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Class and the Classroom

Even the best schools can’t close the race achievement gap

BY RICHARD ROTHSTEIN

Tbe achievement gap between poor znd middle-class: black
and white children 1s widely recognized as-our most important
Eﬂicalmn?cﬁle_ng_e But we prevent ourselves from solving it
becauwseof a commonplace belief ‘that poverty and race can’t

“cause” low achievement and that therefore schools misst be
failing o teach disadvantaged children adequately. After all, we
see many highly successful students from lower-class back-
grounds Their success seems to prove that social class cannot
be what impedes most disadvantaged students.

‘Yet the stceess of some lower-class students proves nothing
about the power of schools to close the achievernent gap. In
every social group, there are low achievers.and high achievers
alike. On average, the achievement of low-income students is
below the-average achievement of middle-class students, ‘but
there are always some middle-class students who achieve below
typxcal low-income levels. Similarly, some low-income sw-
dents achigve above typical middle-class levels. Demography is
not destiny, but students’ family characteristics are a powerful
influence on their relative average achievement.

Widely repeated accounts of schools that somehow elicit
consistently high achievement from lower-class children almost
always tum out, upon examination, 1o be flawed. In some cases,
these “schools that beat the odds™ are highly selective, enrolling
only the most able-or most metivated lower-class children, In
other cases, they are not truly. lower-class schools-—for ex-

ample, a school enjolling children who quahfy for subsidized-

lunches because their parents are graduate students livinig on
low stipends. In other cases, such schoois define high achieve-
ment at such a low level that all students can reach it, despite big
gaps that remain at more meamngful levels,

It seems p!ausnbie that if some children can defy the demo-
graphic odds, afl children .can, but that belief reflects a rea-

soning whos¢ naiveté we easily recognize in other policy. areas.

In‘human affairs where multiple causation is typical; causes are

not disproved by exceptions. Tobacco firms once. claimed that-
stoking does not cause cancer because some people smoke

without getting cancer. We now ¢onsider such reasoning spe-

cious. We do not suggest that.alcoholism:does not.cause child’

or spousa] abuse because not.all alccholics are abusers. We un-

derstand that because no single cause is rigidly deterministic,
some people can smoke or drink to excess without harm. Butwe
also understand that, on average, r.hcse behaviors are dangerous.
Yet despite such understanding, qmte sophisticated peopie
often proclaim that the success of some poor children’ proves
that social disadvantage does not cause low achievement,
Partly, our confusion stems from failing to examine the con-
crete ways that social class actually affects learning, Describing

these may help to make their influence more obvicus—and may

make it more obvious why the achievement gap can be substan-
tally narrowed only when school improvement is combined

“with social and economic refarm.

The reading gap

‘Consider how parents of different social classes tend to raise chil-
-dren. Young children of educated parents are read to” more con-~
‘sistently and are encouraged to'read more to themselves when

they are older. Most children whose parents have college degrees
are read to daily before they begm k;ndergaxten, but few chﬂdmn

‘whose parents have only a high school diploma or-less benefit

from daily reading. And, white children are more likely than

‘black children to be read to in their prekindergarten years.

A 5-year-old who enters school recognizing some words and
who has turned the pages of many stories will be easier to teach
than one who has rarely held a. book The second child.can be
aught, but with equally hlgh expectanons and effective
teachmg, the first will be more likely to pass an age-appropriate
reading test than the second. So the achievement gap begins.

If a society with such differences wants‘all children, irrespec:
tive of social class, to have the samie chance to achieve academic
goals, it should find ways to help lower-class children enter’ .
school having the same. famxha.nty with books as mxddie-c.lass
children have. This requires rethinking the instittional settings in
which we provide early childhood care, beginming in-infancy;

Some peopie acknowledge the impact of such: differences but
find it hard to accept that good schools should have so difficult
a time overcoming them. This would be easier to-undexstand if
Americans had a broader international perspective on educa-



tion. Class backgrounds influence relative achicvement every-
where, The inability of schools to overcome the disadvantage of
less-literate homes is not a peculiar American failure but a uni-
versal reality. The number of books in students” homes, for ex-
ample, consistently predicts their test scores in almost every
country. Turkish immigrant students soffer from an achieve-
ment gap in Germany, as do Algertans in France, as do Carib-
bean, African, Pakistani, and Bangladeshi pupils in Great
Britain, and as do Okinawans and low-caste Baraku in Japan,
An international reading survey of 15-year-olds, conducted
in 2000, found a strong relationship in almost every nation be-
tween parental occupation and student literacy. The gap be-

tween. the literacy of children of the highest-staus- workers

(such as dactors, professors, and lawyers) and the lowest-status
workers (such as waiters and waitresses, taxi drivers, and me-
chanics) was even greater in Germany and the United Kingdom
than it was in the United States.

After reviewing these results, a U.S. Department of Educa-
tion summary concluded that “most participating countries do
not differ significantly from the United States in terms of the
strength of the relationship between socioeconomic status and
literacy in any subject.” Remarkably, the department publhTé'tT
this conclusion at the same time that it was guiding a bill
through C‘ongress—— the No Child Left Behind Act—that de--
manded every school in the nation abolish social class differ-
ences inachievement within 12 years.

Urging less-educated parents to read to children can’ 't fully
compensate for differences in school readmess Children who
see parents réad to solve their own problems or for entertain-
ment are more likely to want 10 read themselves. Parents who
bring reading material home from work demonstrate by ex-
ample to children that reading is not 2 segmented burden but a
séamless activity that bridges work and leisure. Parents who
read to children but don’'t read for themselves send a different
message.

How parents read to children is as important as whether they
do, and an extensive literature confirms that more eduoated par-

ents read aloud dxfferently When workmg—class parents read.

aloud, they ‘are ‘more likely 1o teH children to pay attention
without interruptions or to sound out words or name letters.
When they a¢k children about a'story, the questions are more
likely to be factual, asking for names of objects or memory of
events..

E ACHIE T GAP CANBE
STANTIAL ONLY
WHEN SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT IS
INE ‘ “IAL AND
ECONOMIC REFORM.

Parents who are more literate-are more likely to ask questwns )

that are creative, interpretive, or connective, such as, *“What do-
you think will happen next?” “Does that remind you of what we
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did yesterday?” Middie-class parents are more Likely to read
aloud to have fun, 1o start conversations, or as an entree to the
world outside, Their children learn that reading is enjoyable and
are rsore motivated to read in school,

The conversation gap
There are stark class differences not only in how parents read
but in how they converse. Explaining events in the broader
world to children at the dinner table, for example, may have as
much of an influence on test scores as early reading itself.
Through such conversations, children develop vocabularies and
become familiar with contexts for reading in school. Educatéd
parents aré more likely to engage in such falk and to begin it
with infants and teddlers, conducting pretend conversations
\long before infants can understand the language.,
Typically, middle-class parents ask infants about their needs,
en provide answers for the children. (“Are you ready for anap
ow? Yes, youare, aren’t you?") Instructions are more likely to
given indirectly: “You don’t want to make so much noise, do
ou?” This kind of instruction is really an invitation fora child
to work through the reasoning behind an order and to internalize
it. Middle-class parents 1mp!1c:tly begin academic instruction
for infants with such indirect guidance.

Yet such instruction ' is quite different from what policy-
makers nowadays consider “academic” for young children:
explicit training in letter and number recognition, letter-sound
correspondence, and s0.-on, Such drill in basic skills can be
helpful but is unhkeiy to close the social class gap in learmng

Soon after middle-class children become verbal, their par~
ents typically draw them il SVETSALOns SO the ¢
dren can practice expressing their own opinions. Being mcluded
in adult conversations this early develops a sense of entitlement
in children; they feel comfortable addressing adults as equals
and without deference. Children who ask for reasons, rather
than accepiing assertions on adult authority, develop intellec-
wal skills upon which later academic success in school will
rely. Certainly, some lower-class children have such skills and
some middle-class children jack therh, But, on average, a senée
-of entitlement is based on one’s social class;

“Parents whose professxonal occupations entail authority and_
'tesponsabd:w typically believe more stronglyTHé’t‘they can af-
fect their environments and solve problems., At work, they ex-
plore alternatives and. negotiate compromises.. They natirally
express these personality traits at home when they design activ-
ities in which children figure out solutions for themsélves. Even
the vouncest middle-class children practice traits that- make ac-
ademic success more hkely when they negotiate' what to wear
orto eat. When middle-class parents give orders, the parents are

‘more likely to explain why the rules are reasonable.

