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H istorically, kindergarten marked children’s first entry into formal, primarily 
public education in the United States. However, increasingly children are 
coming to kindergarten having spent some time in structured, center-
based care. For example, 63.8% of children born in 2001 were enrolled in 

a center-based program the year prior to kindergarten entry (Flanagan & McPhee 2009). 
Kindergarten might not mark children’s entry into formal, structured classrooms, but it 
continues to be the first year for which children’s experiences are governed by policies 
set within the public K–12 education system.1 As a result, kindergarten provides a bridge 
within early childhood, linking a time during which children spend their years in a 
wide range of settings prior to kindergarten, and primary education, where children 
spend their days in a more structured setting learning with their agemates from a 
common teacher, teaching to a shared set of expectations 
and standards (at least within classrooms, districts, and 
typically, states). It also marks the “line in the sand” between 
early learning standards (for children 5 and younger) that 
address all domains to primary and secondary education 
(K–12) standards, which focus on academic content. 

Although the early childhood period spans birth through 
age 8, this continuum of learning has a clear demarcation 
when children enter kindergarten.  Due to differences 
in auspice, standards, and teacher qualifications, the role 
of kindergarten in a birth to third grade continuum of 
learning is the topic of much discussion (e.g., Kauerz 
2005; Russell 2011). As Vecchioti (2003, 6) noted:

Kindergarten suffers from the middle child syndrome, 
caught between early education and public education, 
because it shares features with both educational 
levels.… Although the kindergarten classroom 
is affiliated with the public education system at 
the elementary school level, the diversity in the 
provision and structure of kindergarten resembles 
the diverse programs of the early education and 
care system for preschoolers and infants/toddlers.
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NAEYC, Kindergarten, and  
Common Core Start Standards2

The Common Core begins with kindergarten, 

and provides standards for each grade level of 

elementary and secondary education. NAEYC 

believes that learning standards, along with 

program quality standards and teacher standards 

that are developmentally appropriate and build 

in a forward progression and address all areas of 

children’s development and learning, are important 

components of early childhood education. 

Standards should never be used to deny entry to 

kindergarten, to retain a child in a grade, or to 

hinder access to early intervention or other support 

services. (See Joint Statement, as well as position 

statements on Kindergarten entry, Early learning 

standards, Professional preparation standards.) 
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With the implementation of the Common Core, kindergarten will mark the 
first year in children’s lives when expectations for children’s development and 
learning (in English language arts and mathematics) will be common across 
most of the country.3 Put another way, the output of the education system in 
kindergarten (the Common Core State Standards) will be the same, despite 
structural differences in how kindergarten is provided and despite differences 
in selection of curricula, formative assessments, and professional development 
from state to state, district to district, perhaps even school to school. (In addition 
to the structural differences discussed in this paper, kindergarten classrooms will 
implement a number of curricula and utilize a number of assessment tools and 
strategies to meet this set of expectations, which we discuss in a separate paper.)

This paper focuses on the structural elements of the kindergarten experience of 
American children and the new context of the Common Core standards. There are 
several compelling reasons for this. First, as noted above, for the first time, children 
across the country (meaning across differing states) will be taught with the same 
learning outcomes identified. However, we know that children’s experience of 
kindergarten, especially when they enter and how long their school day is, varies across 
states, and even within states. Likewise, the preparation of teachers in kindergarten 
classrooms, including their credentialing, varies across states. While a common set 
of high yet achievable goals, with appropriate supports to teachers and schools, can 
contribute to closing known achievement gaps at the start of school, differences in 
children’s access to and experiences of kindergarten may tend to widen, rather than 
reduce, these gaps. This paper will consider how differences in the opportunity to learn 
through publicly funded kindergarten may affect the potential for children to reach a 
common set of standards across these differences. Specifically, this paper focuses on 
structural variations in the provision of kindergarten, including length of school day 
and age of entry, as well as variation in the preparation of kindergarten teachers.

