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Abstract

[
Academic demands in kindergarten and first
grade are considerably higher today than 20 years
ago and continue to escalate. Downward shifts
of what were next-grade expectations into the
earliest grades are the result of large-scale social

. trends, for example, the universality of kinder-
* gartens, as well as day-to-day pressures felt by

teachers, from accountability gates and demands
for acceleration from middle-class parents. Nar-
row emphasis on isolated reading and numeracy
skills is detrimental even to the children who
succeed and is especially harmful to children la-
beled as failures. Policies such as raising the en-
trance age, readiness screening, and kindergar-
ten retention are intended to solve the problem
of inappropriate academic demand by removing
younger or unready children. Research evidence
does not support the efficacy of these policies.
Rather, these practices contribute to the contin-
ued escalation of curriculum as teachers adjust
their teaching to an older and more able group.

The Escalating Curriculum in

Kindergarten and First Grade

The academic demands of kindergarten and
first grade are considerably higher today
than they were 20 years ago. For example,
the introduction to this special issue of the
Journal notes that formal reading instruction
is found in a growing number of kinder-
gartens. In a recent survey, 18% of princi-
pals reported that it is district policy to teach
reading to all kindergartners; an additional
50% of schools teach reading to kinder-
gartners who are “ready and able”’; 85% of
elementary principals say that academic
achievement in kindergarten has medium
or high priority in their schools (Educational
Research Service, 1986). We refer to this
phenomenon as the escalation of curricu-
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lum, or the downward shift of what were
next-grade expectations into lower grades.
The increasing demands of kindergarten
and first grade have multiple causes. Kin-
dergarten attendance has become more
nearly universal; first-grade teachers there-
fore have begun to assume a common set
of prerequisites. Now children are deficient
if they do not know letter sounds that once
were taught routinely in first grade. Like-
wise, “Sesame Street” has raised the norms
for kindergarten learning; if children al-
ready know the alphabet, then they must
be taught something more, so this argument
goes. Many lament that kindergartens are
no longer intended for socialization and play
(Martin, 1985; Roberts, 1986). Nominally,
the purpose of kindergarten is still said to
be preparation for first grade. Although this
used to mean familiarizing children with the
rules of schooling, coat racks, and listening
to the teacher, many kindergarten teachers
now characterize their job as preparing chil-
dren for the academic rigors to come (She-
pard & Smith, 1985). In turn, the escalation
of academic demand is felt in preschool.
Olenick (1986) reports that in a study of 100
randomly selected child-care programs in
Los Angeles, one-quarter could be classified
as “’sit down, shut up and count to 100.”
In addition to large-scale social trends,
the transformation of the early grades cur-
riculum is acted out at a personal level. In
our interviews with 40 kindergarten teach-
ers in a middle-class school district (She-
pard & Smith, 1985), teachers made recur-
ring references to day-to-day pressures to
raise expectations. A substantial group of
teachers had established kindergarten goals
in excess of district guidelines because first-
grade teachers required such outcomes. ““If
we didn’t teach these things, [letter sounds,
writing, and countipg to 100), they [the first-
grade teachers] would not be able to go on
with their curriculum because they would
have to teach the readiness first and then
teach the curriculum.” These high kinder-
garten exit requirements, expected of all
children (what one teacher called a “’solid,
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solid base”’), were associated with the prac-
tice of holding large numbers of unready
children in kindergarten for an extra year.
When the relation between high, uniform
expectations and kindergarten retention was
raised in joint kindergarten-first-grade
teacher workshops, first-grade teachers de-
fended their demands by relating the pres-
sures on them to produce certain student
products by the end of first grade.

Based on these interviews and partici-
pant observations (Smith & Shepard, in
press), it appears that in certain schools an
““accountability culture’” develops. Promo-
tional gates at third grade or sixth grade are
translated downward into fixed require-
ments for the end of first grade. If a first-
grade teacher is visited by the principal and
reprimanded for any child who is below na-
tional norms on standardized tests, this
teacher in turn communicates to the kin-
dergarten teacher an unwillingness to ac-
cept children for first grade who are not
ready to read. One of the most potent mes-
sages that conveys next-grade standards
among teachers is to send a child back to
the preceding grade. If the first-grade teacher
decides after 3 weeks that a student is “not
making it"” and sends the child back to kin-
dergarten, the kindergarten teacher learns,
in a professionally humiliating way, to scru-
tinize more closely the children who are
promoted. These schools have adopted what
amounts to a factory model that standard-
izes the curriculum for each grade; every
child must measure up to the fixed and
higher standards or be judged inadequate
or unready.

