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Prepared for Kindergarten:
What Does “Readiness” Mean?
by Debra J. Ackerman and W. Steven Barnett

Stakeholders at the local, state and federal levels agree that a child’s future

academic success is dependent on being ready to learn and participate in

a successful kindergarten experience. Yet, defining “readiness” can be

a difficult endeavor. Due to their different prekindergarten education

experiences and irregular and episodic development, children enter

kindergarten with widely varying skills, knowledge, and levels of

preparedness. Parents and teachers also have differing expecta-

tions for what children should know and be able to do before

starting kindergarten. Furthermore, discussions of readiness

do not always include how schools and communities can

enhance and support children's kindergarten readiness,

no matter what their socioeconomic status, home language

background, or skill level. This policy brief addresses what

we know about readiness and how it may be improved.
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What We Know:

• Most states consider children eligible for

kindergarten if they turn 5 on or before

October 16. Some age-eligible children

are considered to be “not ready” for

kindergarten and are held out for an

additional year. The merits of this practice

are questionable.

• Readiness testing is common. Although the

predictive validity of these tests is limited,

schools may use these test results to dis-

courage parents from enrolling some age-

eligible children in kindergarten.

• When readiness focuses on the skills chil-

dren should have, teachers and parents

have differing opinions about which skills

are important. Parents focus more on cog-

nitive skills, but teachers tend to view

social-emotional development as equally

important for success in kindergarten.

• Readiness partly depends on the ability

of schools and communities to support

children's entry into kindergarten from a

wide variety of early childhood settings.

• Readiness is influenced by family and

other environmental factors, and can be

enhanced through effective preschool

education.

Policy Recommendations:

• Policymakers and educators should explicitly

define readiness. This will assist parents,

teachers, and others in preparing children

for school success. It will make it easier to

determine what supports each child needs

to succeed in kindergarten.

• Leaders should realistically assess the sup-

ports present in communities, the ability of

organizations to provide additional support,

and the funding necessary to fill in the gaps.

• Quality preschool education can be used

to enhance school readiness and children’s

prospects for reaching higher levels of

academic success.

• More resources should be devoted to devel-

oping kindergarten programs that better

support the learning and development of

children with widely varying strengths and

weaknesses.

• Educators should discontinue using invalid

tests to determine readiness for kinder-

garten. Such tests lead to poor decision-

making wasted funds and lost opportunity

for some children.



[2]Prepared for Kindergarten: What Does “Readiness” Mean?

In most states, eligibility to enroll in kindergarten begins at age 5.1 The month of September, therefore,

not only marks the beginning of a new school year in the United States, but for many 5-year olds, also

signals their entry into formal schooling. Although children may meet this specific age criterion, they vary

widely in how well prepared they are for the demands of today’s kindergarten. For one thing, children’s

development is irregular and episodic.1 Children also vary considerably in their prekindergarten education

experiences.3 Thus, they enter kindergarten with widely varying skills and knowledge.4 Some may have

participated in various out-of-home care experiences, and had access to children’s libraries and safe play-

grounds.5 They may also be able to recognize letters, numbers, and shapes, and tie their shoes.6 Others

may have grown up learning a language other than English at home, or have not been read to frequently.7

Still others have participated in the kinds of activities that would seem to promote success in kindergarten,

but have birthdays that make them considerably younger than their classmates. Despite being chronologically

eligible for kindergarten, teachers and parents may question if children are “ready” for kindergarten.

The first aim of The Goals 2000: Educate America Act—

signed into law 10 years ago—is that “all children in

America will start school ready to learn.”8 As a result,

readiness has received attention at the local, state, and

federal levels. Although researchers, educators, parents,

and policymakers agree that a child’s future academic

success is dependent on being ready to learn and partici-

pate in a successful kindergarten experience,9 the exact

definition of readiness depends on who is doing the

defining. Whether a child is “ready” will always depend

on the demands kindergarten places on the child and

the supports it provides, as well as the child’s knowledge

and skills.

This brief examines key issues for public policy related

to school readiness, including the differing definitions of

readiness, the relationship between school readiness and

other factors in young children’s lives, and challenges

in readying children for kindergarten.

Despite being chronologically eligible

for kindergarten, teachers and parents

may question if children are “ready”

for kindergarten...Although researchers,

educators, parents, and policymakers

agree that a child’s future academic

success is dependent on being ready

to learn and participate in a successful

kindergarten experience, the exact

definition of readiness depends on

who is doing the defining.
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Eligibility for Kindergarten: Differences in State Statutes
State statutes are consistent in regard to requiring children to reach the chronological age of five either

before enrolling or while they are students in a kindergarten program. Forty-four states and the District

of Columbia have statutes specifying the dates by which children must turn five in order to be eligible for

kindergarten.