A Note on Data Sources
As Guernsey and Holt (2012) recently noted, data on kindergarten are surprisingly difficult to obtain. States 

report data on kindergarten programs and enrollments in ways that are not always comparable between 

states. The data cited in this paper are drawn primarily from the US Department of Education. Data on policies 

and enrollment are drawn from the Condition of Education 2012 (Aud et. al 2012). These data themselves are 

drawn from a number of other sources, principally the US Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey. However, 

data are reported by age, with a break in what data are reported occurring between ages 5 (participation in 

kindergarten or earlier programs) and 6 and later (enrollment in school). So it is not possible from these sources to 

accurately count all of the 6-year-olds, for example, who may be enrolled in a kindergarten program. Likewise, 

in these data it is not possible to distinguish first-time enrollments from repeat enrollments, which account for 

about 5% of kindergarten enrollments each year (Zill, Loomis, & West 1998; Hong & Raudenbush 2006; Malone 

et. al 2006). Additional data about kindergartners and kindergarten programs are drawn from the three cohorts 

included in the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study (ECLS)—the kindergarten class of 1998–99 (ECLS-K:98), 

the kindergarten class of 2010–2011 (ECLS-K:2010), and the birth cohort of children born in 2001 (ECLS-B).
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STRUCTURAL VARIATIONS IN KINDERGARTEN 

While kindergarten may mark the initial year children enter school, 
it remains unique even within the K–12 system. Unlike grades 

1–12, where most children are exposed to the same basic structure of 
education (especially length of school day), there are significant variations 
in how kindergarten is provided (i.e., length of day) and the age at which 
children may enter (i.e., age of entry). This section discusses both of 
these elements of variation across states’ kindergarten programs.

State policies around provision of kindergarten
According to the National Center for Education Statistics (Aud et. al 2012), as of 2010 
a total of 43 states require districts to offer kindergarten. Unlike all other years in 
K–12 education, kindergarten is the only year where there is variation in the length of 
school day. Children in other elementary grades (grades 1 and higher) generally attend 
school for the same number of hours per day. Generally speaking, kindergarten is 
either provided as a full school day (typically about 6 hours) or as a half-day program 
(generally 2–3 hours),4 with children attending kindergarten either in the morning 
or afternoon. Of the 43 states offering kindergarten, 11 are required to offer full-day 
services (although two states allow parents to opt for half-day programs). Within 
states that do not require that kindergarten be provided, all districts have the option of 
providing half- or full-day programs (Bush 2011). However, the mandated availability of 
kindergarten is not to be confused with kindergarten enrollment. For example, across 
all states, only 16 require attendance in kindergarten programs. Clearly, more programs 
are provided, and more children are enrolled, than is mandated by state policies.

Enrollment in kindergarten

Describing the actual enrollment of children in kindergarten is surprisingly difficult 
(Guernsey & Holt 2012). The most authoritative data come from the Current 
Population Survey, and are reported in the Condition of Education 2012 (Aud et. al 
2012). However, these data report on enrollment for children under the age of 6 in 
“preprimary” programs that include kindergarten, and enrollments for children over 
the age of 6 are not provided by grade level. As noted below, kindergartners, as a 
group, have tended to be older, and therefore increasingly likely to include 6-year-olds 
as first-time entrants (which cannot be identified in these data). Using these official 
data, in 2010, 94.5% of 5- to 6-year-olds were enrolled in school in 2010, a trend that 
has been relatively stable since at least the early 1970s. These data do not specify 
the grade level for these children, or the length of day. That information is provided 
for 5-year-olds, however. In 2010, 86.3% of 5-year-olds were enrolled in some 
form of educational program, including 55.4% of 5-year-olds enrolled in full-day 
kindergarten and 17.5% enrolled in half-day kindergarten (Aud et. al 2012).5 In all, 
these data suggest that nearly all children ages 5 to 6 have enrolled in school, and the 
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majority of 5-year-olds enrolled in kindergarten are enrolled in full-day programs.
Other data derived from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Studies (ECLS)6 