But parents Whose jobs entail following orders ¢r doinig rou-
tine tasks show less sense of effi cacy They are less dikely to en-
courage their children to negotiate over clothing or food and
more hkely to-instruct them by g giving dn‘ecuons thhout ex-
tended dxscussxon ‘Foliowing orders, after all, ishow they them-
selves behave at work. Their children are also more, hkeiy tobe
fatalistic:about obstacles they face, in and out of school.
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Middie-clasgs children’s self-assurance is enhanced in after-
school activities that sometimes require large fees for enroll-
ment and almost always require parents to have enough free
time and resources 10 provide transportation. Organized sports,
music, drama, and dance programs build self-confidence and
discipline in middle-class children, Lower-class parents find the
fees for such activities more daunting, and fransportation may
also be moreof a problem. Organized athletic and artistic activ-
ities may not be available in their neighborhoods, so lower-class
children’s sports -are more informal and less confidence-
building, with less opportunity to learn weamwork and-self-dis-
cipline, For children with greater self-confidence, unfamiliar
school challenges can be exciting. These children, who are
more likely to be from middle-class homes, are more likely to
succeed than those who are less self-confident.

Homework exacerbates academic differences between these
two groups of children because middle-class parents are more
likely to help with homework. Yet homework wonld increase the
achievement gap even if all parents were able to assist. Parents
from different social classes supervise homework differently.
Consistent with overall patterns of language use, middle-class
parents~—especially those whose own occupational habits re-

quire problem solving—are more likely to assist by posing.

questions that break large problems down into smaller ones and

that help children figure out correct answers. Lower-class par-:

ents are more likely to guide children with direct instructions..
Children from both classes may go to school with completed
homework, but middle-class children are more likely to gainin
. intellact_uai power from the exercise than lower-class children.

‘Twenty. years ‘ago, Betty Hart and Todd Risley,. two re-
searchers from the University of Kansas, visited families from
different social classes to monitor the conversationis betwéen
parents and toddlers. Hart and. Risley found that, on average,
professional parents spoke more than 2,000 words per hour 0
their children, working-class parents spoke about 1,300, and
welfare mothers spoke about 600. So by age 3, the children of
professionals had vocabularies that were nearly SO percent
greater than those-of working-class children and twice as-large
as those of welfare children.

Deficits like these cannot be made up by schools alone, no

matter how high the teachers’ expectations. For all children to
achieve the same goals the Jess advantaged would have to enter
school with verbal fluency that is similar to the fluency of
middie-class children.

The Kansas researchers also tracked how often parents ver-
bally encouraged: chxldren s behavior and how often they repri-
manded their children. Toddlers of professionals got an.average
of six-encouragements per reprimand. Working-class children
had two. For welfare children, the ratio was reverscd-—-—an av-
erage of one encouragement for two repnmands Children
‘whose initiative was encouraged from a very eatly age’are more
likely, on average, to take responsibility for their own leaming.

The role model gap
Social class differences in role modeling also make an achigve-
ment gap almost inevitable. Not surprisingly, middle-class pro-

fesgional parents tend to associate with, and be friends with,
similarly educated professionals. Working-class parents have
fewer professional friends. If parents and their friends perform
jobs requiring litde academic skill, their children’s images of
their own futures are influenced. On average, these children
must struggle harder to motivate themselves to achieve than
chiidren who assume, on the basis of their parents’ social circle,
that the only roles are doctor, lawyer, teacher, social worker,

-manager, administrator, or businessperson.

Even disadvantaged children usually say they plan to attend
college. College has become such a broad rhetorical goal that

‘black eighth-graders tell surveyors they expect toearn college de-

grees as often-as white eighth-graders do. But despite these inten-
tions, fewer black than white eighth-graders actually graduate
from high school four years later; fewer'enroll in coilege the fol-
lowing year; and fewer still persist 1o get bachelor’s degrees.

This diserepancy is not due simply to the cost of college. A
bigger reason is that while disadvantaged students say they plan
o go to college, they don’t feel as much parental, community,
or peer pressure 1o take the courses or to get the grades they
need to becone more attractive to college admission offices.
Lower-class parents say they expect children to get good
grades, but they are less likely to enforce these expectations, for
example with rewards or punishments. Teachers and counselors
can stress doing well in school to lower-class children, but such
iessons compete with chﬂdren s own self-images, formed early
in life and reinforced daily at home.

As John Ogbu and others have noted, a culture of under-
achievernent may help explain why even. middle-class black
children oftén don’t do as well in school as white children from.
seemingly similar socioeconomic backgrounds. On average,
middle-class black students don’t study as hard as white
middle-class students and blacks are more disruptive in class
than whites from similar income strata.. ‘

This culture of underachievement is easier to understand-
than to cure. Throughout American history, many black stu-
dents who excelled in schopl wére not rewarded for that effont
in.the labor market. Many black college graduates could find
work only as servants or Pullman car porters or, in white-collar
fieids, as assistants to less~quahfied whites. Many Americans
believe that these practices have disappeared and that ‘blacks.
‘and whites with similar test scores now have similar earnings
and cccupational status, But labor market discrimination con-
tinues to be a significant cbstacle—especially for black males
with high school educations.

Evidence for this comes from employment discrimination
‘cages, such as the prominent 1996 case in which Texaco settled
for a payment of $176 million to black employees. after taped.
conversations of executives revealed pervasive racist attitudes,
presumably not restricted to executives of this corporation
alone. Other evidence comes from studies that find black
workers with darker complexions have less success in the labor
market than those with identical education, age, and crimninal
records: but hahtcr complexxons

‘Still more evidence comes from. studxcs in which blacks and
-whites with similar qualifications are sent to apply for job va-
cancies; the whites are typically more successful than the



blacks. In one recent study where young, well-groomed, and ar-
ticulate black and white college graduates, posing as high
school graduates with identical qualifications, submitted appli-
cations for entry-level jobs, the applications of whites with
criminal records got positive responses more often than the ap-
plications of blacks with no criminal records,

So the expectation of black students that their academic ef-
forts will be Jess rewarded than the efforts of their white peers
is rational for the majority of black students who do not expect
to complete college. Some will reduce their academic efforts as
a result. We can say that they should not do so and, insiead,
should redouble their efforts in response to the greater obstacles
they face. But as long as racial discrimination persists, the av-
erage achievement of black students will be lower than the av-
erage achievement of whites, simply because many blacks
(especially males) who see that academic effort has less of a
payoff will respond rationally by reducing their effort.

The health and housing gaps
Despite these big race and social class differences in child
rearing, role modeling, 1abor market experiences, and cultural
characteristics, the lower achievement of lower-class students
is not caused by these differences aloné. Just as important are
differences in the actual social and economic conditions of
children,

_ Qverall, lower-income children are in poorer heaith. They
have poorer vision, partly because of prenatal conditions and
partly because, even as toddlers, they watch too:much television,
so their eyes are poorly trained. Trying to read, their eyes may
wander or have difficulty tracking-print or focusing. A good part
of the over-identification of learning disabilities for lower-class
children may well be attributable fo undiagrosed vision problems
that could be easily treated by optormetrists and for which special
education placement then should be unnecessary,

Lower-class children have poorer oral hygiene, more Jead
poisoning, more asthma, poorer nutrition, 1ess-adequate pedl-
atric care, more exposure to smoke, and a host of other health
problems. Because of less-adequate dental care, for example,
they are more likely to have toothaches and resulting discorrifort
that affects concentration.

Because low-income children live in communities where
landlords use high-sulfur home heating oil and where diesel
trucks frequently ‘pass en route o industrial and commercial
sites, they are more hkely to suffer from asthma, leading to
more absences from school and, when they do attend, drowsi-
ness from lying awake ar night, wheezing. Recent surveys in
Chicago and in"New York City's Harlem community found one
of every four children suffering from asthma, arate six times as
great as that for all children. _
~ In addition, there are fewer primary-care physicians in low-
income communities, where the physician-to-population ratio is
iéss than a third the rate in ‘middle-class communities. For that
reason, disadvantaged children—even those with health insus-
ance—are more likely to miss school for relatively minor prob-
lems, such as common ear: mfect&ons, for which: middle-class
children are treated promptly.

Article 4. Class and the Classroom

Each of these well-documented social class differences in
health is likely to have a palpable effect on academic achieve-
ment; combined, their influence is probably huge. .

The growing unaffordability of adequate housing for low-in-
come families also affects achievement. Children whose fami-
lies have difficulty finding stable housing are more likely to be
mobile, and student mobility is an important cause of failing
student performance. A 1994 government report found that 30
percent of the poorest children had attended at'least three dif-
ferent schools by third grade, while ondy 10 percent of middle-
class children had done so. Black children were more than twice -
as likely as white children to change schoels this often. Itis hard
to imagine how teachers, no matter how well trained, can be as
effective for children who move in and out of their classrooms
as they can be for those who attend regularly.

Differences in wealth are also likely to be important determi-
nants of achievement, but these are usually overlooked because
most analysts’ focus on]y on annual family income to indicase
disadvantage. This makes it hard to understand why black stu--
dents, on average, score lower than whites whose family in-
comes are the same. It is easier to understand this pattera when
we recognize that children can have similar family incomes but
be of different economic classes. In any given year, black fam-
ilies with low income are fikely to have beén poor for longer
than white families with similar income in that year.

