[image: image1.png]5i€ NATIONAL TECHNICAL
ASSISTANCE CENTER





2005 Learning Community on Early Childhood Finance Reform

January 23 – 24, 2005

Squeezing Lemons into Lemonade:

 Should Advocates Compromise the Ideal to Secure Funding for Early Childhood Services? 

Summary

This issue brief explores advocacy strategies and tradeoffs in early childhood education and care. In particular, it asks when advocates ought to hold fast to their ideal vision of a program or system, and when it is expedient to compromise - even if that compromise results in a reality that is less than ideal. 

This dilemma will be explored through the recent example of a legislative proposal to increase the kindergarten entry age in Hawaii. This controversial initiative exposed strategic divides within both the early childhood community and among their traditional allies. The two-year fight revealed significant differences on issues such as messaging, negotiation, political expediency, and tactical analysis.

Background

The typical kindergarten student begins school at 5½ years old. Recently, many schools and districts have begun to raise the entrance age. In addition, parents and schools sometimes delay enrollment to either give children time to mature or a perceived advantage over their classmates. This practice, called academic red-shirting, is predicated on the belief that older children adjust better to the demands of kindergarten than younger children. This trend has accelerated as kindergarten becomes more academically oriented. Research shows mixed results on the benefits of later kindergarten entrance. While older starters may have an initial academic advantage, most studies show that the benefits fade in the early grades. 

Thirty-six of the states, plus Puerto Rico, set their kindergarten entrance cut-off date between August 31st and October 16th. This effectively means that few four year olds enter kindergarten. Three states have an even earlier cut off date to ensure that all children are five years old before entering school. Six states leave the decision up to the local school district. Finally, only five states (California, Connecticut, Hawaii, Michigan, Vermont), the District of Columbia, and the Virgin Islands have cut-off dates between December 1st and January 1st, leading to a wider range of four and five year olds entering the classroom each fall.


This issue brief was written by Alex Harris of the Good Beginnings Alliance on behalf of Smart Start’s National Technical Assistance Center.                                                                                                                                                                                                

Despite a historical reputation for enacting progressive child and family policies, early childhood education and care was not prominent on the 2001-02 legislative agenda in Hawaii. In previous years, child care advocates had successfully pushed for the creation of a public/private alliance to coordinate children’s issues and secured a $5 million bond for preschool facilities funding. Nevertheless, concerns of inadequate funding, uneven quality, and fluctuating interdepartmental coordination persisted.  

The Hawaii Experience with Kindergarten Entry Age

Early in 2001, a little known researcher from Kauai completed research demonstrating that young four-year-old boys who entered kindergarten were disproportionately enrolled in expensive special education classrooms. On the heels of a costly consent degree to improve special education services, this finding caught the ear of the Chairman of the Senate Education Committee. 

The Senate Chair’s own research showed that Hawaii had one of the youngest entry ages (entrants must turn 5 before December 31) as well as some of the lowest test scores of any state in the country. In response, the Senate Chair crafted a bill to raise the age of entry to kindergarten by six months, to August 1st. 

Early Childhood Advocates Respond

Child care advocates were horrified; the bill promised to displace 6000 children, previously eligible to begin school, to fend for themselves for an additional year. As the legislative session began, they started to mobilize to fight off what they viewed as a distinct setback for young children.

This fight would span two legislative sessions, during which time advocates saw little movement on any other proposal or initiative they cared about. Multiple defense strategies were attempted. A coalition of advocates helped researchers testify that school readiness is determined by multiple factors, of which entry age is but one. They tried to visually demonstrate that the bill would effectively push three year olds from the preschool system due to the stress of providing services to many of the 6,000 displaced children. 

The local chapter of the Association for the Education of Young Children (AEYC) took a strong position opposing the legislation. Other advocates tried an offensive minded approach and advanced a universal preschool bill that would act in conjunction with the kindergarten entry age change, both changing the age and folding in additional preschool supports. 

The Bill is Tabled…But the Issue is Still Alive

At the same time, however, kindergarten teachers began to testify in favor of the bill, claiming the early entry age resulted in large numbers of unprepared students. There was no discernable opposition for the bill within either the House or Senate membership and it slowly made its way towards conference committee, where both versions would be compared and finalized. Concern mounted from the child care advocates and parents of children who would be affected. In the end, the bill would be held in conference committee.

During the next legislative session, the bill was again reintroduced.  Child care advocates faced a difficult decision, as they realized their message was becoming confused. They were asking legislators not to act on the entry age bill (a cost neutral approach), while simultaneously asking them to raise funds for universal preschool. Some advocates condemned the bill outright, adamantly insisting that the issue ran counter to what they knew to be developmentally appropriate. Others sought to compromise by reducing the most harmful aspects of the bill.

The Compromise

As this issue threatened to curtail a successful school readiness effort and fracture the early childhood community, advocates knew they must quickly craft a strategic response. Many (although not all) advocates decided to compromise. In the end, the final bill increased the entry age for kindergarten while simultaneously creating Junior Kindergarten classrooms within the Department of Education to serve younger children. $100,000 was allocated to set up the program. An additional $500,000 was allocated to train kindergarten teachers to better serve younger children. And increased flexibility was added, so that age is but one factor that determines whether a child will attend Junior Kindergarten, Kindergarten, or First Grade. 

No children were displaced, the Department of Education is now forced to form developmentally appropriate Junior Kindergartens, and $500,000 in additional professional development resources were garnered. Time will tell whether these efforts have a positive impact on the lives of Hawaii’s young children.

Other Resources

Access to Kindergarten: Age Issues in State Statutes

http://www.ecs.org/clearinghouse/50/00/5000.doc
Education Commission of the States 

All articles can be found at:

http://www.ecs.org/html/IssueSection.asp?issueid=77&s=Selected+Research+%26+Readings
When Children Aren’t Ready for Kindergarten

John H. Holloway, The First Years of School

Position Statement: Still Unacceptable Trends in Kindergarten Entry and Place

National Association for the Education of Young Children/National Association of Early Childhood Specialists in State Departments of Education, 2001

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

Deborah Stipek, Social Policy Report, 2002

Enter Early or Hold Out: The Kindergarten Age Dilemma 

Sandra Crosser, 2001

Discussion Questions

1) How do we as advocates for young children approach a situation that asks us to decide between the ideal and compromise?

2) From a negotiation standpoint, is it more effective to take a hard line approach initially and then compromise?

3)  How do we take advantage of an issue that has broad based legislative support and steer it in a direction that we find more palatable?

4) If others in our field are dead set against a bill, such as the change in kindergarten entry age, how do we balance their interests with the political interests that favor the bill?

5) What voices and arguments are persuasive to policymakers when it comes to advocacy on behalf of young children?

6) Can the issue of kindergarten entry age be used to generate additional resources for young children through the school funding formula?