provide a similar, but more nuanced view of kindergarten programs and children 
who enroll in them.7 In the 1998–99 school year, 61% of all US schools that 
provided a kindergarten program offered at least one full-day kindergarten class 
and 47% offered at least one half-day class (some schools offered both; Walston 
& West 2004). Publicly provided kindergarten accounts for the vast majority of 
enrollments (about 90% reported among first-time enrollments in fall of 1998, fall 
of 2006 or fall 2007, and fall 2010). Among children entering kindergarten for the 
first time in fall 1998, 56% attended a full-day program, although the percentage 
of children enrolled in full-day programs was higher in private schools than public 
schools (67% versus 54%) (Walston & West 2004). When children born in the 
United States in 2001 entered kindergarten for the first time in fall of 2006 or fall 
2007, 74.8% were enrolled in full-day programs (Flanagan & McPhee 2009). 

The data above suggest a dramatic increase in the availability of (and 
enrollment into) full-day kindergarten programs (nearly 20 percentage points). 
However, nearly one-quarter of children continue to be enrolled in half-day 
programs. As states and local educational systems continue to grapple with 
funding challenges, the continued or increased availability of kindergarten 
cannot be assured. Yet, even in the absence of the research discussed below about 
the impact of half- versus full-day kindergarten participation, the difference 
in hours of kindergarten is apparent. Compared with children in full-day 
programs, these children spend about half as many hours in kindergarten. 

Half- and Full-day Kindergarten Programs  

A number of authors have noted that the primary difference between half- and full-
day programs is simply the number of hours children are exposed to a structured 
school program (e.g., Ackerman et al. 2005; Walston & West 2004).  But there 
may also be important differences in how the extra time in full-day kindergarten 
is used.  Data from the ECLS-B:98 suggest that teachers in full-day kindergarten 
classes organize instruction in much the same way as teachers in half-day classes, 
so children in full-day programs benefit from “more” time, not “different” activities 
allowed by the longer day.8   Walston and West reported that compared to half-day 
kindergarten classes, full-day kindergarten classes spent, on average, more time each 
day on teacher-directed whole class, small group, and individual activities and they 
spend more time on child-selected activities. When looked at proportionate to time 
spent in the classroom, the percentage of time spent in different types of activities, 
and focused on specific content or other learning objectives is similar between 
half- and full-day programs (Walston & West 2004).  At best this means less total 
time for children in half-day programs spent in all activities, but others (e.g., Elicker 
& Mathur 1997) have noted that compared with children in half day programs, 
children in full-day programs experienced less large-group, teacher-directed activities 
and more time in child-directed and play activities.  As Rathbun (2010) concluded, 
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the important consideration when comparing half and full day kindergarten is 
how the extra time spent in the classroom is used to support children’s learning.

Effects of half-day versus full-day 
kindergarten attendance
A number of authors have noted that the primary difference between half- and full-
day programs is simply the number of hours children are exposed to a structured 
school program (e.g., Walston & West 2004; Ackerman, Barnett, & Robin 2005). 
But there might also be important differences in how the extra time in full-day 
kindergarten is used. Data from the ECLS-B:98 suggest that teachers in full-day 
kindergarten classes organize instruction in much the same way as teachers in 
half-day classes, so children in full-day programs benefit from “more” time, not 
“different” activities allowed by the longer day.  When looked at proportionate 
to time spent in the classroom, the percentage of time spent in different types of 
activities and focused on specific content or other learning objectives is similar 
between half- and full-day programs (Walston & West 2004). At best, this means 
less total time for children in half-day programs spent in all activities. However, 
others (e.g., Elicker & Mathur 1997) have noted that compared with children in 
half-day programs, children in full-day programs experienced less large group, 
teacher-directed activities and more time in child-directed and play activities. 
Likewise, Walston and West (2004) reported that compared to half-day kindergarten 
classes, full-day kindergarten classes spent, on average, more time each day on 
teacher-directed whole class, small group, and individual activities and they 
spend more time on child-selected activities. As Rathbun (2010) concluded, the 
important consideration when comparing half- and full-day kindergarten is how 
the extra time spent in the classroom is used to support children’s learning.