As can be seen in Figure 1, kindergarten cutoff dates range from July 1 to January 1. The most popular

date falls in September. Twenty-eight states require that children reach their fifth birthday some time

during or before the end of this month. When looking at these cutoff dates overall, over three-fourths

of states require that children reach the age of 5 on or before October 16.

Figure 1. State Kindergarten Eligibility Dates 10

Thirty-nine states require children to reach the age of 5 on or before October 16.

It is interesting to note that cutoff dates that correspond with the beginning of the typical school year in

the U.S. are a more recent trend. Whereas currently only five states and the District of Columbia have

December or January eligibility dates, 30 years ago almost half of school districts enrolled children who

did not turn 5 until December or January. Few school districts employed September cutoff dates at that

time.11 This suggests that schools have perceived an increased school readiness problem in recent decades

and have changed the school entry age in an attempt to address the problem.
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Readiness and “Holding Out”
Despite the fact that most cutoff dates require children to be 5 by October 16, recent data from the Early

Childhood Longitudinal Study – Kindergarten Class of 1998-1999 (ECLS-K)—a large-scale study of more

than 20,000 kindergarten children—suggest that nationally about 7 percent of parents delay their age-

eligible children’s entry into kindergarten for one year or more.12 Although several studies have found

no difference in the readiness skills of boys and girls,13 delayed kindergarten entry appears to be more

common for boys.14 Characterized as “holding out,” “holding back,” or “redshirting,” this practice is

based on the assumption that some children are not mature enough to participate in—and benefit

from—the rigors of formal schooling.15 This assumption reflects a maturationist perspective, which

argues that giving children who lag behind in one or more areas of development an extra year before

starting kindergarten can alleviate future academic problems.16

The evidence on whether there is merit to such an assumption is mixed. Some studies suggest that the

developmental levels of children who are closest to the age cutoff may put them at a disadvantage for

acquiring necessary academic skills.17 For example, young kindergarten students are more likely to have

low work-related skills, such as listening to directions and complying with teacher demands.18 They have

also been shown to have lower scores on tests focusing on information processing skills.19 A small study

of children in Kindergarten and Grade 1 who did—and did not—meet a March cutoff date showed that,

although amount of schooling made a difference in children’s mental arithmetic skills, age predicted their

ability to accurately conserve numbers.20

An examination of data from the ECLS-K showed that children who entered kindergarten a year older

than their peers had higher math and reading achievement scores in both Fall and Spring of the kinder-

garten year. The differences in these scores were statistically significant and were between 5 and 6 points

in math and 4 to 5 points in reading. This trend continued through the end of First Grade for reading.21

Several other studies also find that chronologically-young children continue to operate at a disadvantage

in comparison to their older peers. For example, one of the earliest studies exploring this issue looked at

the Metropolitan Achievement Test scores of 100 “underage” and “normal” age boys and girls enrolled

in Grades 2 through 6. Results of this study showed that only 13 percent of the underaged children had

scores that equaled those of their older classmates.22 In an additional study of 480 Grade 4 students, those

who were chronologically older had a statistically-significant advantage in their score on the Iowa Test of

Basic Skills than their younger classmates.23 A final study compared 45 pairs of gender- and intelligence-

matched students who were either ages 5 or 6 upon enrolling in Kindergarten. The results of this study

showed statistically significant differences in fifth and sixth grade reading test scores, with the difference

particularly pronounced for males.24

Other studies find younger kindergartners make about the same progress in their math and reading skills

as older children.25 In addition, although young kindergartners may have lower abilities at the start of

kindergarten, they can “catch up” in their academic and social abilities by the end of Grades 2, 3, or 4.26

A recent longitudinal study examined the standardized test scores of more than 400,000 California children.