White families are aiso likely to own far more assets that sup-
port their children’s achievement than are black families at the'
same income level, partly because black middie-class parents
are more llkely to'be the first generation in their families to have’

‘middle-class status. Although the median black family income .

is about two-th:rds the median income of white families, the as-
sets of black famnl_xes are still on]y 12 percent those of whites.
Among other things, this difference means that, among white
and black families with the same middle-class incomes, the
whites are more likely to have savings for college. This makes
white children’s college aspirations more practical,.and there:
fore more commonplace.

Narrowing the gaps

If we properly identify the acma] social class characteristics that
produce differences in average ach:evemem, we should be ab}e
o deslgn pohc:es that narrow the achievement gap.. Certamly,,
improvement of -Instructional practices is among these, but a

focus on school reform alone is bound to be frustrating and u}-

timately unsuccessful. To work, school improvement must
combine with policies that narrow the social and economic dif-
ferences betweén children. Where these differences cannot
easily be narrowed, school should be redefined to cover more of
the early chlldhoqd .after-school, and summer-times, when the
disparate mﬂuences of families and communities are now most
powerful.

Because the gap is already huge at age 3, the most important

‘new investment should no doubt be in early childhood pro-

grams. Prekindergarten classes for 4-year-olds are needed, but
they barely begin to-address the problem. The quality of eardy
childhood programs is as important as the existence of such pro-
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grams themselves, Too many low-income children are parked
before television sets in low-guality day-care settings. To
parrow the gap, care for infants and toddlers should be provided
by adults who can create the kind of intellectual environment
that is typically experienced by middle-class infants and rod-
diers. This requires profegsional caregivers and low child-adult
ratios,

After-schoo] and summer experiences for lower-class chil-
dren, similar 10 programs middle-class children take for
granted, wounld also be needed 10 narrow the gap. This does not
mean remedial programs where lower-class children get added
drill in math and reading. Certainly, remediation should be part
of an adequate after-school and stmmer program, but only a
part. The advantage that middle-class children gain after school
and in summer comes from the self-confidence they acquire and
the awareness of the world outside that they develop through or-
‘ganized athletics, dance, drama, musewsn visits, recreational

reading, and other activities that develop inquisitiveness, cre-

ativity, self-discipline, and organizational skills. After-school
and summer programs can be expected to nammow the achieve-
ment gap only by attempting to duplicate such experiences,

TO WORK, SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT
MUST COMBINE WITH POLICIES
THAT NARROW THE SOCIAL AND
ECONOMIC DIFFERENCES
BETWEEN CHILDREN,

Provision of health-care services to lower-class children and
their families is also required to narrow the achievement gap.
Some health services are relatively inexpensive, such as school
vision and dental clinics. A full array of health services will cost
more, but it cannot be avoided if we truly intend to raise the
achievement of lower-class children.

The connection between social and economic disadvantage
and an-academic achievement gap has long been well known.
Most educators, however, have avoided the obvious implica-
tion: Improving lower-class children’s learning requires ame-
liorating the social and economic conditions of their lives.
School board members—who are often the officials with the
closest ties to public opinion—cannot afford to remain silent
about the connection between school improvement and social
reform. Calling attention to this link is not to make excuses for
poor school performance, It is only to be honest about the social
support schools require if they are 1o fulfill the public’s expec-
tation that the achievement gap will disappear. '

Richard Rothstein is a research associate of the Ecoromic Policy Tnsti-
wite and a visiting professor at Teachers College, Columbia University.

He is the author most recently of Class and Schools: Using Social,
Economic, and Educational Reform to Close the Black-White Achieve-
ment Gap (The Economic Policy Institute and Teachers College Press,
2004), on which this article is based. Class and Schools includes full
biblicgraphic citations supporting the many claims and generalizations
made in this article. '
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MODERN FAMILIES

Class Differences in Child-Rearing
Are on the Rise

By Claire Cain Miller

Dec. 17, 2015

The lives of children from rich and poor American families look more different than they

have in decades.

Well-off families are ruled by calendars, with children enrolled in ballet, soccer and
after-school programs, according to a new Pew Research Center survey. There are
usually two parents, who spend a lot of time reading to children and worrying about
their anxiety levels and hectic schedules.

In poor families, however, children tend to spend their time at home or with extended
family, the survey found. They are more likely to grow up in neighborhoods that their
parents say aren’t great for raising children, and their parents worry about them getting
shot, beaten up or in trouble with the law.

The class differences in child rearing are growing, researchers say — a symptom of
widening inequality with far-reaching consequences. Different upbringings set children
on different paths and can deepen socioeconomic divisions, especially because education
is strongly linked to earnings. Children grow up learning the skills to succeed in their
socioeconomic stratum, but not necessarily others.

“Early childhood experiences can be very consequential for children’s long-term social,
emotional and cognitive development,” said Sean F. Reardon, professor of poverty and
inequality in education at Stanford University. “And because those influence educational
success and later earnings, early childhood experiences cast a lifelong shadow.”



The cycle continues: Poorer parents have less time and fewer resources to invest in
their children, which can leave children less prepared for school and work, which leads
to lower earnings.

American parents want similar things for their children, the Pew report and past
research have found: for them to be healthy and happy, honest and ethical, caring and
compassionate. There is no best parenting style or philosophy, researchers say, and
across income groups, 92 percent of parents say they are doing a good job at raising
their children.

Yet they are doing it quite differently.

Middle-class and higher-income parents see their children as projects in need of careful
cultivation, says Annette Lareau, a University of Pennsylvania sociologist whose
groundbreaking research on the topic was published in her book “Unequal Childhoods:
Class, Race and Family Life.” They try to develop their skills through close supervision
and organized activities, and teach children to question authority figures and navigate
elite institutions.

Working-class parents, meanwhile, believe their children will naturally thrive, and give
them far greater independence and time for free play. They are taught to be compliant
and deferential to adults.

There are benefits to both approaches. Working-class children are happier, more
independent, whine less and are closer with family members, Ms. Lareau found. Higher-
income children are more likely to declare boredom and expect their parents to solve
their problems.

Yet later on, the more affluent children end up in college and en route to the middle
class, while working-class children tend to struggle. Children from higher-income
families are likely to have the skills to navigate bureaucracies and succeed in schools
and workplaces, Ms. Lareau said.



“Do all parents want the most success for their children? Absolutely,” she said. “Do
some strategies give children more advantages than others in institutions? Probably
they do. Will parents be damaging children if they have one fewer organized activity ?

No, I really doubt it.”

Social scientists say the differences arise in part because low-income parents have less
money to spend on music class or preschool, and less flexible schedules to take children

to museums or attend school events.

Extracurricular activities epitomize the differences in child rearing in the Pew survey,
which was of a nationally representative sample of 1,807 parents. Of families earning
more than $75,000 a year, 84 percent say their children have participated in organized
sports over the past year, 64 percent have done volunteer work and 62 percent have
taken lessons in music, dance or art. Of families earning less than $30,000, 59 percent of
children have done sports, 37 percent have volunteered and 41 percent have taken arts

classes.

Especially in affluent families, children start young. Nearly half of high-earning, college-
graduate parents enrolled their children in arts classes before they were 5, compared
with one-fifth of low-income, less-educated parents.

Nonetheless, 20 percent of well-off parents say their children’s schedules are too hectic,
compared with 8 percent of poorer parents.

Another example is reading aloud, which studies have shown gives children bigger
vocabularies and better reading comprehension in school. Seventy-one percent of
parents with a college degree say they do it every day, compared with 33 percent of
those with a high school diploma or less, Pew found. White parents are more likely than
others to read to their children daily, as are married parents.

Most affluent parents enroll their children in preschool or day care, while low-income
parents are more likely to depend on family members.



Discipline techniques vary by education level: 8 percent of those with a postgraduate
degree say they often spank their children, compared with 22 percent of those with a
high school degree or less.

The survey also probed attitudes and anxieties. Interestingly, parents’ attitudes toward
education do not seem to reflect their own educational background as much as a belief in
the importance of education for upward mobility.

Most American parents say they are not concerned about their children’s grades as long
as they work hard. But 50 percent of poor parents say it is extremely important to them
that their children earn a college degree, compared with 39 percent of wealthier parents.

Less-educated parents, and poorer and black and Latino parents are more likely to
believe that there is no such thing as too much involvement in a child’s education.
Parents who are white, wealthy or college-educated say too much involvement can be
bad.

Parental anxieties reflect their circumstances. High-earning parents are much more
likely to say they live in a good neighborhood for raising children. While bullying is
parents’ greatest concern over all, nearly half of low-income parents worry their child
will get shot, compared with one-fifth of high-income parents. They are more worried
about their children being depressed or anxious.