The extra time provided by full-day kindergarten seems to result in better 
learning outcomes for children, primarily reported using achievement test scores. 
Collectively the research appears to indicate that attending full-day kindergarten has 
a positive association with academic achievement during kindergarten compared 
to half-day kindergarten (e.g., Walston & West 2004; Lee et. al 2006; Votruba-Drzal, 
Li-Grining, & Maldonado-Carrena 2008; Cooper et. al 2010). In a meta-analysis of 
studies comparing half-day to full-day kindergarten, Cooper et al (2010) estimate 
that the extra time spent in kindergarten accounts for about 25% of the difference 
between children in cognitive measures. The research on full-day kindergarten 
versus half-day kindergarten on nonacademic skills is much more limited.  Zvoch 
and colleagues’ (2008) indicate that full-day kindergarten results in better attendance, 
less grade retention, greater social adjustment than half-day kindergarten. 

There is some evidence that full-day kindergarten has the greatest benefit 
for children who are from high-risk groups or are English language learners 
(e.g., Dhuey 2011; Hall-Kenyon, Bringham, & Korth 2009). These children show 
the greatest gains when compared to their peers in half-day kindergarten. 
However, the apparent advantage appears to fade over time (e.g., Lee et. 
al 2006; Wolgemuth et. al 2006; DeCicca 2007; Votruba-Drzal, Li-Grining, 

5



VARIATION IN CHILDREN’S EXPERIENCE OF KINDERGARTEN AND THE COMMON CORE

& Maldonado-Carrena 2008), although as Cooper et al (2010) conclude, 
identifying why the effects fade requires extensive additional study. 

These data suggest a clear benefit to children’s learning, especially academic 
content in early elementary school, in full-day kindergarten programs 
compared with half-day programs. However, the apparent “fade-out” of this 
advantage is not well understood, nor are the effects on important areas 
of child development other than academic achievement well researched. 
Because the Common Core has a focus on English language arts and 
mathematics, states implementing the Core may recognize benefits of full-
day programs and push for greater availability. However, states may also 
recognize the benefits of more time focused on academic content, and push 
for greater amounts of instructional time in these areas even within half-
day programs at the expense of time spent on activities and instruction 
that address the broader developmental and learning needs of children.  

AGE OF ENTRY INTO KINDERGARTEN

Just as states vary in their policies mandating the availability of kindergarten 
(and its length), they also vary in their policies around compulsory age 

of attendance and age of eligibility for kindergarten. The result is that there 
is great variation in the age of which children enter kindergarten, either 
through differences in mandated availability and compulsory enrollment 
policies, or through parental choice of when to enroll their children in 
kindergarten. The question, “At what age should children enter kindergarten?” 
is a source of continued debate in the research and policy world, and one 
with important implications for children, families, and kindergarten teachers 
(Stipek 2002). What is apparent, however, is that children are older when 
entering kindergarten now, and in each subsequent grade, than they have been 
historically (Colasanti 2007). Variously called “the graying of kindergarten” 
(Bracey 1989) or “the lengthening of childhood” (Deming & Dynarski 
2008), variation in the age of entry results in a wide range of ages at which 
children will encounter the Common Core in kindergarten. This section 
summarizes the variation in age of entry and what research suggests about 
the implications for children who enter school at younger or older ages.

State policies about age on entry to kindergarten
States establish policies about the compulsory age of attendance in school, 
as well as age of eligibility to enroll in kindergarten and requirements to 
enroll in kindergarten. As of 2010, of 43 states mandating the availability 
of kindergarten, 16 also required that children attend kindergarten. Of 
these 16, nine mandated that children be enrolled at age 5. A total of six 
states have policies that allow parents to delay enrollment of otherwise 
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age-eligible children; all six have compulsory enrollment at age 5.
 Regardless of the compulsory age of attendance, states with kindergarten 

programs also mandate age-eligibility for enrollment into kindergarten 
programs (see Colasanti 2007, for a state-by-state listing as of 2005). Age 
eligibility is typically determined relative to a child’s fifth birthday. Children 
turning 5 before their state’s cut-off date are eligible to enroll. As Colasanti 
(2007) notes, these cut-off dates have trended increasingly earlier in the 
year, resulting in eligible children being older at the time of enrollment.