This study found that older students who had not been previously retained or held out of kindergarten

had higher mean reading scores in Grades 2 and 6. By Grade 10, however, any advantage had disappeared.27
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Furthermore, some studies find no differences from age (within grade) in some aspects of children’s

social skills and referrals for special services. For example, in a study conducted in the late 1970s, there

was no correlation between children’s age at entry and kindergarten teachers’ ratings of hostility, hyper-

activity, or anxiety.28 An additional study of 476 kindergartners and first graders found that “being the

youngest” was not related to children’s social acceptance.29 In a third study of 699 students, younger

kindergartners did not experience more psychological or educational evaluation referrals.30 In another

study of 223 students in Grades 2 through 6, there were no significant differences between those assessed

as “developmentally ready” or having received an extra year to mature before beginning Kindergarten in

terms of referrals for speech and language, remedial reading or math, or counseling services.31

Although being a younger kindergartner has been correlated with kindergarten retention32 or referrals

to transitional first-grade programs,33 holding out does not necessarily provide an advantage in terms of

retention rates in Grades 1 through 5.34 A nationally-representative sample of children between the ages

of 7 and 17 showed that being “old for grade”—whether because of being retained or held out—was also

correlated with increased rates of behavior problems.35

The lack of consistency in findings across studies may in part reflect the effects of other uncontrolled

factors that influence outcomes for students who were older at kindergarten entry. These include family

and child characteristics, and prior social and educational experiences in homes, neighborhoods, and

preschool programs.36 In the end, the practice of “holding out” ensures that kindergartners within the

same class will range in age from not yet 5 years old to older than age 6, and have an even wider range of

skills and experiences. This situation may further exacerbate confusion regarding the skills and attributes

children need to be considered “ready,” 37 and create difficulties for teachers in adequately addressing the

individual needs of all students.

Readiness Assessments
If not solely defined by age, how has readiness been additionally defined? Readiness has often been

defined as a child’s skills, behaviors, or attributes in relation to the expectations of individual classrooms

or schools.38 As a result, many schools formally assess skills or knowledge in order to determine a child’s

“readiness status.” Various instruments have been used to assess children’s knowledge and skills prior

to kindergarten since the early 1900s.39 There are currently over 35 tests, the majority of which are

standardized, that teachers or other school personnel might use to assess kindergarteners. At least 6 of

these standardized tests are specifically designed to assess children’s readiness or developmental skills.40

Only 13 states require schools to conduct screening or assessment of children entering kindergarten.41

However, 69 percent of public schools and 47 percent of private schools throughout the country administer

such tests before a child enrolls in kindergarten.42 These assessments are not reserved for students from

particular socio-economic backgrounds, as the percentage of public schools engaging in this practice does

not vary by school poverty rates. Although the results of such assessments may be used to determine

instructional needs or class placements, they may also be used to discourage parents from enrolling their

age-eligible children in kindergarten.43
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There are key points to consider when using assessments. First, assessments should be used for their

intended purpose, and should not be considered interchangeable. For example, screening tests designed

to identify children who should receive in-depth assessment to determine whether they have a disability

or serious developmental delay should not be used to determine whether a child is ready for school.44

Those administering or interpreting the test need sufficient formal training as well.45

Second, good assessments will provide reliable information that can inform teachers’ and school admin-

istrators’ decisions. They should accurately reflect children’s abilities, and be responsive to children’s

cultural and linguistic diversity. Children should not be asked to demonstrate isolated skills out of context,

at only one point in time, or outside of their normal learning environment.46

Third, assessments should also have adequate reliability for predicting children’s future school success.47

A review of the predictive values of many readiness tests shows that their correlation to future achieve-

ment ranges from .11 to .63.48 A meta-analysis 49 of 70 longitudinal studies concluded that preschool

school readiness screenings predicted only about 24 percent of the variability in children’s kindergarten

and/or Grade 1 academic and cognitive competency, and 7 percent of the variability in their social/

behavioral competency.50

Although two studies 51 have demonstrated a relationship between specific aspects of children’s kinder-

garten readiness scores and their later scores on Grade 4 achievement tests, both of these studies are

limited by their samples. Each tested students who were primarily white and middle class, and from

a single school district. A study suggesting that the Gesell School Readiness Screening Test can predict

kindergarten success or failure has similar limitations.52 An additional large-scale study assessed the pre-

dictive validity of several early childhood screening measures for problems such as retention in Kindergarten

through Grade 3, lower standardized test scores in Grade 2, or behavior problems in Grade 3. Although

this study found that the tests accurately predicted between 96 and 99 percent of those children who did

not develop these problems, they were far less successful (between 5 and 55 percent) in predicting children

who did.53

Teachers’ Conceptions of Readiness
Although formal readiness assessments are prevalent in many schools,

teacher perceptions of the demands of kindergarten can play a role in

determining which children are ready for this grade. A study conducted

by the Carnegie Foundation in 1990 queried more than 7,000 teachers

about the numbers of students who were “ready” for kindergarten based

on questions related to children’s cognitive, social, emotional, and physi-

cal development. These items included children’s ability to communicate

and pay attention, their ability to take turns and be sensitive to other

children’s feelings, and their overall health. Overall, 35 percent of students

were considered not ready to successfully participate in kindergarten.