Kindergarten teachers also described the
demands imposed by parents. Many mid-
dle-class parents visit school and convey that
their only criterion for judging a teacher’s
effectiveness is her success in advancing
their child’s reading accomplishments. They
ignore other evidence of enriching experi-
ence and cognitive development. “My child
was reading when he came to school. You
haven’t taught him a thing.” What counts
for many parents is the number of first-grade
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primers completed in kindergarten because
this is a clearly quantifiable measure of
progress, like an SAT score for a 5-year-old.

Pressures on teachers are often subtle
and implicit; nonetheless, they have the ef-
fect of encouraging and rewarding teachers
for teaching to the more able and older chil-
dren in each class. In interview transcripts,
kindergarten teachers frequently expressed
satisfaction and joy about dealing with the
more mature and able children, and they
regretted the trouble caused by the “un-
ready.” One teacher seemed to identify with
the former while describing one of the lat-
ter, “We sat in a circle reading our book while
he was over there rolling around on the
floor” (Shepard & Smith, 1985). The mis-
match between what could reasonably be
expected of the fastest and slowest children
created a dissonance that teachers at-
tempted to reduce by removing the children
who could not keep pace. Screening and
retention decisions are often couched in
terms of reducing stress for the child but in
fact relieve stress for the teacher as well.

We should emphasize that the escala-
tion of the early grades curriculum is a grad-
ual and continuous process. The dramatic
differences between today’s kindergarten
and that of 20 years ago are the result of
incremental changes in response to pres-
sures that continue. The escalation of de-
mand is therefore still occurring; the “con-
temporary’’ kindergarten has not reached a
stable and permanent plateau. Once it is
understood that the downward shift of cur-
riculum demands is likely to continue, then
it becomes important to examine the policy
decisions that feed the continued escalation.
The final part of this article focuses on in-
tended solutions that have compounded the
problem.

Some proponents of excellence in edu-
cation may believe that the foregoing de-
scriptions reflect the success of educational
reforms. One interpretation of our obser-
vations is that schools and concerned par-
ents have joined together to insist on higher
standards. We have taken the position,
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however, that the escalation of academic
demand in the earliest grades is hardly a
victory. Our concern is not with kindergar-
ten cognitive learning goals per se, but with
most educators’ narrow, linear conceptions
of what that learning should be, for ex-
ample, workbooks, drill and practice, stay-
ing in the lines. It is as if, not knowing how
to adapt language and number learning for
the intellect of 5-year-olds, the easiest course
is to rush faster along the track of first-grade
and second-grade curricula. Alternative in-
structional approaches would allow chil-
dren to learn reading skills and the purpose
of reading in the context of language de-
velopment (Hiebert, 1988, in this issue). For

“example, if teachers write down students’

stories and then help children read their own
work, reading materials are more meaning-
ful and are naturally adapted to each child’s
language level. Mathematics leaming would
engage children in sorting, counting, and
graphing with objects gathered on a science
field trip rather than drill on symbolic prob-
lems. Developmentally appropriate curri-
cula that avoid a regimen of accelerated and
isolated skills are described in a recent po-
sition statement by the National Associa-
tion for the Education of Young Children
(NAEYC, 1988).

In an earlier statement on develop-
mentally appropriate practice, the NAEYC
(1986) asserted that “the trend toward early
academics is antithetical to what we know
about how young children learn” (p. 4). As
a public policy concern, the negative con-
sequence of inappropriate academic de-
mand has two distinct aspects. First, a nar-
row focus on literacy and numeracy is
detrimental to all children—even fast, ad-
vantaged, and mature students who suc-
ceed at what the school demands. Highly
formalized activities that occur too early de-
prive children of time to learn from play,
substitute inappropriate symbolic learning
for manipulative learning, detach reading
from normal language development, stifle
natural exploration, and increase stress
(Elkind, 1987; International Reading Asso-
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ciation, 1986; Kamii, 1985; NAEYC, 1986;
Winn, 1983). More seriously, fixed, higher
standards injure at-risk pupils, causing many
more children to fail who would have, in
due course, done quite well. There is evi-
dence from international comparisons, for
example, that Scandinavian countries that
delay the beginning of reading instruction
do so without any ultimate detriment to the
proficiency of their students (Downing,
1973). Yet the current trend sets in place
policies and practices that judge many chil-
dren to be inadequate when they first come
to school.