Taken together, these variations in state policies results in a very diverse 
education landscape for children ages 5 to 6. State variation in the compulsory 
age of attendance, requirements that children enroll in kindergarten and 
the ages at which they become eligible (and the possibility of delaying entry 
in many states of local school systems) means that within and between 
states, children’s age of entry into kindergarten can be expected to vary 
dramatically.9 As noted above, describing the range of children’s ages when 
enrolling in kindergarten is challenging, but the Early Childhood Longitudinal 
Study groups can provide some indication at the national level. 

Among children entering kindergarten for the first time in fall 1998, 88% were 
5 to 6 years old, with 4% reported to be older and 9% reported to be younger 
(West, Denton, & Germino-Hausken 2000). Most (81%) of the children born 
in 2001 were between the ages of 5 and 6, while 16.4% were older (Flanagan 
& McPhee 2009).10 In the fall of 2010, 89% of first-time kindergartners were 
between the ages of 5 to 6, with 4% older than 6 and 7% younger than 5 
(Mulligan, Hastedt, & McCarroll 2012). These national averages, however, while 
illustrating the range of ages present in kindergarten classrooms nationally, 
do not reflect state-by-state variations in age of eligibility and other policies 
that may lead different states’ kindergartners to tend to be younger or older. 

Effects of older and younger age at enrollment
The arguments made about the assumed advantages of starting kindergarten 
older, rather than younger, are well known in the field (e.g., Stipek 2002; 
Deming & Dynarski 2008). These arguments have contributed to states’ 
changes in their age-of-entry policies (described above) and also contribute 
to parents’ choice to delay kindergarten entry for their otherwise eligible 
children (a practice called redshirting). But to what extent does starting 
kindergarten later actually lead to positive outcomes for children?

There is evidence that starting kindergarten older, rather than younger, does 
lead to higher scores on achievement tests (e.g., Datar 2006; Malone et. al 2006; 
NICHD Early Childhood Research Network 2007; Deming & Dynarski 2008; 
Elder & Lubotsky 2009; Robertson 2011). These papers all find small, sometimes 
statistically significant differences in children’s cognitive skills and abilities 
during the very early years of school, but by third grade most differences have 
disappeared. While very few studies have examined differences in areas other 
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than achievement during the school years, those that have (e.g., NICHD 
Early Childhood Research Network 2007) report no significant relationships 
between these outcomes and child age of entry. Others (e.g., Lincove & 
Painter 2006; Deming & Dynarski 2008; Dobkin & Ferreira 2010) have 
found only minor or no significant impact of differences in age of entry to 
kindergarten on adolescent and adulthood social and economic outcomes. 

The consistency of findings of early differences, despite the related finding 
that these effects tend to fade over time, is compelling. However, despite this 
consistency, the research remains muddled. For example, the practice of delaying 
kindergarten entry is more prevalent among some groups of children, especially 
boys (Graue & DiPerna 2000), confounding the effects of the age of enrollment 
with factors that may shape a decision to delay entry. Very few studies have 
been able to examine closer variations in age of entry (e.g., children just before 
or just after the age cut-off) to disentangle when and how the advantage fades 
(e.g., Morrison, Griffith, & Alberts 1997). Some children who enter school 
older (i.e., they were redshirted) may have instead enrolled in a high-quality 
prekindergarten program and benefitted from it, while others may have delayed 
entry out of concerns that they were not adequately prepared for school, yet did 
not enter a prekindergarten program. Given that most children experience some 
form of center-based programming before kindergarten entry, the age of entry 
into kindergarten has profound effects on programs provided to children prior to 
school entry. Finally, enrollment policies, regardless of the ages specified, generally 
result in up to one year of variation in age. When these policies allow for delayed 
entry, that variation can stretch to nearly twice that range, to say nothing of the 
potential for children who are repeating kindergarten (and so would typically 
be one year older than their traditional first-time entry peers). This potential 
diversity in ages likely has significant implications when establishing learning 
standards for children in kindergarten, as discussed more fully below.