Within individual states, this amount ranged from 23 percent in North

Carolina to 47 percent in Hawaii.54

Teacher perceptions

of the demands

of kindergarten

can play a role in

determining which

children are ready

for this grade.
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Kindergarten Teachers Overall. Kindergarten teachers’ perceptions about key academic and social

readiness skills vary. In one of the earliest studies of kindergarten teachers’ views on readiness, just five

items were rated as very important. These included children being able to identify four colors and major

body parts and respond to both their name and warning words.55

In a study of 1,339 kindergarten teachers’ views on school readiness conducted in 1993, over 75 percent

of respondents felt that the top three readiness attributes were for a child to be a) physically healthy, rested,

and well nourished, b) able to communicate his or her thoughts and needs in words, and c) curious and

enthusiastic in their approach to new activities. More than half of the teachers in this study also indicated

that readiness included not being disruptive, being sensitive to other children’s feelings, and being able to

take turns and share. Ten percent or less thought being able to count to 20 or more or knowing the letters

of the alphabet were important in terms of kindergarten readiness.56

More recent data from the ECLS-K study showed the importance of nonacademic readiness skills for

kindergarten teachers. Specific academic tasks—such as using a pencil, knowing the names of colors and

shapes, recognizing letters, or counting to 20 or more—were less likely to be rated as essential readiness

qualities. With the exception of being able to use a pencil or brush, these tasks were rated as essential or

very important by less than one-third of teachers. Conversely, over 75 percent of the 3,305 kindergarten

teachers sampled in this study felt being able to follow directions and communicate both needs and thoughts,

as well as not being disruptive, were more essential or very important readiness skills.57 Additional smaller

studies also find teachers believe nonacademic skills are more important for readiness.58

Urban Kindergarten and Preschool Teachers. Although some kindergarten teachers feel that the emphasis

on state standards and accountability has forced them to define readiness in terms of children’s academic

knowledge and abilities,59 the emphasis on academic skills appears to be stronger in studies focused on

the perceptions of kindergarten and preschool teachers of low-income children. For these teachers, readi-

ness is more often predicated on children’s academic skills—such as recognizing numbers and letters of

the alphabet—and less often on children’s social skills.60 Perceptions about the importance of these skills

also vary by teachers’ ethnicity. In the small number of studies examining attitudes about key readiness

skills via teachers’ ethnicity, more African-American and Hispanic teachers see academic skills as crucial

for readiness than white, non-Hispanic teachers.61
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Parents’ and Children’s Definitions of Readiness
Studies of parents’ attitudes about readiness show that most parents believe children can make a more

effective transition into kindergarten if they have positive dispositions about going to school and can

adjust socially.62 However, their views about the academic and behavioral skills that are key to kinder-

garten readiness appear to differ from teachers’ opinions.63 These differences are illustrated by two large-

scale studies conducted in 1993 with more than 1,300 kindergarten teachers and more than 4,000

preschoolers’ parents from throughout the U.S. Ten percent or less of the kindergarten teachers felt

counting to 20 or more and knowing letters was needed for readiness. In contrast, at least 58 percent of

preschoolers’ parents felt this was essential.64

Parents’ viewpoints also vary according to their socioeconomic status. When examined via parents’

educational backgrounds, almost three-fourths of parents who did not graduate from high school rated

counting to 20 and knowing the letters of the alphabet as essential or very important. Conversely, only

41 to 50 percent of college graduates felt their children needed these skills in order to be considered ready

for kindergarten.65

Another study examining the readiness beliefs of 355 low-income, urban parents in one New York school

district showed that between 76 and 82 percent of parents felt it was “absolutely necessary” that children

entering kindergarten know their letters and colors and be able to count to 10 or 15. Seventy percent of

these parents also felt children should know their address and phone number.66 When examining the

beliefs of 156 Head Start parents within this same school district, these percentages were even higher.