Policies That Promote Escalation
Raising the Entrance Age

One proposed solution to the problem
of too much demand has been to raise the
age at which children are legally entitled to
enter kindergarten. Over the past 30 years
the trend has been in this direction. In 1958,
most districts in the nation required kin-
dergartners to be 5 years old by December
1 or January 1 (Educational Research Ser-
vice, 1958). In our earlier review (Shepard
& Smith, 1986), we traced the gradual mov-
ing forward of these dates, so that today the
most common age cutoff is before October
1 (Education Commission of the States,
1985). In a recent Education Week article,
Pavuk (1987) enumerated current state and
district policy changes, all raising the age
for school entrance.

Entrance-age policies have changed in
response to the greater demands of school-
ing; invariably new cut-off dates are accom-
panied by statements about the unreadiness
of the youngest children. Ironically, how-
ever, raised entrance ages have in turn con-
tributed to escalating standards, as curric-
ular expectations are adjusted to the new,
older students. The validity of this state-
ment, that higher entrance ages contribute
to the escalation of demand, bears close
scrutiny. Those who argue for raising kin-
dergarten entrance ages further, to August
1 or June 1, for example, have not consid-
ered that curricular expectations are nor-
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matively driven. Implicit to their argument
is the belief that the demands of kinder-
garten will not change once the youngest
children have been removed. For example,
Uphoff and Gilmore (1986, p. 6) state cat-
egorically that “EVERY child under the age
of five years, six months should wait a year
before starting kindergarten.” They go on
to say that it is their goal “’to have all chil-
dren in any given classroom develop-
mentally ready so that each child in the class
can learn more easily and more rapidly.
When this goal has been successfully met,
then the entire group of youngsters can
progress at a faster pace’ (p. 6). This state-
ment ignores the fact that there will be a
12-month spread of ages within any group
of children, with accompanying variation in
readiness and achievement. Advocates be-
lieve that requiring children to be older to
start kindergarten will automatically achieve
a better match between the capabilities of
children and curricular demands. In support
of our prediction that the expectations will
be readjusted and raised, we offer the fol-
lowing evidence.

First, raising the entrance age has been
tried several times before by states and local
districts and has failed to provide a per-
manent solution. The perpetual raising of
entrance ages is itself a sign that the old
problem (too many unready children) re-
establishes itself after the teachers and in-
formal curricula accommodate to the new
norm group. As the national data show, the
change toward requiring that children be 5
years by September has occurred in small
steps, for example, from February 1, to De-
cember 1, to October 1 deadlines (Educa-
tional Research Service, 1963, 1968). It is
reasonable to infer that when the date was
first changed from February to December,
4.9-year-olds did well; but eventually 4.9-
year-olds appeared to be inadequate as the
demands increased; thus, they were re-
moved by changing again to an October
cutoff. Those who believe that September
is some sort of special and more permanent
cutoff because it corresponds to the start of
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the school year should note that in some
school districts and a few states, the en-
trance cutoffs are being moved back to June
and July. Thus, the trend to require that kin-
dergartners be older and older continues.

The fallacy that changing the entrance
age will permanently solve the unreadiness
problem is also evidenced by research on
within-grade age effects, sometimes called
the birthdate effect. We have reviewed the
dozens of studies that document the poorer
achievement of the youngest first graders
(Shepard & Smith, 1986). We consistently

. found that the detriment of being youngest
within a grade is slight, about 7 or 8 per-
centile points, and disappears by about third
grade, or sooner if instruction is indivi-
dualized. More important, the youngness
problem is relative. The youngest children
are at a disadvantage whether they enter
school at 4.7 years of age in a district with
a February cutoff, at 4.9 in a district with a
December entrance age, or 5.0 in a district
with a September 1 cutoff. Strikingly, chil-
dren who are 5.0 in September but who are
not the youngest (because their school ad-
mits even younger children) have no mea-
sured risk. Thus, it is not being "“just 5 itself
that makes children seem unready; rather,
a student’s age relative to the age of class-
mates is more important. In reviewing the
literature on birthdate effects, Gredler (1975,
1980) underscores the relative nature of the
youngness problem by showing the same
trend in international studies. The youngest
children in each norm group have failings
lamented by their teachers, but the young-
est children in Sweden are the age of the
oldest first graders in the United States.
Teachers in Great Britain praise the accom-
plishments of their older pupils, who would
have been the youngest and least able chil-
dren in U.S. studies.