IMPACT OF VARIATIONS IN KINDERGARTEN 
EXPERIENCE WITHIN THE COMMON CORE

As described above, differences between states and school districts in the 
provision of kindergarten of different durations (half or full-day) and 

age of enrollment create a range of possible experiences for young children 
in kindergarten. These variations can dramatically alter the opportunities 
for young children to meet expectations identified by the Common Core 
(as well as state standards that may exist in addition to the Core). 

The difference between half-day and full-day kindergarten programs may 
have profound effects on children’s kindergarten experience. States with half-
day programs have less than half the instructional time than do states with 
full-day programs. Implementing a common set of curriculum standards 
regardless of the duration of kindergarten increases the likelihood that 
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those areas included in the core (language arts and mathematics) will be more 
densely concentrated in half-day programs than in full-day programs, potentially 
decreasing time to address children’s needs in other developmental areas. Of 
course, a difference in the number of hours children spend in kindergarten alone 
cannot compensate for differences that may exist in the nature of their experience 
and the preparation and effectiveness of their teachers (Patall et al.2010). 

It is also possible that instruction to meet the Common Core that is not possible 
within a half-day kindergarten program may be “pushed” to either before- or after-
school programs (where they exist) or prekindergarten programs. Before- and 
after-school programs may not be appropriately staffed or prepared to implement 
strategies to support the kindergarten standards. Prekindergarten programs are 
guided by early learning standards (where applicable) that might not align with 
the Common Core. In either case, programs that “wrap around” the kindergarten 
experience might not be available to all children, creating the potential for opening 
gaps in readiness and early achievement. Of course, beyond these practical 
considerations is the ethical consideration of what the purpose of these programs 
is, and to what extent should that purpose be affected by policies and practices 
not directly applicable to them? To the extent possible, programs must be made 
available to children to ensure they have appropriate opportunities to meet the 
expectations of the Common Core and other kindergarten standards within the state.

Variations in the age of entry also exist between states, and in some states 
where parents can opt to delay entry for up to one year, such variation may exist 
within classrooms. Age heterogeneity in kindergarten classrooms is expected, 
when standards are established within each state, they are (possibly) accounted 
for as expectations for 5-year-olds and those for 6-year-olds may be expected to 
vary. Adoption of the Common Core, however, means that the expectations for 
kindergarten children (at least in English language arts and mathematics) will 
be common across classrooms, irrespective of state or local variations in age of 
entry policies. With various consortia efforts under way among states, including 
those aimed at developing assessments aligned with the Common Core, there is 
great potential for a “one-size-fits-all” approach to take hold in the development 
of materials to support the Core (including assessments and curricula). It is 
not clear how much flexibility will exist in these materials to allow them to be 
effectively used across classrooms with large variation in the ages of children. 

TEACHER PREPARATION AND 
ASSIGNMENT IN KINDERGARTEN

One commonality within the tremendous diversity in the structure of 
kindergarten across the country and the children that enroll, and variation 