Between 80 and 88 percent of parents within this specific cohort felt these readiness skills were important.67

Head Start and non-Head Start parents whose children speak English as a second language also view

being able to communicate in English as a key readiness skill.68 Here again, however, parents’ views may

differ from teachers. In the study utilizing the viewpoints of both 355 urban parents and 156 Head Start

parents, 70 percent of African-American and Hispanic parents overall thought communicating in English

was a necessary aspect of readiness, but just 30 percent of kindergarten teachers in this same district felt

similarly.69 Seventy-four percent of Head Start parents felt children needed to express their feelings and

needs in English in order to be ready for kindergarten.70

Children’s views about the skills or approaches to learning that are needed as one starts kindergarten have

not received much attention. Instead, studies have primarily focused on what children think they will

learn or do in kindergarten, what their experiences have been, or self-ratings of their academic or social

competence as kindergarten students.71 A small number of published studies focusing on children’s per-

spectives related to “what it takes” to be ready for kindergarten have been conducted in Australia as part

of the Starting School Research Project. In these studies, children were asked to name the things that are

important as they start school. The top answer for children was knowing—and following—a teacher’s

rules, followed by becoming familiar with where things were and what to do, and knowing how to make

friends.72
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Ready Schools
Schools, classrooms, and teachers within the same district may have dif-

ferent definitions of readiness, meaning that a child who is considered

“ready” in one milieu may also be considered “not ready” in another.73

The effect of the “disconnect” between expectations is illustrated in a

case study of more than 1,200 low-income kindergarten students in

Dayton, Ohio, 58 percent of whom attended either Head Start or the

Dayton Public School’s Title I preschool program. The Head Start stu-

dents were no better prepared for kindergarten in terms of cognitive and

language readiness skills than children who had unknown preschool

experiences, and their skills were lower than those of children who had

been in a Title I preschool. Unlike Title I preschool, however, Head Start

programs did not focus on such readiness skills in their programs, but

could emphasize them if they received specific guidance and assistance

from the Ohio’s Department of Education.74

In an attempt to counter this type of disconnect, instead of defining readiness solely as a set of traits within

an individual child, some states and school districts have also approached readiness as an interactive

responsibility of the school and community. At its broadest, readiness is considered to include the “social,

political, organizational, educational, and personal resources that support children’s success at school

entry.” 75 As a result, the question is not just “is a child ready for school?,” but also if schools and com-

munities are ready to meet the diverse needs of kindergarten-aged children.

What are “Ready Schools?” This approach is part of the definition of readiness advocated by the National

Education Goals Panel. As defined by this panel, ready schools share three sets of key characteristics, with

the first set focusing on necessary supports for children. For example, in an attempt to lessen the cultural,

linguistic, or contextual constraints that can make children’s adjustment to kindergarten difficult, ready

schools pay attention to transition issues. They also strive to forge a link to children’s previous preschool

experiences. In addition, because children have participated in many different forms of care and educa-

tional experiences before enrolling in kindergarten, ready schools can adjust their instructional approaches.

This allows schools to be more responsive to individual children’s needs. This last characteristic also

requires schools to have a variety of highly qualified professional staff, as well as environments that are

conducive to learning. Staff must also have positive expectations about children’s abilities to learn and

succeed in school, no matter what their socioeconomic or linguistic background.76

The second set of “ready school” factors focuses on teaching and learning, and mirror the literature on

effective schooling.77 More specifically, ready schools support the professional development of all those

who interact with children. They also adopt educational approaches that provide support to children,

can be monitored and adjusted according to students’ needs and can facilitate parental involvement,

Research from the National Center for Family and Community Connections with Schools has found that

early care and education programs that have family components can boost children’s educational success.

Strategies in which schools help parents support children’s literacy and numeracy skills, for instance, can

produce gains, particularly among children from low- and middle- income families. Since little research

has been conducted on which family interventions work best, however, more research needs to be done

in this area.78

Schools, classrooms,

and teachers within the

same district may have

different definitions

of readiness, meaning

that a child who is
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“not ready” in another.
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Central to the ready schools concept is the principle that, rather than relying on one-size-fits-all approach-

es to learning and teaching, teachers and administrators continually fine-tune programs and adopt “what

works” for their specific situations. If practices and programs are not benefiting students, ready schools

alter or even abandon those programs. Schools also take responsibility for each child’s success and deter-

mine the most appropriate ways to best assess individual children’s progress. Lastly, these efforts demand

that ready schools have strong and articulate leadership and the ability to determine which resources

schools need.79

Finally, ready schools recognize that children can benefit from support outside the school, including

nonacademic supports relating to health care, nutrition, and social services. This recognition should serve

as a catalyst for facilitating collaborations with programs and services that can provide families with the

types of supports they need. Ready schools also partner with parents and other community organizations

and institutions—such as museums, libraries, and two- and four-year colleges—in order to learn about new

ways to support children’s learning and provide families with out-of-school enrichment opportunities.80