In the Pew survey, middle-class families earning between $30,000 and $75,000 a year fell
right between working-class and high-earning parents on issues like the quality of their
neighborhood for raising children, participation in extracurricular activities and
involvement in their children’s education.

Children were not always raised so differently. The achievement gap between children
from high- and low-income families is 30 percent to 40 percent larger among children
born in 2001 than those born 25 years earlier, according to Mr. Reardon’s research.

People used to live near people of different income levels; neighborhoods are now more
segregated by income. More than a quarter of children live in single-parent households
— a historic high, according to Pew - and these children are three times as likely to live



in poverty as those who live with married parents. Meanwhile, growing income
inequality has coincided with the increasing importance of a college degree for earning a
middle-class wage.

Yet there are recent signs that the gap could be starting to shrink. In the past decade,
even as income inequality has grown, some of the socioeconomic differences in
parenting, like reading to children and going to libraries, have narrowed, Mr. Reardon
and others have found.

Public policies aimed at young children have helped, he said, including public preschool
programs and reading initiatives. Addressing disparities in the earliest years, it seems,
could reduce inequality in the next generation.

The Upshot provides news, analysis and graphics about politics, policy and everyday life. Follow us on
Facebook and Twitter. Sign up for our newsletter.

A version of this article appears in print on Dec. 17, 2015, on Page A1 of the New York edition with the headline: Class Divisions Growing Worse,
From Cradle On
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The Truth about ADHD

it’s tougher than you think to tell which kids have this disorder.
We set the record straight about diagnosis, drug dangers, and more.

JEANNETTE MONINGER

seern like a trendy diagnosis—the psychiatric condition

is thought to affect dbout 4 million kids nationwide—
but the suth is that ADHD may be both overdiagnosed and
underdiagnosed. “Lots of high-energy, rambunctious kids don’t
have ADHD,” says Parents advisor David Fassler, MD, clinical
professor of psychxauy' at the University of Vermont College
of Medicine, in Burlington. “However, many kids w1th ADHD
don’t get diagnosed, particularly if their symptoms don’tinclude
the constant physical aciivity -often associated with the disor-
der” Of course; all kids are hyper or distracted sometimes, but
experts say that a child who traly has ADHD will have symp-
toms in a variety of sitnations (at home, at school, and with
friends) for at least six continuous months starting before age 7.
Update yourself on the latest info, based on recent landmark
research, about potenual causes, the best treatments, and other
discoveries about ADHD.

g ttention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) may

1 Not All Kids with ADHD Are
Constantly on the Go

We tend to think of them as being hyperactxvc and impulsive—
they're the ones squirming in their seat, tapping their pencil,
grabbing things that don’t belong to them, and causing trouble.
And they seem to know only one speed: overdrive. Aithough
these behaviors are indeed classic signs of ADHD, some kids
with the.disorder are relanvejy calm. Girls, in pm-ucu]ar,

‘more likely to have a type of ADHD that primarily makes it dif-.

ficult for them to pay attention. They often daydream:and have 2

difficult time following directions and focusing on schoolwork.
But because these children aren’t disruptive; their ADHD often
goes undiagnosed and untreated, says Dr. Fassler.

2 It Can Be Diagnosed
as Early as Age 3
Preschoolers naturally have a short attention span, so doctors

may be hesitant to label them with ADHD. Kids are typically
diagnosed around age 6—when they’re expected to sit quietly

in school, follow directions, and not interrapt—but the disorder

doesn’t suddenly appear then. “ADHD is a chronic condition

that can start early,” says Parents advisor Harold Koplewicz,
MD, director of the New York University Child Study Center,
in New York City. Signs include aggressiveness (which-often
gets children kicked out of child care or preschool), trouble
focusing on activities like bedtime stories, and uncontrollable
behaviors such as bolting into a busy parking lot, *By the time
they're diagnosed with ADHD, most kids have had a long his-

tory of problem | behavxors thatcan aﬁ'ect their self—esteem, says
Dr. Koplewicz. In fact, a large study from the National Insti-

tute of Mental Health (NIMH) showed that chﬂdren ages 3 to 5
can benefit greatly from treatment. Researchers found that low
doses of medication are safe and effective, but sinice preschool-
ers are more sensitive to side effects than older kids are, they
need to be closely monitored.

3 Something Else May Cause

a Child’s Symptoms

Other condmons-——mcludmg sleep apnea, vision problems,
and hearing impairments—could make it hard for him to focus

‘or cause him to be disruptive. Traumatic events, such as the

death of a grandparent or a divorce, also can trigger ADHD-like
behaviors. If your child’s pediatrician suspects ADHD, she’ll

-probably refer you to a mental-health:specialist, such as a child:

psychiatrist, psychologist or behavioral neurolouast This clini-
cian will gather information about your child’s: behavior from
you, his teachers, and other caregivers, as well as perform a
physical exam and review your child’s medical- history. She’ll
also-interview and observe your child and rule out potennal
learning disabilities before she makes a diagnosis..

4 Many Kids Who Could Benefit

from Medication Don’t Take It

Another large NIMH study has proven that stimulant ‘medi-
cauon is the most effective treatment for school-age kids
with ADHD—and yet almost. half of kids diagnosed with the
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Life with ADHD

Finding the right treatment has made a huge difference for
these kids.

Jadyn Koss, Age 9

Treatment: Stimulant medication

Since she was diagnosed at 6%, Jadyn has tried five dif-
ferent stimulants because some of them caused side effects
like irritability and sleep problems. Stiil, her mother, Melinda,
says the medications have been a biéssing. "Jadyn used
io twirt around, run in circles, and tap her feet incessantly.
Her eyes darted so much that she couldn’t focus or fearn
to read.” Now, with the help of the Dayirana skin patch,
Jadyn is reading above grade level, and she’s made friends
with many-kids in her class. "Parents shouldn't worry about
ADHD medications tumning their kids into zombies,” says
Melinda, of New City, New York, “Jadynis still a high-energy
kid. She's simply better able to direct her energy in positive
ways that make her a delight 1o-be around.”

Andrew Owens, Age 7

Treatment: Combined therapy

Andrev wasn't diagnosed with ADHD until age 6, but his
mother, Shelby, started using behavior-modification_tech-
nigues with him when he was 3. That's because he was
acting a lot like his older sister, Macey, who'd aiready been
diagnosed with the condition, Shelby created sticker charts
and began giving him small rewards to encourage him o

foliow through on tasks like getting ready for bed without
100 much fuss. She took away privileges like going 10 the |
tibrary when he didri't listen or if he threw things when he
became upset. “Even if it turned out that ADHD wasn't the |
cause of Andrew’s uncontrollable energy, i thought these |
techniques would help improve his behavior,” says Shelby, |
of Longwood, Florida. Like his sister, he now takes ADHD |
medication, but the Owens family continues to use behav-
ioral methpds. “We've found that our positive reinforcement
gives him the little extra push he needs to try his best,”
Shelby says.

Wwill Kirby, Age 11

Treatment: Physical activity
Will is aiways on the move, and that's exaclly how his mom, |
Stacia, likes it. “i make sure he does something physically |
active every day to bum off his excess energy,” she says.
Wilfs symptoms improved with medication after he was
diagnosed at age 9, but he was extremely sensitive 1o the
side effects. “One medication made him throw up for a week,
and another sent him into a deep funk every evening,” says |
Stacia, of Seattle. Will eventually begged his parents to let |
him stop the drugs. Now, instead of swallowing pifls, Will
plays lacrosse, soccer, and basketball. Even gardemng has
become part of his therapy So far, he's'doing wellin school. |
“He isn't disruptive in class, and he has lots.of friends,” says
Stacia, “As long as Will's busy, he seems to do just fine.”

disorder have never tried it. Although it might not make sense to
give something calIed a stimulant 10 a child who already seems
overly stimulated, these medications get their name because
they “turn on™ neurotransmitiers in the brain that control atten-
tion and impulsiveness, Some parenis worry that their child
will have side éffects like weight loss, headaches, irritability, or
sleep problesms, but doctors can usually reduce them by adjust-
ing the dose, switching to anothier medication (there are now
about 20 dlfferent ones), or changing the time a ch:ld takes it
Despite reports you may have heard, the American Academy of
Pediatrics says that there’s no link between stimulants and heart
attacks in kids and that most kids don’t.need to have an electro-
cardiogram (ECG) before starting on medication. A doctor will
order an BECG if :a child has a history of heart problems or if
something worrisome shows up on-a physical exam.