in quality of programs, is the presence of a teacher responsible for the kindergarten 
classroom. However, there are dramatic differences in how teachers in kindergarten 
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are prepared and whether they receive certification in early childhood or elementary 
education. As Fromberg (2006) has argued, the complexity and diversity of the 
kindergarten experience underscores the importance of preparation and of teachers. 
Especially during the transition into and through the early years of school, the 
dramatic variation in children’s experience and development requires a sophisticated 
understanding of child development. In 2010 the National Council for Accreditation 
of Teacher Education (NCATE 2010) called for a dramatic increase in the amount 
of developmental science content included in teacher training programs. A similar 
concern is voiced by Lutton (2012) in laying out standards for the preparation of early 
childhood educators. By increasing teachers’ understanding of child development and 
developmental processes, preparation programs can provide teachers with deeper 
understanding of how to adopt methods to ensure their children meet standards.  
NAEYC’s Professional Preparation standards (Lutton 2012) are intended for teachers 
working with children from birth through age 8. However, not all teachers who are 
assigned to teach kindergarten are prepared in an early childhood education prepara-
tion program. Just as individual teachers’ preparation may vary, states offer a range 
of credentials that highlight the levels at which teachers are (presumably) prepared 
to effectively teach. In a review of state credentials for elementary school teachers, 
Bornfreund (2011) notes that while some states offer licenses that span more or fewer 
grades (e.g., K–6 versus pre-K–3), there are incentives for teachers to pursue licenses 
that provide more options for their ultimate placement, so credentials that cover a 
broader range tend to be preferred by teachers. In addition, Bornfreund (2011) notes 
that in general, states that license teachers specifically in the early education span tend 
to use that license for early childhood specialists, who are less likely than other teachers 
to be assigned to kindergarten classrooms. The methods necessary to effectively teach 
young children vary from those that are used in teaching older children, even within 
the elementary years. Teachers certified to teach across the elementary school grades 
may have limited experience with younger children, possibly undermining their ef-
fectiveness. 

CONCLUSION

Implementation of the Common Core State Standards in English language arts 
and mathematics starting in kindergarten underscores the state-by-state variation 

in how kindergarten is provided, when children enroll, and who provides their class-
room instruction. While a common set of achievable, challenging standards is an im-
portant component of education, expecting a common set of standards to be reached 
in the absence of common delivery systems is potentially challenging, and may have 
unintended, negative effects (e.g., Meisels 1992). This paper highlights three specific 
areas in which kindergarten differs from state to state—provision of kindergarten 
and its duration, age of entry, and teacher preparation. Each of these areas represent 
variations in children’s access to kindergarten programming to meet the Common 
Core standards. Each also underscores the need for greater attention to be paid to the 
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critical year in children’s learning and education within the larger birth to work or 
college continuum (see also Bryant & Clifford 1992), and the need to consider how 
quality can be assured in kindergarten classrooms so that they provide the best pos-
sible frame through which standards (Common Core and otherwise) may be met. 

Considerations for Policymakers
Given the variations in kindergarten, and that nearly every state has adopted the Common Core standards, states and 
school districts should leverage this change in public policies to create better quality and more equitable r kindergarten 
experiences for all children:

•	 Children’s mastery of literacy and mathematics is connected to their social and emotional development (executive function-
ing) and physical development.  States should adopt standards for the additional domains not covered by the Common Core, 
but critical to academic and developmental success: social, emotional and physical development; approaches to learning.  
Standards should not be developed through a back-mapping of standards for the higher grades; instead, they should reflect 
a forward progression of child development and learning.   The 2008 National Research Council Report on child assessment 
stated “A parallel effort to raise the attention of practitioners in the K through 12 arena to the importance of social/emotional 
development and approaches to learning not only would improve the learning environment for element children, it would cre-
ate e a better environment to address alignment issues.” 

• 	 Standards and assessments intended to align to learning standards should never be used to deny entry to kindergarten retain a 
child in kindergarten.  

• 	 When assessments are directed to a narrow set of skills, the very competencies that make academic success possible may be 
ignored.  Federal, state and local assessment policies should focus on the use of assessments across all domains and throughout 
the year for the purpose of improving instruction and teacher professional development, and not for high-stakes accountability 
for children, teachers, programs or schools.  

• 	 All children should have access to high quality kindergarten experiences, including the equitable dosage of support and teach-
ing that addresses all domains of development and learning and access to special education and other supportive services as 
needed for their optimal success throughout the kindergarten year.