State Initiatives Related to Ready Schools. Despite attention from both research and advocacy,81 there is

limited information on how to promote ready schools on a statewide basis. Several states have recently

developed tools to assist in this process. For example, Connecticut released a report detailing how the

state is doing in helping young children be ready for school and how the state can “do better” for its

young children. Included in the report is a chapter on ready schools, which looks at the average kinder-

garten class size, the number of kindergarten teachers with early childhood certification, and the number

of children in full-day kindergarten. It also stresses the need for developmentally appropriate curricula

for kindergartners, and continued professional development for their teachers. In addition, the report

notes that there is an “information gap” in regard to how many of the state’s schools have preschool to

kindergarten transition programs in place.82

In North Carolina, the State Board of Education has teamed up with various stakeholders to produce

recommendations for defining and assessing school readiness for the state’s young children. Ready schools

are considered to play a key role in this framework as well. Principals, teachers, and parents can assess

their kindergarten program’s readiness state by completing an inventory of 14 items, including the

physical environment of the classroom, the curriculum, and the services offered to—and collaboration

with—parents.83

Vermont has also begun to assess its schools’ readiness for children. Kindergarten teachers and school

principals were asked whether their schools offered various transition initiatives and community part-

nerships. They also were surveyed about the numbers of kindergarten teachers with early childhood

certification, average kindergarten class size, and the source of their instructional practices. Respondents

also indicated what types of supports were available to both teachers and students.84
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Readiness Risk Factors
Readiness can be adversely affected by various risk factors. Studies show that differences in children’s

cognitive, language, and social skills upon entry to kindergarten are correlated with families’ poverty

status, parents’ educational levels or ethnic backgrounds, and children’s health and living environments.85

More specifically, kindergartner’s reading and math abilities, general knowledge, and overall health can

be lower when parents have low levels of education and the family receives some type of public assistance.86

Living in an unsafe or poverty-stricken neighborhood and having a minimal family income are correlated

with scoring low on an assessment of verbal abilities, and thus being “at-risk” for experiencing problems

in school.87

Living in a rural area can also indirectly affect children’s readiness. Limited employment opportunities

may mean parents have to work more than one job to provide food and housing, decreasing the amount

of time they can spend with their children. Families may also have less access to public transportation,

libraries, and health care services, and little choice when it comes to adequate child care. Rural schools

may also be less able to serve the diverse needs of students from wide geographic areas.88

In sum, although none of these risk factors “guarantee” that children will not be ready for kindergarten,

children from low-income or less-educated families are less likely to have the supports necessary for

healthy growth and development, resulting in lower abilities at school entry.

States’ Efforts in Supporting Children’s Readiness
Given the role these socioeconomic and environmental factors can play in readiness, states are undertak-

ing efforts to support children’s readiness before they enroll in kindergarten. Seventeen states are partici-

pating in the School Readiness Indicators Initiative. The goal of this initiative is to develop a list of indica-

tors that can help inform policies that will enhance readiness.89 For example, Rhode Island has begun to

track the percentages of its young children who are at risk for not being ready because of family and

developmental factors.90 Arizona recently developed a School Readiness Action Plan,91 which outlines the

actions—and dollars—necessary to improve children’s access to health care, improve the quality of early

care and education in the state, and increase the qualifications of early childhood education teachers.

Although not participating in this specific initiative, Connecticut recently published indices related to the

health and child development, safety and child welfare, and economic stability of families with young

children, as well as their access to early care and education. These indices are used as benchmarks in

reaching readiness-related goals.92 South Carolina’s legislature instituted First Steps to School Readiness in

1999. The goals of this effort are to improve the delivery of services for young children and their families,

and in doing so, provide children with the health, social, and developmental support they might need in

order to enter kindergarten ready to learn. County partnerships determine local needs and how programs

might best be implemented. The initiative also has supported expansion of preschool programs and quality

enhancement activities for child care providers.93
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The Role of Preschool in Supporting Readiness
These initiatives targeting children’s health and development are crucial

for reducing the numbers of children at risk for school failure. However,

a recent review of the variables contributing to racial and ethnic gaps

in school readiness concludes that “the most promising strategy” for

supporting readiness “is to increase access to high-quality center-based

early childhood education for all low-income three- and four-year olds.” 94

Although a number of large-scale studies demonstrate that participation

in such a program positively influences all children’s kindergarten

readiness,95 the positive effect of these programs can be even more pro-

nounced for disadvantaged children. This effect was first found through

studies on model demonstration preschool programs started in the 1960s

and ‘70s, including the Perry Preschool and Abecedarian programs.96

The effects of these programs on disadvantaged children’s cognitive

development and academic skills at kindergarten entry included gains

in IQ scores and achievement test scores.