5 But Medication Isn’t
the Only Answer

Adding behavioral strategies to drug therapy is helpful for
kids of all ages. Parents can learn specific' ways to praise and
reward their child for:good behavior, such as completing chores

or doing his homework, and to take away privileges when he-

jumps on the furniture or refuses %o sit quietly at the table. “Even
if they take medication, children with ADHD still need help
with key Iife skills like organization and time management.”

says Ann Abramowitz, PhD, chair of the professional advisory

‘board for the nonprofit. Chiidren.and Adults with Attention-
‘Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder. In fact, some kids improve 5o
-much with combined treatment that they’re able 1o reduce their

dose of medication. Although many kids with ADHD have tried
some form of alternative treatment, such as vitamins, dietary
changcs, or biofcc'dback, there hasn’t been enough research to
prove that these offer any benefits. A recentstudy in the Journal
of the Amencan Medical Association, for example, ‘found. that
the herb St jobn's WOIt Was no more: effective than a placebo
for kids with ADHD.

6 ADHD Usually Isn’t a Child’s
Only Diagnosis

Many kids with ADHD also have a language or léaming prob-
lem, and more than half have at least one other mental-health
disorder—which can make medication treatment more compli-
cated. Children with ADHD are most likely to have oppositional
defiant dlsorder they can be very tiostile to adilts and inten-
tionally bother other. people. Although an increasing number
of kids are now being diagnosed with both ADHD and bipolar
disorder—which share many symptoms—experts ‘believe that
most kids actually have only one or the other, The key d:stmc~_
tion is that a child with bipolar disorder has a distorted sense of
reality. “A child with ADHD might like to race around the house
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in his Superman cape, but a bipolar child might truly believe he
has superpowers that can make him fly,” says Dr. Koplewicz.
However, more research still needs to be done to help doctors
make the most accurate diagnoses.

7 Kids with ADHD Are
Accident-Prone

They get injured more often than other kids because they don’t
always think twice before trying daredevil moves like skate-
board stunts, and they tend to dash into the street without
checking for cars. They're also more likely to be hospitalized
for accidental poisenings, As a result, medical bills for ADHD
kids are about twice as high as those for children without the
disorder, according to the CDC. If your child has ADHD, make
sure that he always wears a helmét and protective pads when

From Parems, Nnvem‘ucr 2008, pp. 58, 60, §2-63. Copyright © .,008 hy Jeannene Momnger Repnme:! by permission of the autbor,

he bikes or skates, and also keep harmful household products
locked up and out of reach.

8 A Child’s Behavior May

Improve as She Gets Older

New research suggests that ADHD may be related to develop-
mental delays in the frontal cortex areas of the brain that are
responsible for attention, planning, and thinking. In kids with
ADHD, this region doesn’t fully mature unti] three years later
than in children without ADHD. Although more than half of

children with ADHD will continue to. grapple with problems

like focusing and planning through adulthood, this lag time may
explain why some kids outgrow their hyperactive and impulsive
tendencies once they 're teenagers, says Dr. Fassler.

TR
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ADHD - Myths and Facts

by Natalie J. Dahl, M.S., CCC-SLP

Sometimes, people use the term “ADHD” to label kids they see exhibiting “bad” behaviors or high energy levels. But
do these people reafly know what ADHD is? There is often some confusion about this disorder — who has it, how
it can impact life, where it comes from, and its treatment. The following myths and facts will clarify this confusion

surrounding ADHD.

Myth #1 -Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) is not a real disorder.
FACT: ADHD is very real! It is a highly genetic, brain-based medical disorder that
affects a child‘s ability to regulate several brain functions and behaviors (or “executive
functioning skills”) and is recognized as such by educational, medical, and psychological
professionals. ADHD once known as Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD) was renamed
“ADHD” in 1994. There are three different types of ADHD:
1. Inattentive: trouble paying attention, difficulty staying on task, apparent
listening problems, difficulty following directions, problems with organization,
avoidance of things that require mental effort, tendency to lose things,
distractibility, and forgetfulness.
2. Hyperactive-impulsive: fidgeting/squirming, difficulty staying seated,
excessive running, difficulty playing quietly, always seeming to be “on the go,”
excessive talking, and interrupting/blurting out answers or comments.

3. Combined: the most common type; a combination of the first two types.

Myth #2 ~ ADHD is uncommon and only boys have it.

FACT: ADHD does not favor age, gender, 1Q, religion, or socio-economic status. it affects about 10% of school-age
children, and boys are three times more likely to be diagnosed than girls. To put this statistic into perspective, an
average class size of 25 students may have 2-3 students with signs of ADHD.

Myth #3 - It is easy to diaghose ADHD.

FACT: Diagnosis requires an evaluation by a licensed pediatrician, psychologist, or psychiatrist. There is no single test
that will detect ADHD. Instead, professionals conduct interviews and collect information for behavior and symptoms
rating forms. To be considered for a diagnosis of ADHD, a child’s behaviors must (1) display before age 12, (2) be more
severe than in other kids the same age, (3) last for 6+ months, and (4) negatively affect two or more areas of a child’s

life (school, home, childcare, etc.).

Myth #4 - ADHD does not usually occur along with other conditions.
FACT: Approximately 2/3 children with ADHD have one or more coexisting conditions listed below:
50% have learning disabilities affecting reading, handwriting, concentration, and attention.
40% have Oppositional Defiant Disorder (ODD) and Conduct Disorder (CD) characterized by acts of defiance,
stubbornness, temper outbursts, and aggression.
30% have anxiety disorders and may experience excessive worry, fear, or panic.
20% have mood disorders, including depression and bipolar disorder. They may feel isolated, have low self-
esteem, are irritable, and have rapidly changing moods.
Sleep disorders affect people with ADHD two to three times more than those without ADHD.

www.handyhandouts.com » © 2016 Super Duper® Publications » www.superduperinc.com



Myth #5 — ADHD is harmless.

FACT: ADHD can impact the ability to function socially, academically, and at home. Undiagnosed and/or untreated
ADHD can contribute to poor school success and graduation rates, decreased work productivity, poor relationships,
overeating and obesity, difficulty obeying the law, and driving citations and accidents.

Myth #6 - ADHD is somebody’s or something’s fault.

FACT: ADHD is not caused by poor parenting, sugar, food allergies, TV, family problems, vaccines, or poor teachers
or schools. It is nobody’s fault! The exact cause is unknown, but experts do know that it is highly genetic and brain-
based. Research shows that some areas of the brain are 5-10% smaller in kids with ADHD. There are several risk
factors linked to ADHD later in life, including smoking during pregnancy, premature delivery, very low birth weight,
injuries to the brain at birth, gender, family history, and environmental toxins.

Myth #7 — ADHD treatment is simple.

FACT: There is no cure yet, but there are treatments available to help children successfully live with and reduce their
symptoms. In most cases, professionals can treat ADHD with combinations of medication, behavioral therapy, parent
education or training, and educational support. At home, there are several behavioral strategies that parents can
implement to help children with ADHD:

e Create a visual schedule. Follow the same routine every day. Post a schedule of daily activities somewhere the
child can see it. Then he/she won't have time to ask questions throughout the day about homework, chores,
soccer game, or mealtime.

Get organized. If the child loses things easily, designate a specific place for backpacks, shoes, toys, and clothes.
He/she will be able to find things more quickly and with less frustration.

Avoid distractions. When the child is home, especially during homework and meal times, make sure to turn
off all electronic devices (TV, tablets, cellphones, computers, radio, etc.) to allow your child to focus more
easily.

Limit choices. If the child is overwhelmed with making decisions, offer a choice between two options (e.g.,
outfits, toys, meals, etc.).

Change how you interact. Make sure to give the child clear, brief directions in a positive and encouraging
way, rather than nagging or making him/her feel guilty or confused.

Use goals and rewards. Most children respond well to visual charts and trackers. Keep track of goals the child
is working toward, track positive behaviors, and reward his/her efforts.

Discipline effectively. Use time-outs or loss of privileges as consequences for

inappropriate behavior instead of shouting or spanking.

Find a hobby or talent. Feelings of accomplishment can increase self-esteem

and social skills. Help the child find something to succeed in, such as learning an

instrument or playing a sport.

There are many myths surrounding ADHD, but knowing the facts can help parents, educators, and the general public
become advocates for children with this diagnosis. With the correct support and treatment, it is very possible for those
with ADHD to live productive, successful, and happy lives.

RESOURCES
“\What is ADHD,” KidsHealth, accessed December 8, 2016, https:/kidshealth.org/en/parents/adhd.html.

“Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder,” National Institute of Mental Health, accessed December 8, 2016,
httpsi/iwww.nimh.nih.govhealthftopics/attention-deficit-hyperactivity-disorder-adhd/index.shtml.

“7 Facts You Need to Know about ADHD,” ADHD Awareness Month, accessed December 8, 2016,
http/www.adhdawarenessmonth.orgfadhd-facts/.

Helpful Products

The list of Super Duper® products below may be helpful when working with children who have special
needs. Visit www.superduperinc.com and type in the item name or number in our search engine. If you're
viewing this Handy Handout on a computer, click the links below to see the product descriptions.
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When Should a Kid Start Kindergarten?