• 	 States should also provide for credentialing that recognizes teachers’ need for specialized preparation for working young chil-
dren ages birth through eight years old  Teachers of kindergarten age children should have preparation in teaching programs 
that meet the NAEYC Professional Preparation standards, a performance –based set of standards for teaching children from 
birth through age 8.   With the variability of children’s age and development upon entry to kindergarten, it is important that 
kindergarten teachers have the specialized knowledge of teaching and developmentally appropriate teaching practices. 

•	 District and school administrators –– are decision makers that can support or hinder effective instruction and services for 
young children.  State entities that develop and implement credentials for school administrators who oversee or make deci-
sions about curriculum, assessment and professional development should include a requirement for knowledge of child devel-
opment and learning. 

• 	 States and districts should design, implement and utilize assessments of young children in ways that promote better instruc-
tional practice and services.  States and districts should heed the cautions of the National Academies of Sciences reports on the 
unique issues of assessing young children, the state of assessments, and the unintended consequences of inappropriate uses of 
assessment information for children, teachers, and schools. 

Adele Robinson
Deputy Executive Director, Policy & Public Affairs
National Association for the Education of Young Children
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(ENDNOTES)
1	  With the growth of publicly funded prekindergarten programs, there is increasing incor-
poration of preK programs in what have previously been K–12 systems (in effect, they become 
preK–12 systems). However, kindergarten remains the most common entry point into publicly 
funded education for children.

2	  Summary of the Joint Statement of the National Association for the Education of Young 
Children and the National Association of Early Childhood Specialists in State Departments of 
Education on the Common Core Standards Initiative Related to Kindergarten through Third 
Grade, released April 15, 2010. Complete statement is available at www.naeyc.org/files/naeyc/
file/policy/NAEYC-NAECS-SDE-Core-Standards-Statement.pdf.

3	 Of course, children enrolled in Head Start may be considered to be receiving programs gov-
erned by a common set of standards articulated by the Head Start program, but these provide 
commonality for among this subset of children, not all children in the K-12 system.

4	  Note that schools use various terms to describe kindergarten programs that do not meet 
for the same number of hours as other grades. The term “half-day” is generally used to refer to 
these programs, but in some localities, such a program may be longer or shorter than half of the 
typical school day for other students.

5	  Note that Aud et. al (2012) use the term “part-day” to differentiate these programs from 
full-day. The term “half-day” is used in the text for consistency purposes. In addition, Aud et. 
al (2012) report that 6.8% of 5-year-olds were enrolled in a full-day prekindergarten (nursery) 
program and 6.7% were reported in a part-day prekindergarten (nursery) program.

6	  The ECLS is a collection of three studies—the first-time entering kindergarten class of 
1998–99 (ECLS-K:98), the first-time entering kindergarten class of 2010–2011 (ECLS-K:2010), and 
the birth cohort of children born in 2001 (ECLS-B) who entered kindergarten for the first time in 
fall 2006 or fall 2007.

7	  The most recently launched study started collecting data on first-time kindergarten entrants 
in fall 2010 (the ECLS-B:2010), and data are only beginning to be released. As a result, data from 
the older cohort (the ECLS-B:98), which studied first-time entrants during fall 1998, are reported 
with similar data likely to be reported for the 2010 entrants.

8	  Importantly, data from the ECLS-K:98 pre-date increased use of standards and accountability 
implemented through the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB).  Data from the ECLS-K:2010 were 
collected following passage of NCLB, and analysis of instructional practices in half- and full-day 
kindergarten classrooms should be conducted to determine how increasing accountability may 
influence practice in half- and full-day programs.

9	  Even within a single classroom within a state, age eligibility rules generally result in possible 
age range that differ by up to 12 months (when children with birthdays just before and just later 
than the cut-off are enrolled in the same year). 

10	  Child age in the ECLS-B study was determined by the age of the child at the time of the kin-
dergarten-year child assessment. Because the assessment window stretched from a few months 
after the start of the kindergarten year through the middle of the kindergarten year, the ages of 
children when enrolling in kindergarten were actually younger, so this estimate is likely too high 
(given the data on children’s birthdates provided in the ECLS-K:98 and ECLS-K:2010 reports).
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