts, D. (1997). Nature- 
nurlure in the classroom: Entrance age, school readi­
ness, and learning in children. Developmental Psychol­
ogy, 33, 254-262.

Morrison, F., Smith, L., & Dow-Ehrensbcrger, M. (1995). 
Education and cognitive development: A natural 
experiment. Developmental Psychology, 31, 789-799.

Nason, R. (1991). Retaining children: Is it the right 
decision? Childhood Education, 67, 300-304.

National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). (1993). 
Public school kindergarten teachers ’ views on 
children's readiness for school. Washington DC: U.S. 
Department of Education, Office of Educational Re­
search and Improvement.

National Center for Education Statistics. (1997). The

elernentaiy school performance and adjustment of 
children who enter kindergarten late or repeat kinder­
garten: Findings from national surveys. Washington 
DC: U.S. Department of Education (NCES98-097).

National Research Council, Committee on lire prevention 
of reading difficulties in young children. C. Snow, S. 
Bums, & P. Griffin (Eds.). (1998). Preventing reading 
difficulties in young children. Washington DC: National 
Academy Press.

Piotrkowski, C., Bolsko, M., & Matthews, E. (2000). 
Parents’ and teachers’ beliefs about children’s school 
readiness in a high-need community. Early Childhood 
Research Quarterly, 15, 537-558.

Shepard, L., & Smith, M. (1986). Escalating academic 
demand in kindergarten: Counterproductive policies.
The Elernentaiy School Journal, 89, 135-145.

Smith, M., & Shepard, L. (19S8). Kindergarten readiness 
and r .ition: A qualitative study of teachers’ beliefs 
and piuctices./4n?encn» Educational Research Journal, 
25, 307-333.

Spizter, S., Cupp, R., & Parke. R. (1995). School entrance 
age, social acceptance, and self-perceptions in kinder­
garten and 1st gradc. Early Childhood Research Quar­
terly, 10, 433-450.

Stipek, D., & Byler, P. (2001). Academic achievement and 
social behaviors associated with age of entry into 
kindergarten. Journal of Applied Developmental 
Psychology, 22, 175-189.

Stipek, D., & Ryan, R. (1997). Economically disadvan­
taged preschoolers: Ready to leam but further to go. 
Developmental Psychology, 33, 711-723.

Swectland, J., & Dc Simone, P. (19S7). Age of entry, sex, 
and academic achievement in elementary school chil­
dren. Psychology in the Schools, 234, 406-412.

Uphoff, J., & Gilmore, J. (1986). Pupil age at school 
entrance: How many are ready for success? Young 
Children, 41(2), 11-16.

Valeski, T., & Stipek, D. (2001). Young children’s attitudes 
toward school: Causes and consequences. Child Devel­
opment, 72, 1198-1213.

Vamhagen, C., Morrison, J., & Evera.l, R. (1994). Age 
and schooling effects in story recall and story produc­
tion. Developmental Psychology, 30, 969-979.

Whitehurst, G., Epstein, J., Angell, A., Payne, A., Crone, 
D., &. Fischcl, J. (1994). Outcomes of an emergent 
literacy intervention in Head Sum. Journal of Educa­
tional Psychology, 86, 542-55.

16



Deboraii Stipck is currently the I. James Quillen Dean of the School of Education at Stanford University. She was 

previously a professor at UCLA for 23 years, and for 10 years, the director of the UCLA laboratory elementary 

school and the Urban Education Studies Center. Her doctorate is in developmental psychology from Yale University. 

Research interests and scholarship concern early childhood education, effects of instruction anti classroom climate 

on student motivation, and issues related to child, family and educational policy. She worked for Senator Bill 

Bradley for one year as a Congressional Science Fellow, served for five years on die National Academy of Science 

Board on Children, Youth, and Families, and is currently a member of the MacArthur Foundation Network on 

Successful Pathways through Middle Childhood. She is a member of the National Academy of Education. Recent 

books are: Motivation to Learn: From Theory to Practice (2002), Motivated Minds: Raising Children to Love 

Learning (2001), and Constructive and Destructive Behavior: Implications for Family, School and Society (co­

edited, 2001).

17



Social Policy Report (ISSN 1075-7031) is published four times a year by the Society for Research in Child Develop­

ment. Its purpose is twofold: (1) to provide policymakers with objective reviews of research findings on topics of 

current national interest, and (2) to inform the SRCD membership about current policy isr ces relating to children and 

about the state of relevant research.

Content

The Report provides a forum for scholarly reviews and discussions of developmenU1 research and its implications for 

policies affecting children. THe Society recognizes that few policy issues are noncontroversial, that authors may well 

have a “point of view,” but the Report is not intended to be a vehicle for authors to advocate particular positions on 

issues. Presentations should be balanced, accurate, and inclusive. The publication nonetheless includes the disclaimer 

that the views expressed do not necessarily reflect those of the Society or the editors.