ELizABeTH WEIL

dle Ages, children should start school when they

are mature enough for the delayed gratification and
‘ghstract reasoning involved in choosing money over fruit. In
15th- and 16th-century Germany, parents were told to send their
children to school when the children started to act “rational.”
And in contémporary America, children are deemed eligible to
enter kindergarten according to an arbitrary date on the calen-
dér known as the birthday cutoff—that is, when the state, or
in some instances the school district, determines they are old
enongh, The birthday cutoffs span six months, from Indiana,
where a child must turn 5 by July 1 of the year he enters kin-
dergarten, to Connecticut, where he must turn 5by Jan. 1 of his
kinderparten year. Children can start school a year late, but in
general they cannot start a year early. As a result, when the 22
kindergartmers entered Jane Andersen’s class at the Glen Arden
Elementary School near Asheville, N.C., one warm April morn-
ing, each brought with her or him a snack and a unique set of
gifts and challenges, which included for some what's referred
to in education circles as “the glft of time.”

After the moming announcemeats and the Pledge of Alle-
giance, Andersen’s kindergartners sat down:on a blue rag. Two,
one boy and one girl, had been redshirted—the term, borrowed
from sports, describes. students held out for a year by their par-
ents so that they will be older, o larger; or more mature, and
thus betfer prepared 16 handle the increased pressures of kin-
dergarten today. Six of Andersen’s pupils, on the other hand,
were quite young, so young that they ‘would not be enrolied in
kindergarten at all if North Carolina succeeds in pushing back
its birthday cutoff from Oct. 16 to Aug. 31,

Andersen is -a willowy 1l-year teaching veteran who
offered up a lot of education in the first hour of class. First she
read Leo Lionni’s classic. children’s book: “An Extraordmary

! ccording to the apple-or-coin test, used in the Mid-

Egg.”and dxrectad aconversaon abont it. Next she guided the.

students through: writing -a letter; singing 2 song; so!vmg an
addition problem; two more songs; and a math game involving
‘counting by ones, fives and.tens using coins. Finally, Andersen
read them another Lionni book. Labor economists who study
what’s .called the accumulation of human capital—how we
acquire the knowledge and skills:that make us valuable mem-
bers of society-—have found that children learn vastly different
amounts from the same . classroom experiences and that those
with certain advantages atthe outset are able to learn more,

‘more quickiy, causing the gap between students to increase

over time. Gaps in achievement have many causes, but a major

one in any kindergarten room is age. Almost all kindergarten

classrooms have children with birthdays that span 12 months.
But because of redshirting, the oldest student in Andersen’s
class is not just 12 but 15 months older than the youngest, a
difference in age of 25 percent.

After rug time, Andersen’s bndergarmer’s walked single-file
to P.E. class, where the children sat on the curb alongside the
parking circle, taking turns mnning laps for the Presidential Fit-
ness Test. By far the fastest runner was the girl in class who had
been redshiried. She strode confidently, with great form, while.

‘many- of the smaller kids could barely run straight, One of the

younger girls pointed out the best artist in the class, 2 freckly
redhead. I'd already -noted his ‘beautiful penmanship. He had
been redshirted as well.

States, tog, are trying to-embrace the advantages of redshirt-
ing. Since 1975, nearly half of all states have pushed back their
bmhday cutoffs and four—California, Michigan, North Caro-
lina and Tennessee—have active ‘legislation in state assembhes
t6 do so nght now. (Arkansas passed legislation earlier this
spring; New Jersey, which historically has let local districts
establish their birthday cutoffs, has legislation pending to make
Sept. 1 the cutoff throughout the state.) This is due, in part,
to the accountability movement—the high-stakes ‘testing now
pervasive in the American educational system, In response to
this testing, kindergartens across, the country have become more
demanding: if kids must be performing on standardized testsin
third grade, then they must be prepping for those tests in second
and first grades, and even ‘at the end of kindergarien, or so the
thmkmg goes. The. testing also means that states, like students,
now get report cards, and they want their children to do well,
both because they want them to be educated and because they
want them to stack up favorably against ‘their peers.

Indeed, increasing the average age of the children in a kin-
dergarten class is a cheap and easy way to: get a small bump in
test scores, because older chﬂdren perform better, and states’
desires-for relative advantage is written into their policy briefs.
The -California Performance Review, commissioned by Gov.
Arncld Schwarzenegger in 2004, suggested moving California’s

birthday cutoff three months earlier, to Sept. 1 from Dec. 2, not-

ing that “38 states; including Florida and Texas, have kinder-
garten entry dates prior to California’s” Maryland’s proposal
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to move its date mentioned that “the change . .. will align the
‘cutoff” date with most of the other states in the country.”

All involved in increasing the age of kindergartners—
parents, legislatures and some teachers—say théy have the
best interests of children in mind, “If ] had just one goal with
this piece of leclslamm it would be io not humiliate a child”
Dale Folwell, thc Republican North Carolina state representa-
tive who sponsored the birthday-cutoff bill, told me. “Our kids
are younger when they’re taking the SAT, and they’re applying
to the same colleges as the kids from Florida and Georgia”
Fair enough—governors and state legislators have competi-
tive impulses, too. Still, the question remains: Is it better for
children 1o start kindergarten later? And even if it's better for
a given child, is it good for children in general? Time out of
school may not be a gift to all kids. For some it may be a bur-
den, a financial stress on their parents and a chance, before they
everreach a classroom, to fall-even further behind.

Redshirting is not a new phenomenon—in fact, the per-
centage of redshirted children has held relatively sieady since
education scholars started tracking the practice in the 1980s.
Studies by the. Natxonal Center for Education Statistics 1n the
1990s show that delayed-entry children made up somewhere
between 6 and 9 percent of all kindergartners; a new study is
due ont in six months. As states roll back birthday utoffs, there
are more older kindesgartners in general—and more redshirted
kindergartners who are even older than the oldest kindergattners
in previous years, Recently, redshmmg ‘has become a particular
coficern, because in certain affluent communities the numbers
of kindergartners coming to school a year later are three or four
1imes the national average., “Do you know what the number is in
my district? Representative Folwell, from a middle-class part
of Winston-Salem, N.C., asked me. “Twenty-six percent” In
one kindergarten I visited in Los Altos, Calif.—average home
price, 31 million—about one-quarter of the kids had been elec-
tively held- back as well. Fred Morrison, a developmental psy-
chologist at the University of Michigan who has studied the
‘impact of falling on one side or the other of the birihday cutoff,
sees the endless “graying of kindergarien,” as it's sometimes
called, as coming from a parental obsession not with their chil-
dren’s academic accomplishment but with their social mam-
rity. “You couldn’t-find 2 kid who skips a grade these days
Morrison told me. “We used 1o revere individual accorplish-
ment. Now we revere self-esteem, and the reverence has snow-
balled in unconseious ways—into parents always wammg their
children to feel good, wantinig everything to be pleasant” So
“parents wait an extra year in the hope that when their children
enter school their age or maturity will shield them from social

and emotional hurt, Elizabeth Levernt Fortier, a kindergarien.

teacher in the Georoe Peabody Elementary Scheol in San Fran-
cisco, notices the impact on her incoming students. “I"ve had
children come into- my ¢classroom, and they've never even lost
at Candy Land.”

For years, education scholars have pointed out that most
studies have found that the benefits of being relatively older
than one’s classmates disappear after the first few years of
school. In a literature review published in 2002, Deborah
Stipek, dean of the Stanford school of education, found studies

in which children who are older than their classmates not only
do not learn more per grade but also tend to have more behavior
problems. However, more recent research by labor economists
takes advantage of new, very large data sets and has produced
different results. A few labor economists do concur with the
education scholarship, bur most have found that while absolute
age (how many days a child has been alive) is not so impor-
tant, relative age (how old that child is in comparison to his
classmates) shapes performance long after those few months of
maturity shonld have ceased to matter. The relative-age effect
has been found in schools aronnd the world and also in sports.
In one study published in the June 2005 Journal of Sport Sci-
ences, reseacchers from Leuven, Belgiom, and Liverpool, Eng-
land, found that a disproportionate number of World Cup soccer
players are born in January, February and March, meaning they
were old relative to peers on youth soccer teams.

Before the school year started, Andersen, who is 54, taped
up on the wall behind her desk a poster of a dog holding a
bouguet of 12 balloons. In each balloon Andersen wrote the
name of a month; under each month, the birthdays of the chil-
dren in her class. Like most teachers, she understands that the
small fluctuations among birth dates aren’t nearly as important
as the vast range in children’s experienceés at-preschool and at
home. But one day as we sat in her classroom, Andersen told

.mme, “Every year I have two or three young ones in that August-

to-October range, and they just struggle a little”” She used to
encourage parents to send their children to kindergarten as soon
as they were.eligible, but she i§ now a strong proponent of older
lqndergarmers, after teaching one child with a birthday just a
few days before the cutoff. “She was always a step behind. It
wasn’t effort and it wasn’t ability. She worked hard, her mom
worked with her and she still was behind” Andersen followed
the girl’s progress throuvh second: orade (after that, she moved
to a different school) and noticed that she didn’t catch up. Other
teachers at Glen Arden Elementary and elsewhere have noticed
a similar phénomenon: not always, bat too often, the little ones
stay behind.