Although most children do not attend model programs, additional studies find other early care and

education programs can also benefit disadvantaged children’s readiness. A study conducted in North

Carolina in the early 1990s showed that amount of time in child care predicted better letter recognition

and math skills upon entry to kindergarten for children whose mothers had obtained less than 13 years

of education and lived in poor literacy environments. The impact of child care on children whose mothers

had more than 13 years of education was negligible.97

A study using ECLS-K data showed that although children enrolled in some type of center-based care

performed better on tests of reading and math skills than those not enrolled, these effects were even

larger for children who lived in poverty, had mothers who did not graduate from high school or speak

English, or were single parents. The authors of this study cite skills that translate into increases from the

30th to the 35th and 37th percentile in math and reading skills, respectively.98

Another recent study of children who were able to enroll in a high-quality urban Head Start program

showed they had faster rates of growth in vocabulary, phonemic awareness, and preliteracy skills than

those who were waitlisted and thus unable to enroll.99 Similarly, an evaluation of the Michigan School

Readiness Program (MSRP) found that kindergartners who had attended MSRP scored significantly

higher on five out of six domains of the High/Scope Child Observation Record and received higher

ratings from their teachers than those who did not have this—or any other—preschool experience.100

School readiness is also a critical issue for middle-income families. The readiness gap among middle-

income children, while not as large as that for low-income children, is arguably more pervasive due to

the sheer number of children involved. A 2002 Maryland survey, for instance, found only 52 percent of

children entering kindergarten to be fully ready.101 Many middle-income families lack access to the kinds

of preschool educations that send them to kindergarten ready to learn; often because family income is

too high to qualify for programs for disadvantaged children but not high enough to afford high-quality

programs. Yet middle-income children gain from participating in high-quality preschool, as well.

“The most promising

strategy” for support-

ing readiness “is

to increase access

to high-quality

center-based early

childhood education

for all low-income

three- and four-

year olds.”
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A study of Oklahoma’s universal prekindergarten program found that some of the greatest gains were not

for children with the lowest incomes but for children in a somewhat higher income category.102

Preschool Quality Matters. The effects of programs on children’s skills are related to their overall quality.

Preschool quality is reliant on various structural components, such as the number of children in a class-

room, the staff-child ratio, and the physical environment of the room. Quality is also dependent on the

kinds of experiences children have within classrooms on a day-to-day basis. These experiences would

include the activities children participate in, the interactions they have with other children, and the

interactions they have with their teachers. In addition, in order for these experiences to be considered

both high-quality and “developmentally appropriate,” they should also take into account how children

develop and learn, and how that development and learning might best be supported. Perhaps not

surprisingly, one of the most crucial variables leading to high-quality preschool is teacher education

and training.103

The importance of preschool quality in supporting children’s readiness is illustrated in many studies.

For example, the large-scale Cost, Quality & Child Outcomes Study found that attending higher quality

programs was correlated with better language scores and math skills for children from diverse backgrounds.

In some cases, the effects of higher quality programs were even stronger for children considered to be

at risk.104

Researchers using ECLS-K data have found that although kindergarten reading and math scores were

higher for those children who had participated in some sort of center-based care the year prior to

enrollment in kindergarten, the largest benefits were for those children attending state-funded prekinder-

garten programs.105 This difference in outcomes is most likely related to the fact that teachers in state-

funded prekindergarten programs are required to obtain a Bachelor’s degree related to Early Childhood

more frequently than teachers in private preschool programs or Head Start. State-funded programs may

also have lower student-teacher ratios or implement a higher quality curriculum.106

Many other studies confirm the importance of quality and preschool teacher training for children’s readi-

ness. For example, a study of 451 low-income families in California and Florida found that participation

in a center-based program increased the school readiness of children as compared to those who remained

in the care of a relative or neighbor. Children with the highest scores were in centers with more educated

caregivers.107 North Carolina’s Smart Start was initiated in 1993 as a means to helping children enter

school ready to succeed. Children who attended Smart Start programs that participated in initiatives

designed to raise teachers’ qualifications, pay, knowledge, and classroom practice had better cognitive

and language skills than those who did not.108 Participation in greater numbers of Smart Start activities

was significantly correlated with preschool classroom quality, which in turn was correlated with children

scoring higher on readiness indicators.109
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Policy Recommendations
Local, state, and national policymakers seeking to increase readiness face three key challenges: defining

readiness, determining how it might best be nurtured and enhanced, and putting in place the programs

and policies that will help children be ready for kindergarten.