Missouri has now raised its school en-
trance age to July; children must be 5 by
July 5 to begin kindergarten in September.
Once it is understood that the apparent in-
abilities of the youngest children are rela-
tive rather than the result of some absolute
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developmental milestone, it is straightfor-
ward to predict that Missouri children with
June and May birthdays will soon be found
at risk.

Perhaps advocates for raising the school
entrance age are satisfied that some tem-
porary relief is achieved from unreasonable
academic demand before the curriculum is
adjusted to the new norm group. Rhetoric
accompanying these policy changes does not
admit, however, that the benefit could be
short-lived. Instead, advocates speak as if
the entrance age were being adjusted to cor-
respond to an absolute developmental
threshold. Furthermore, there has been no
acknowledgement that raising the entrance
age might contribute to the problem of in-
creasing academic demand if teachers ad-
just their teaching to the capabilities of 5%2-
and 6-year-olds.

Raising the entrance age for kindergar-
ten is a bad policy decision because it will
not solve the problem it was intended to
solve. A new youngest group will emerge
and will suffer the same harm in schools
with inflexible and overly demanding cur-
ricula as did the previous youngest group.
Requiring that children be older to start
school is also bad policy because it delays
access to public education. The burden of
this disenfranchisement falls most heavily
on poor and minority children. Although
moving the entrance age from October to
July appears to be only a 3-month effect, it
actually causes a 1-year delay for one-fourth
of the population. Middle-class parents can
afford to fill this year with an extra year of
preschool; some poor children can attend
publicly sponsored preschool and day-care
programs, but these programs are by no
means universal. Higher entrance ages
therefore hold out of school children from
low socioeconomic backgrounds who are
most in need of the opportunities of public
education.

Readiness Screening

Readiness testing is an alternative prac-
tice intended to remove unready children
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with greater precision than by arbitrary age
cutoffs. Although children who are 5 years
11 months old are on average more mature
and academically able than children who
are 5 years 0 months, at any given age there
are still great individual differences. Edu-
cators have turned to tests for more specific
classification information. Various mea-
sures of developmental behaviors or pre-
academic skills are currently in use to iden-
tify children who are ‘“developmentally
young’ and thus unready for the rigors of
the school curriculum.

Screening or assessment may also be
done for the purpose of instructional plan-
ning in the regular classroom or to identify
handicaps requiring special services (see
Meisels, 1987). We do not consider those
types of testing here. Instead, we are con-
cerned with tests given before kindergarten
or first grade expressly to screen out un-
ready children. Such children then face two
options: they may stay out of school, in the
case of unready kindergartners, or enter a
2-year program, including a pre-first grade
or a developmental kindergarten.

Readiness screening devices, however,
do not have sufficient reliability or validity
to support special placement decisions (2-
year tracks). Academically based measures
such as the Metropolitan Readiness Test
have respectably high correlations with later
first-grade measures (r = .70-.78; Nurss &
McGauvran, 1976). Even so, the use of such
a test to identify the one-third of age-eli-
gible children who are unready will pro-
duce 33% false-negative decisions. That is,
one-third of the children declared by the
test to be unready will have been misiden-
tified simply because the test is a fallible
predictor. Tests with lower predictive valid-
ity will result in even greater rates of mis-
identification. We based our calculations on
an unready group s large as one-third of
the kindergarten population because one-
third is the proportion considered to be un-
ready by the Gesell Institute and is typical
of the proportion of kindergartners assigned
to transition rooms; unfortunately, if a
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smaller fraction were selected, the rate of
misidentification would be even higher. Al-
though this last statement seems counter-
intuitive, it is a well-known statistical prin-
ciple that the rate of misdiagnosis increases
as the true incidence decreases (Taylor &
Russell, 1939).