The parents of the redshirted girl in Andersen’s class told
a similar story. Five years ago, their older daughter had just
made the kindergarten birthday curoff by a few days, and they
enrolled her “She’s now a struggling fourth grader: only by the
skin of her teeth has she been:able to  pass each year,” the girl's
mother, Stephanie Gandert, told me. “I kick myself every year
now that we sent her ahead” By contrast, their current kinder-
gartner is doing just fine, “T always tell parents, ‘If you can wait,
wait.' If my kindergartner were in first grade right now, she’d be
in trouble, too.” (The parents of the redshirted boy in Andersen’s
class declined to be interviewed for this article but may very
well have held hxm back because he’s small-—even though he’s
now one of the oldest, he’s still one of the shortest.)

Kelly Bedard, 2 labor economist -at the University of Cali-
fornia, Santa Barbara, published a paper with Elizabeth Dhuey

called “The Persistence of Barly Childhood Maturity: Interna-

tional Evidence of Long-Run Age Effects” in The Quarterly
Journal of Economics in November 2006 that looked at this phe-
nomenon. “Obviously, when you 'te 5, being a yéar olderisaloy,

and so we should expect kids who are the oldest in kindergarten



to do better than the kids who are the youngest in kindergarten,”
Bedard says. But what if relatively older kids keep doing better
after the maturity gains of a few months should have ceased to
matter? What if kids who are older relative to their classimates
still have higher test scozes in fourth grade, or eighth grade?
After crunching the math and science test scores for nearly a
quarter-million students across 19 countries, Bedard found that
relatively younger students perform 4 to 12 percentiles less well
in third and fourth grade and 2 to 9 percentiles worse in seventh
and eighth; and, as she notes, “by eighth grade it's fairly safe
to say we're looking at Jong-termi effects™ In British Colum-
bia, she found that the relatively oldest students are about 10
percent more likely to be “university bound” than the relatively
youngest ones. In the United States, she found that the relatively
oldest students are 7.7 percent more likely to take the SAT or
ACT, and are 11.6 percent more likely to enroll in four-year col-
leges or universities. (No one has yet published a study on age
effects and SAT scores.) “One reason you could imagine age
effects persist is that almost all of our education systems have
ability-groupings built intothem,” Bedard says. “Many claim
they don’t, but they do. Bverybody gets put into reading groups
and math groups. from very early ages.” Younger children are

more likely to be assigned behind grade level, older children.

more likely to be assigned ahead. Younger children are more
likely -to receive diagnoses of attention-deficit disorder, too.
“When 1 was in school the reading books all had colors,” Bedard
told me. “They never said which was the high, the middle and
the low, but everybody knew. Kids in the- highest reading group
one year are much more likely to be in the highest readmg group
the next. So you can imagine how that could propagate itself.”

Bedard found that different education $ystems produce vary-
ing age effects. For instance, Finland, whose students recently
came ‘out on top in an. Organization for Economic Coop-
eration and Developnmnt study of math, reading and science
skills, experiences: smaller age effects; Finnish children also
start school later, at age 7, and.even then the first few years
are largely devoted to. socml deveiopmcnt and play. Denmark,
too, produces little difference between relatively older and
yousiger kids; the Danish education system prohibits differen-
tiating by ability until students are 16. Those. two-exceptions
notwithstanding, Bedard notes-that she found age effects every-
where, from “the Japanese system of automatic promotion, to
the accomplishment-oriented French system, to the supposedly
rmore flexible skill-based program models used in Canada and
the United States.”

The relative value of being -older for-one’s grade is a par-
‘ticularly open secret in those sectors. of the American school-
ing system that treat education like a competitive sport. Many
private-school birthday cutoffs are set earlier than public-schtol
dates; and children, particularly boys, who make the cutoff but
have: summer and sometimes spring birthdays are often placed
in jumor kmdergartenn—aiso called: “transitional kindergarten,”
a sort of holding tank for kids too old for more preschool—or
are encouraged to wait a year 10 apply. Erika O’Brien, a SoHo
mother who has two redshirtéd children at Grace Church, a pre-
K-through-8 private school in Manhattan, told me about 2 con-
versation she had with a friend whose daughter was placed in
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junior kindergarten because she had a summer birthday. “1 told
her that it’s really 2 great thing, Her daughter is going to have a
better chance of being at the top of ber class, she’ll more likely
be a leader, she’li have a better chance of succeeding at sports.
She’s got nothing to worry about for the next nine years. Plus, if
you're making a financial investment in school, it's a less risky
investment.”

Robert Fuighum listed life lessons in his 1986 best seller
“All I Really Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten.” Among
them were: '

Clean up vour own mess.

Don’t take things that aten’t yours.

Wash your hands before you eat.

Take a nap every afternoon,

Flush.

Were he to update the book to reflect the experience of
today’s children, he’d need to call it “All I Really Need to
Know 1 Learned in Preschool,” as kindergarten has changed.
The half day devoted to fair play and:nice manners officially
began its demise in 1983, when the National Commission on
Excellence in Education pubhshed “A Nation at Risk,” warning
that the country faced a “rising tide of mediocrity” unless we
increased school achievement and expectations. No Child Left
Behind, in 2002, exacerbated the trend, pnshmg phonics and
paitern-recognition worksheets even further down the Jearning
chain. As 2 result, many parents, legislatures and teachers find
the current curriculum too cirxailcm':agi'n== for many older 4- and
young 5-year-olds, which makes sense, because it's largely the
same- curriculam taught to ﬁrst graders less than a generation
ago. Andersen’s kindergartners are supposed to be able to not
just read bur also write two sentences by the time they graduate
from her classroom, It’s no ‘wonder that nationwide, teachers
now report that 48 percent of incoining kindergartners have dif-
ficulty handling the demands of school.

Friedrich Froébel, the romantic motherless son who-started
the first kmdergamn in Germany in 1840, would be horrified
by whar’s called kindergarten today. He conceived the early
learning experience as a homage to. Iean—iacques Roussean,
who. believed that “reading: is the plague of childhood. .
Books are good only for learning to babble about whax, one
does not know.” Letters and numbers were officially banned
from Froebel's kindergartenis; the teaching materiais consisted
of handmade blocks and games that he referred to as “gifts” By
the late 1800s, kindergarten had Jumped to the United States,
with Boston Iranscendemahsts like Elizabeth Peabody popular-
izing the concept. Fairly quxckiy, letters and numbers appeared
on the wooden blocks, yet Peabody cautionied that a “genuine”
kindergarten is “a company of children under 7 years old, who
do not learn to read, write and cipher” and a “false” kindergar-
ten is one that accommodates parents who want their children
studym g acadernics instead of just playing.

“That the social skills and exploration of one’s nnmedlate
world have been squeezed out of kindergarten is less the result
of a:pedagogical shift than of the accountability movement and
the literal-minded reverse-engineering process it has brought 1o
the schools, Curriculum planners no Jonger ask, What does a
S<year-old need? Instead they ask; If a student is to pass reading
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and math tests in third grade, what do¢s that student need to
be doing in the prior grades? Whether kindergarten students
actually need to be older is a question of readiness; a conéept
that itself raises the question: Ready for what? The skill set
required to succeed in Fulgham’s kindergarten—openness,
creativity—is well matched to the capabilities of most 5-year-
olds bui also substantially different from what Andersen’s
students need. In early 2000, the National Center for Educa-
tion Statistics assessed 22,000 kindergartners individually and
found, in general, that yes, the older children are better prepared
to starf an academic kindergarien than the younger ones. The
older kids are four times as likely to be reading, and two to three,
times as likely to be abie to decipher two-digit numerals. Twice
as many older kids have the advanced fine motor skills neces-
sary for writing, The older kids also have important noncogni-
tive advantages, like being more persxstent and more socially
adept. Nonetheless; child advocacy groupssay it’s the schools’
responsibility to be ready for the children, no matter their age,
not the children’s to be prepared for the advanced curriculum.
Tn a report on kindergarten, the National Association of Early
Childhood Specialists in State Departments of Education wrote,
“Most of the questionable entry and placement practice$ that
have emerged intecent years have their genesis in concerns over

children’s capacities to cope with the mcreasmgly ihappropriate
cumculum in kindergarten,”