Defining Readiness. Young children’s development is irregular and episodic, and difficult to accurately

assess, particularly using conventional tests at a single point in time. Their performance is highly suscep-

tible to immediate and transitory circumstances and can also be affected by physical health, nutrition,

and living conditions. Over time, these contextual factors may also affect their knowledge, skills, and

behavior. Children’s pre-kindergarten experiences are highly unequal, whether in the home and commu-

nity or in preschool programs.

Thus, the “supply” of readiness skills children bring to kindergarten varies widely. However, the impact

of these variations depends on the demands that kindergarten and first grade place on children, and these

also are variable. There is a lack of agreement regarding the implicit and explicit demands of teachers,

schools, state standards, and readiness tests. Children who are seen as ready in one classroom or commu-

nity—whether the result of a cutoff date or specific assessment—may not be similarly viewed elsewhere.

There is the further question of what type of alternative is best for those children who are age-eligible for

kindergarten, but deemed “not yet ready.” Schools that view readiness as an innate, “unteachable” ability

of the child may simply urge families to give children an extra year of time to catch up. In the meantime,

little attention may be paid to the environmental factors that limit readiness. Thus, these children may

make little progress in the intervening year, while parents or the public bear the cost of an additional year

of school. Boys with additional socioeconomic risk factors, in particular, are often over-represented

among those children who are held out.110

By carefully defining readiness in terms of expectations for children and schools, it may be possible to

improve the preparation of both, and create a much better match between children and schools so that

more children succeed and maximize their learning during the kindergarten and first grade years. A

definition of readiness must encompass what is “good enough” in each domain, while recognizing the

unevenness of early development. Every child need not meet the highest readiness standard in every

domain, and a distribution of abilities is to be expected. Despite our best efforts, some children will be

less well-prepared than others.

The question will then remain at what point and under what circumstances will it make sense to delay

entry to kindergarten? Parents and schools will have to make these decisions together. Our view is that

delayed entry is rarely desirable if schools are well prepared. Pushing back the school entry age is unlikely

to be a satisfactory solution, as well. Some children will still be the youngest and the costs of delay have

simply been foisted on parents. Disadvantaged children will find themselves falling further behind as they

go longer without adequate public support for their learning and development. Moreover, some children

will continue to be the youngest, and teachers who focus their teaching on the average child—rather than

individualize—will simply increase their demands for knowledge, skills, and behavior.
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Determining What Children And Schools Need In Order To Best Nurture And Enhance Readiness. An

adequate definition of readiness and a way to evaluate it will help policymakers work “backwards” from

the goal of school success and to specify the programs and supports children and schools need in order

to nurture and enhance children’s readiness. A high-quality preschool program is one effective policy for

improving readiness, especially for disadvantaged children. However, there are many policy choices to be

made regarding such programs, including program content, length of day, class size, and teacher qualifi-

cations. The content, intensity, and effectiveness of the preschool program will determine how much

readiness is improved.

Program changes may be needed within the K-12 milieu, as well, particularly in terms of kindergarten

curriculum, length of day, class size, and teacher professional development. With such a wide range of

abilities among children, developmentally appropriate practice and individualization are important.

Schools should also avoid the use of invalid readiness tests.

Equally important is an accurate determination of how soon children should learn specific content. What

should they learn—and when—in order to make adequate progress toward state standards? However, do

these learning goals make sense in terms of children’s progress up to that point? The demands of kinder-

garten have increased in recent years as states have responded to a public push for higher standards. As a

result, more children are likely to have problems with school readiness. The demand for certain skills and

behavior may be inappropriate, and therefore better if postponed because of the present difficulties for

many children. This is particularly true if later acquisition does not impede adequate progress toward

elementary school goals.

Determining An Adequate Level Of Investment. Finally, as is the case with any policy effort, simply

initiating a policy does not necessarily mean its goals will be realized.111 Good policymaking on readiness

begins with a frank assessment of the resources in place and the capacity of organizations to collaborate

in supporting children’s readiness for school. Policymakers will then need to determine what investments

are necessary to help all children begin school ready for kindergarten.
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