The Metropolitan was never intended to
be used for special placement decisions.
Rather, it was designed to guide instruc-
tional planning in regular classrooms, and
it has acceptable validity for this purpose.
In the psychometric literature, technical
standards vary depending on the impor-
tance of an intended test use. Instruments
with weak validity evidence may be appro-
priately used in exploratory research stud-
ies. Tests used for individual decisions must
have greater accuracy, but tests used within
the regular classroom can still tolerate a fair
amount of inaccuracy. If a child is placed in
the wrong reading group because of mea-
surement error, the teacher can easily cor-
rect the mistake. When tests are used to
make individual decisions of serious con-
sequence, tests are held to the most rigorous
technical standards. For example, in the
context of special education placements,
tests used to remove children from their
regular classrooms must meet much more
stringent standards for reliability and valid-
ity than diagnostic instruments designed for
instructional planning (Salvia & Ysseldyke,
1981). Similarly, holding children out of
school or placing them in 2-year tracks are
sufficient departures from normal progress
to require that tests be especially accurate.

Ironically, the Gesell tests, specifically
recommended by their authors for extra-year
placements, are less valid than the Metro-
politan. A review of available evidence
yielded predictive correlations of from .28
to .64; in the study with the most favorable
data, the Gesell test still misidentified half
of the children said to be at risk (Shepard
& Smith, 1985). Four independent reviews
of the Gesell Preschool Test (Haines, Ames,
& Gillespie, 1980) and the Gesell School
Readiness Test (Ilg, Ames, Hains, & Gilles-
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pie, 1964) in the Ninth Mental Measurements
Yearbook (Bradley, 1985; Kaufman, 1985;
Naglieri, 1985; Waters, 1985) all found that
the tests lack evidence of reliability and va-
lidity and suffer from inadequate norms. We
have also made the case that the Gesell tests
lack discriminant validity from IQ; thus, de-
spite the difference in names, the Gesell will
produce very much the same result as
screening by means of IQ tests (Shepard &
Smith, 1985). The Gesell tests are used in
a surprising number of school districts
throughout the United States. We speculate
that the Gesell is so popular because its phi-
losophy is appealing and because educators
take at face value the claim that use of the
test is supported by research.

In previous reviews we have discussed
these same two tests as representatives of
the wide array of available readiness in-
struments. We selected the Metropolitan
because it had the highest predictive cor-
relation we could find; it is therefore un-
likely that one could improve on the clas-
sification accuracy that we computed for the
Metropolitan. We reviewed the technical
adequacy of the Gesell because it is pro-
moted as an entrance test for kindergarten
and first grade. Once one understands the
more stringent standards required for spe-
cial placement decisions, it becomes clear
that none of the available instruments is suf-
ficiently accurate to warrant removing chil-
dren from their peer group. The tests could
not withstand legal challenge, for example.

Using tests to hold children out of school
will exacerbate the problem of denying ac-
cess to public education for those who are
most in need of it. Whether the readiness
tests are designed to measure preacademic
skills or developmental maturity, they will
identify a disproportionate number of poor
and minority children as unready because
these measures are correlated with socio-
economic status.

Readiness placements pose an addi-
tional moral dilemma. The judgment that
some substantial proportion of normal 5-
year-olds is unready for school implies that
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school is a fixed and rigid entity. Even the
smallest toddler is ready to- learn many
things. Thus, to say that 5-year-olds or 6-
year-olds are unready to learn must mean
they are unready for the specific curriculum
that the school is prepared to teach. Im-
plicitly, children who fail the screening are
identified as inadequate because they do not
fit the system and a moral choice has been
made to serve the needs of the system rather
than those of an individual child. Blaming
and labeling the individual for the short-
comings of the institution are old problems
that social theorists have studied 'in many
different contexts.

Finally, sorting students by means of
tests furthers the academic demands of cur-
riculum. Tests more accurately describe
groups than individuals. It is likely that even
tests with large errors for individuals can
still produce reliable differences in group
means. Thus, on average, children who pass
a readiness test will be more able academ-
ically than the group declared unready. Fol-
lowing the trends already outlined, teachers
will teach to the norm established by the
more able group. Educational policy is con-
fronted by yet another irony or conundrum:
readiness tests are accurate enough to con-
tribute to the escalation of expectations (an
aggregate effect) without being accurate
enough for individual placement decisions.