Furthermore, as. Elizabeth Grauve, a former hndcrganen
teacher who now studies school-readiness and rcdshutma at the
Unmiversity of Wisconsin, Madison, points out, “Readiness is a
relative issue” Studies of early-childhood teachers show they
always complain about the youngest students, no matter their
absolute age. “In Ilinois it will be the March-April-May kids;
in Califéornia, it will be October-Novernber-December,” Graue
says. “It’s really natural as a teacher to gravitate toward the kids
who are easy to teach, especially when there's academic pres-
sure and the younger kxds are tolling around the floor and stick-
ing pencﬂs in their ears.” _

“But perhaps those kids with the pencils in their ears—at least
the less-affluent ones—don’t need “the gift of time” but rather to
be brought inta the schools. Forty-two. years after Lyndon John-
son inaugurated Head Start, access to quality early education
stil] highly ¢ correlates with class; and one serious side effect of
pushing back the cntoffs is that while well-off kids with delayed
enrollment will spend another year in preschool, probably doing
what kindergariners did a generation ago, less-well-off children
may, as'the. literacy specialist Katie Eller put it, spend “another
year watching TV in the basement with Grandma™ What’s
more, gwen the socioeconomics of redshirting—and the luxury
involved in delaymo for a year the free day care that is public
Aschool-—the oldest child in any given class is more Tikely fo be

well off and the youngest child is more likely to be poor. “You'_

almost have a double advantage commg to the well-off kids,”
says Samauel J. Meisels, president.of Erikson Institute; a gradu-
ate school in child development in Chicago. “From 8 pubhc-
policy point-of view 1 find this very distressing.”

Nobody has exact pumbers' on what percemage of the
-children shglble for pubhcly financed prescheol are actually
enrolled—the individual programs are Iegion, and the eligibility

requirements are complicated and varied—but the best guess
from the Nationa! Institute for Early Education Research puts
the proportion at only 25 percent. In California, for instance,
76 percent of publicly financed preschool programs have wait-
ing lists, which include over 30,000 children. In Pennsylvania,
35 percent of children eligible for Head Start are not served.
A few states do have universal preschool, and among Hillary
Clinton’s first broad domestic policy proposals as a Democratic
presidential candidate was to call for universal pre-kindergarten
classes. But at the moment, free high-guality prescheol for less-
well-to-do children is spotty, and what exists often is aimed at
extremely low-income parents, leaving out the children of the
merely strapped working or lower-middle class. Nor, as a rule,
do publicly financed programs take kids who-are old enough to
be eligible for kindergarien, meaning redshirting is not a realis-
tic option for many.

One moming, when I was siing in Elizabeth Levett
Fortier's kindergarten classroom in the Peabody School in San
Francisco—among a group of smdents that included some chil-
dren who had never been to preschoo!, some who were just
learning English and some who were already reading—a father
dropped by to discuss whether or not 10 enroli his fall-birthday
daughter or give her one more year at her private preschool.
Demographically speaking, any child with a father willing to call
on a teacher to discuss if it’s best for that child to spend a third
year at a $10,000-a-year preschool is going to be fine. Andersen
told me, “I've had parents tell me that the preschool did not rec-
ommend sending their children on to kindergarten yet, but they
had no choice,” as they couldn’t-afford not te. In 49 out of 50
states, the average annual cost of day care for a:4-year-old in an
urban area is more than the average annual pubhc college tition.
A RAND Corporanon position paper suggests pohcy makers
may need 1o wew “entrance-age pohcxes and-child-care polices
as a package.”

‘Labor economists, too, make a strong case that resources
should be directed at disadvantaged children as'early-as possi-
ble, both for the sake of improving each child’s life and because
of economic return. Among the leaders in this field is James
Heckman, a University of Chxcago economist who won the
Nobel in economic science in 2000. In many papers and lec-
tures on poor klds he now includes a simple graph that plots
the return on investment in human capital across age. You can
think of the accmuilation of human capital much like the accu-
mulation of financial capital in an account bearing compound
interest: if yon add your resources as soon as possible, they’ll
be worth more down the line. Heckman’s graph looks like a
skateboard quarter-pipe, sloping precipitously from a high point
during the preschool years, when the return on mvestmcm in
human capital is very high, down the ramp and into the flat line
after a person is no longer in schiool, when the return on invest-
ment i minimal, According to Heckman’s analysis, if you have
limited funds to spend it makes the most economic sense 1o
spend themn early. The implication is that if poor children aren’t
in adequate preschool programs, rolling back the age of kinder-
garten js a bad idea economically. as it pushes farther down the
ramp the point at which we start investing funds and thus how
productve those funds wﬂl be.



Redard and other economists cite Hecloman's theories of how
people acquire skills to help explain the persistence of relative
age on school performance. Heckman writes: “Skill begets
skill; motivation begets motivation. Early failure begets later
failure.” Reading experis know that it’s easier for a child to learn
the meaning of a new word if he knows the meaning of a related
word and that a good vocabulary at age 3 prediets a child’s
reading well in third grade. Skilis like persistence snowball,
t00. One can easily see how the skill-begets-skill, motivation-
begets-motivation dynamic plays out in a kindergarten setting:
a child who comes in with a good vocabulary listens to a story,
learns more words, feels great about himself and has an even
better vocabulary at the end of the day. Another child amives
with a poor vocabulary, listens to the story, has a bard time fol-
lowing, picks up fewer words, retreats into insecurity and leaves
the classroom even further behind,

How to address the influence of age effects is unclear. After
all, being on the older or younger side of one’s classmates is
mostly the luck of the birthday draw, and no single birthday.
cutoff can prevent a 12-month gap in age. States could try
to prevent parents from gaming the age effects by outlawing
redshirting—specifically by closing the yearlong window that
now exists it most states between the birthday cutoffs and com-
puisory ‘schooling: But forcing families to enroll children in
kindergarten-as soon as they-are eligible seems too authoritar-
ian for America’s tastes. States could also decide to learn from
Finland—start children in school-at age 7 and devote the first
year to play-—but that would require a major reversal, making
second grade the old kindergarten, instead of kindergarten the
new first grade. States could also emulate Denmark, forbidding
ability groupings until late in high school, but unless very seri-
ous efforts are made to close the achievement gap before chil-
dren arrive at kindergarten, that seems- unhkeiy, 100.

Of course there’s also the reahty that individual children will
always mature at different rates, and back in Andersen’s class-
room, on a Thursday when this year’s kindergartners. stayed
home and next year's kindergartners came in for pre-enroliment
assessments, the developmental differénces between one future
student and the next were readily apparent. To gauge kindergar-
ten readiness; Andersen and another kindergarten teacher each
satthe. _chxld_ren down one by one for a 20-minute test. The teach-
ers asked the children, among other things, to: skip; jump; walk
backward; cut out a diamond on a dotied line; copy the word cat;
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draw a person; listen 10 a story; and answer simpie vocabulary
questions like what melts, what explodes and what flies. Some of
the kids were dynamos. When asked 1o expiain the person he had
drawn, one boy said: “That's Miss Maple. She's my preschool
teacher, and she’s crying because she’s going to miss me so much
next year”” Another girl said at one point, “Oh, you want me t¢
write the word cat?* Midmorming, however, 2 little boy who will
not tarn 5 until this summer arrived. His little feet dangled off the
kindergarten chair, as his legs were not long enough to reach the
floor. The teacher asked him to draw a person. To pass that por-
tion of the test, his figure needed seven different bedy parts.

“Is that all he needs?” she asked a few minutes later.

The boy said, “Oh, I forgot the head”

A minute later the boy submitted his drawing again. “Are you
sure he doesn’t need anything else?” the teacher asked.

The boy stared at his work. “I forgot the legs. Those are
important, aren’t they?”

Thie most difficuit portion of the test for many of the children
was a paper-folding exercise. “Watch how 1 fold my paper,” the
teacher told the little boy. She first folded her 8 1/2-by-11-inch
paper in half the long way, to create a narrow rectangle, and
then she folded the rectangle in thirds, to make something close
10 a square.

“Can you do it?7” she asked the boy.

He took the paper eagerly, but folded it in half the: wrong
way. Depending on the boy’s family’s finances, circpmstances
and mind-set, his parents may decide to hold him out a year so
he'll be one of the oldest and, presumably, most confident. Or
they may decide to enroll him in school as planned. He may
g0 to college or he may not. He may be a leader or a follower.
Those things will nltimately depend more on the education level
achieved by his mother, whether he lives in a two-parent house-
hold and the other assets and obstacles he brings with him to
school each day. Still, the last thing any child needs is to be
outmaneuvered by other kids’ parents as they cut to the back of
the birthday line to manipulate age effects. Eventually, the boy
put his head down on the table. His first fold had set a course,
and even after trying gamely to fold the paper again in thirds, he
couldn’t create the right shape.

Elizabeth Weil is a contributing writer for the magazine. Her most-
recent article was about lethal injection.
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