Procedures for Submission and Manuscript Preparation

Articles originate from a variety of sources. Some aie solicited, but authors interested in submitting a manuscript are 

urged to propose timely topics to the editors. Manuscripts vary in length ranging from 20 to 30 pages of double-spaced 

text (approximately 8,000 to 14,000 words) plus references. Authors are asked lo submit manuscripts electronically, if 

possible, but hard copy may be submitted with disk. Manuscripts should adhere to APA style and include text, refer­

ences, and a brief biographical statement limited to the author’s current position and special activities related to the 

topic. (See page 2, this issue, for the editors’ e-mail addresses.)

Three or four reviews are obtained from academic or policy specialists with relevant expertise and different perspec­

tives. Authors then make revisions based on these reviews and the editors’ queries, working closely with the editors to 

arrive at the final farm for publication.

The Committee on Policy and Communications, which founded the Report, serves as an advisory body lo all activities 

related to its public ation.

18



Volume XIII (1999)

No. 1 Beyond “giving science away"; How university-community partnerships inform 
youth programs, research, and policy.
Jill Denncr, Catherine R. Cooper, Edward M. Lopez, & Nora Dunbar

No. 2 Perspectives on father involvement: Research and policy. 
Catherine S. Tamis-LeMonda & Natasha Cabrera

No. 3 Evaluating the effectiveness of school-based violence prevention: Developmental approaches. 
Christopher C. Henrich, Joshua L. Brown, & J. Lawrence Aber

No. 4 Sen’ice learning: Who benefits and why.
Arthur A. Stukas, Jr., E. Gil Clary, & Mark Snyder

Volume XIV (2000)

No. 1 What do adolescents need for healthy development? Implications for youth policy. 
Jodie Roth & Jeanne Brooks-Gunn

No. 2 Parental leave policies: An essential ingredient in early childhood education and care 
policies.
Sheila B.Kamennan

Volume XV (2001)

No. 1 Youth civic development: Implications of research for social policy and programs. 
Constance A. Flanagan & Nakcsha Faison

No. 2 Self-sufficiency programs and parenting interventions: Lessons from New Chance and the 
Teenage Parent Demonstration.
Nancy E. Rcichman & Sara S. McLanahan

No. 3 Strategic frame analysis: Refraining America’s youth. 
Franklin D. Gilliam, Jr. & Susan Nall Bales

No. 4 Adolescents as adults in court: A developmental perspective on the transfer of juveniles to 
criminal court.
Laurence Steinberg and Elizabeth Cauffman

Volume XVI (2002)

No. 1 The effects of welfare reform policies on children. 
Pamela A. Morris



Social Policy Report is a quarterly publication of llie Society for Research in Child Development.
The Report provides a forum for scholarly reviews and discussions of developmental research and its 
implications for the policies affecting children. Copyright of the articles published in the Report is 
maintained by SRCD. Statements appearing in the Report are the views of the author(s) and do not 
imply endorsement by the Editors or by SRCD.

Subscriptions available al $20.00 to nonmembers of SRCD. single issues at S5.00. and multiple copies 
at reduced rates. Write SRCD Executive Office below or phone (734) 998-6578.

Electronic access to the Social Policy Report is available at Hie Report's website:
http://www.srcd.org/spr.html

SRCD Executive Office 
University of Michigan 
5"5 East Huron, Suite 301 
Ann Arbor, MI 48104-1567

http://www.srcd.org/spr.html


S E N A T E  C O M M I T T E E  R E P O F T l

DATE: 5/1/04

DATE TURNED ^
IN TO OFFICE: 0 . 7 , 0  7

FURTHER:^  Finance

Health, Education and Social Services Committee considered CS FOR HOUSE BILL NO. 338(HES)

HB 338 ENTRY INTO SCHOOL 

"An Act relating to attendance at public school; and providing for an effective date."

and recommends: 

be replaced with 

adopt previous _

attached amendment(s) 

adopt Letter of Intent by 

further referral to ___

CS

CS

Committee

Committee

Senate Bill:
[ ] Same Title 
( ] New Title

House Bill:
[ ] Same Title 
[ ] Technical Title 

Change 
[ ] New Title w/ 

SCR #____

NEW FISCAL NOTE(S): PREVIOUS FISCAL NOTE(S):

Department Date Fiscal Indet. Zero FN# Department Date Fiscal Indet. Zero FN#

V t7 X

[ ] A P P R O P R I A T I O N  - n o  f i s c a l  n o t e