Kindergarten Retention

Kindergarten retention is another mech-
anism that schools use to relieve less ready
children from the unreasonable demands of
accelerated kindergarten. We include var-
ious 2-year programs under the rubric of
retention: prekindergarten, developmental
kindergarten, buy-a-year, begindergarten,
transition room, readiness room, pre-first
grade, academic redshirting, and repeating
regular kindergarten.

Kindergarten retention is defended log-
ically. It appears to be a reasonable solution
to the dilemma created by too much aca-
demic demand. Two-year programs seem to
have the same intention as individualized




142

instruction, and the separate classroom
merely formalizes tailored instruction for an
entire group. Such reasoning is reflected in
Secretary William Bennett’s First Lessons
(1986, pp. 59-60): By whatever path her
charges arrive at the schoolroom door, a first
grade teacher should expect to receive in
September a class of boys and girls ready
to be intimately acquainted with the 3 R’s.
But we may be better off building in a ‘pre-
first’ grade transition year for some young-
sters, and sending them to first grade when
they are 7, rather than assuming that every
child’s greatest need is for organized, cog-
nitive learning at 5.” The secretary cited no
research support for this policy conclusion,
although other topics in his report are but-
tressed by over 100 authoritative references.
In fact, empirical evidence does not corro-
borate the logic of kindergarten retention or
pre-firsts (Gredler, 1984).

Special placements require evidence of
effectiveness. This is a painful lesson learned
from the experience of special education
placements and tracking. Although self-
contained classrooms and slow tracks are
intended logically to provide a better match
between instruction and student ability,
good intentions are not sufficient. These
practices are indefensible if the special treat-
ments are not proven effective or have un-
foreseen negative side effects (see, e.g., the
report of the National Research Council;
Heller, Holtzman, & Messick, 1982; Slavin,
1986).

Gredler (1984) reviewed research on
transition rooms and found that “transition
room children either do not perform as well
or at most are equal in achievement levels
to transition room-eligible children placed
in regular classrooms” (p. 469). More re-
cently, Jones (1985) compared transition-
room children with children recommended
for transition who had chosen not to attend
and found essentially no differences in sub-
sequent achievement between the two
groups. In a study conducted in Colorado
(Shepard & Smith, 1987), we compared 40
extra-year children with 40 control children
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matched on age, sex, and readiness test
scores. The control children came from
schools that did not practice kindergarten
retention. When both groups had com-
pleted first grade, the extra-year children
showed a 1-month advantage on CTBS
reading scores; on the math test and teacher
ratings of academics, maturity, learner self-
concept, and attention, there were no dif-
ferences between the two groups. This evi-
dence indicates that kindergarten retention
does not boost achievement by giving chil-
dren an extra year to grow.

There is less evidence about the emo-
tional effects of kindergarten retention be-
cause most comparative studies report only
academic outcomes. Bell (1972) found that
self-concept scores of children in a readi-
ness room declined during the year, while
at-risk children in the regular classroom
gained. In our study, teachers’ ratings of
learner self-concept showed no difference
between control and retained children.
However, parents reported that extra-year
children had poorer attitudes toward school
(Shepard & Smith, 1987). In retrospective
interviews, parents recounted both the pos-
itive and negative aspects of retention, such
as better preparation for first grade, not hav-
ing to struggle so much, preventing sub-
sequent retention, being teased by peers,
feeling like a failure, being bored (Shepard
& Smith, 1985). Retained children were
aware that they were not making the same
progress as their age-mates, even when their
special classes were called by a different
name. One little girl believed that she would
always be expected to be in extra, in-be-
tween classes, a pre-second before second
grade, a pre-third grade, and so on. Teach-
ers consistently exaggerated benefits and
denied harm of retention.

Findings from research on kindergarten
retention closely parallel the conclusions
from research on tracking (see Slavin, 1986):
intended academic benefits are disproved,
and special placement may carry a negative
stigma and harm self-esteem, though the
latter finding is less consistent. Especially
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when tests are used in selection, children
from lower socioeconomic backgrounds are
overrepresented in extra-year programs and
slower tracks (see Abidin, Golladay, &
Howerton, 1971). Gredler (1984) also found
that transition room children receive less ac-
ademic instruction than at-risk children in
the regular classroom, consistent with
“watered-down’’ curricula in lower tracks.

Although 2-year programs do not help
immature and at-risk children who are re-
moved from the regular kindergarten or first
grade, their removal may affect those who
remain. Although the remaining class may
still be heterogeneous (because of impre-
cision in the selection rules and other fac-
tors), it will be on average older and more
able. Teachers will adjust their teaching and
expectations so that this group defines nor-
mal readiness.

Conclusion

Raising the entrance age for school, readi-
ness screening, and kindergarten retention
are ineffective proposals for solving the
problem of inappropriate academic demand
in kindergarten and first grade. Each is a
‘gross intervention, too unreliable at the in-
dividual student level to accomplish a good
match between individual needs and in-
struction. Yet, on average, each proposed
solution contributes to the further escala-
tion of curriculum. Thus, these pohc1es do
harm rather than good.

The National Association for the Edu-
cation of Young Children’s (1986, p. 16) po-
sition statement on developmentally appro-
priate practice for educating children
through age 8 concludes as follows: “No
public school program should deny access
to children of legal entry age on the basis
of lack of maturational “readiness.” For ex-
ample, a kindergarten program that denies
access to many 5-year-olds is not meeting
the needs of its clients. Curriculum should
be planned for the developmental levels of
children and emphasize individual plan-
ning to address a wide range of develop-

mental levels in a single classroom. It is the’
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responsibility of the educational system to
adjust to the developmental needs and lev-
els of the children it serves; children should
not be expected to adapt to an inappropriate
system.”

Educators who are strongly committed
to raising the entrance age, screening, or
kindergarten retention have said to us that
they have no choice. They have no_power
to resist the pressures for academic escala-
tion. They see policies to remove children
as the only way to protect children who
would be the victims of inappropriate cur-
riculum. Theirs is one view, but their as-
sessment of what is possible is contradicted
by practices in other schools. We have ob-
served teachers and schools who are re-
sisting the trend to impose academic gates
at the end of kindergarten, or rather, whose
philosophies and practices are so different
that they have not found it necessary to sort
children into ready and unready groups.

When we compared instructional prac-
tices in schools that rarely retained children
in kindergarten, we found that the two types
of schools could not be reliably distin-
guished by curricular content or teaching
methods. All of the 26 schools studied had
primarily academic kindergartens and used
a variety of instructional methods, such as
phonics and language experience. What did
distinguish the two types of schools was the
organizational treatment of individual dif-
ferences. High-retaining schools were char-
acterized by more segregation of children
expected to perform poorly; low-retaining
schools had more fluid organizations (Smith
& Shepard, in press). Schools that screened
pupils and retained them in kindergarten
tended to have rigid proficiency standards
at the end of each grade, part of the ac-
countability culture described earlier. Low-
retaining schools had more cooperative ar-
rangements between teachers of different
grades. “Our school’s philosophy is that you
take children where you find them and move
them to the extent of their abilities.”” Teach-
ers in low-retaining schools seemed to have
a shared understanding that the next-grade
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teacher would pick up instruction with each
child where the previous teacher had left
off, even if this meant working on prereq-
uisite skills whose absence in another school
would be considered a deficiency. These dif-
ferences in outlook were corroborated in in-
terviews with the parents of potentially at-
risk children in low-retaining schools. Al-
though their children would very likely have
been asked to repeat kindergarten had they
attended a high-retaining school, they had
never been told that their children were un-
ready or that they were not making normal
progress. Most of these parents had never
even considered kindergarten retention for
their children and responded to our ques-
tions as if the idea were outside their realm
of experience (Shepard & Smith, 1985).

Our observations indicated that schools
that accommodated individual differences
in regular classrooms were neither richer nor
poorer than those with fixed grade-level ex-
pectations. They did not serve less diverse
populations, nor did they have appreciably
different average achievement test scores at
the end of third grade. Thus, there does seem
to be an alternative to labeling unready chil-
dren as deficient. More positive solutions
apparently depend on developing a school
culture where teachers share a commitment
to adapting curriculum to a wide range of
individual differences.

Note

Submitted for publication August 1987.
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