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Educators' conceptions regarding 
students and their learning abil 
ities have shaped the develop 

ment of classroom practices through 
out the educational system. Perhaps 
the most basic notion is that children 
differ in their ability to learn and that 
only some students can learn to an 
acceptable level of mastery. This view 
is supported by the unfortunate fact 
that many students in large urban 
areas read at least one to two years 
below grade level. Success or failure 
in school is usually viewed as a func 
tion of ability—the same learning 
opportunities are available to all but 
students differ in their ability to use 
them.

These long-accepted ideas are be 
ing supplanted by new views about 
how students learn. Bloom (1976) 
and his colleagues have compiled a 
great deal of evidence that almost all 
students can learn whatever they're 
taught when provided with appro 
priate learning conditions. These ap 
propriate learning conditions are en 
compassed in the theory of mastery 
learning and related teaching-learning 
strategies.

These views have far-reaching im 
plications for curriculum and instruc 
tion, particularly in the primary 
grades (Bloom, 1978). In our new 
understanding of learning, students 
become more and more similar in 
their learning abilities over time, they 
"learn to learn," given the appro 
priate learning conditions. One im 
portant learning condition is the set
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of cognitive entry characteristics of 
the learner. Although students can 
acquire these entry characteristics at 
the beginning of any new instruction, 
they benefit the most if such charac 
teristics are instituted at the begin 
ning of primary schooling. As a result 
of the use of appropriate instructional 
principles during kindergarten, chil 
dren with very different entry char 
acteristics will be at very similar levels 
of achievement by the third grade, 
thereby reducing the need for special 
remediation in later years.

The Significance of Early 
Childhood Education
Many compensatory early childhood 
programs, such as Head Start in the 
1960s, were built on the assumption 
that early education could enable 
children of poor parents to achieve 
cognitive parity with their middle- 
class peers. Contrary to expectations, 
the highly publicized Westinghouse- 
Ohio University study reported that 
Head Start had not produced long- 
lasting effects in terms of the chil 
dren's school achievement (Cicirelli 
and others, 1969).

However, there were many meth 
odological problems built into the de 
sign of that study (Campbell and 
Erlebacher, 1970). More recently, 
Lazar and others (1977) completed 
an extensive longitudinal analysis of 
experimental preschool programs be 
gun prior to 1969. They found that 
early childhood education has not 
only increased cognitive gains, but 
has also reduced the number of chil 
dren assigned to special education 
classes as well as the number of chil 
dren held back one or more grades.

The emphasis on "well-planned" 
curriculums is important. The pro 
grams included in the Lazar study

Today's kinder 
garteners, with 
their diverse abili 
ties and experi 
ences, need an 
individualized full- 
day program 
emphasizing 
cognitive learning.
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had deliberate cognitive objectives. 
Similarly, a longitudinal study con 
ducted by Bronfenbrenner (1975) 
indicated that the strongest differ 
ences between experimental pre 
school programs and their control 
groups were found in highly struc 
tured, cognitive-oriented programs.

As a result of these recent studies, 
professional educators and the gen 
eral public are beginning to realize 
that early childhood education plays 
a role not only in the social-emotional 
development of the child, but also in 
the development of critical cognitive 
skills needed for reading and writing.

The cumulative effects of early 
childhood education extend be 
yond the level of the individual child 
and impinge on the kindergarten 
population as a whole. The children 
who enter kindergarten today are dif 
ferent from those of a decade ago, 
due largely to the increase in the 
number of children who attend pre- 
kindergarten programs: children be 
tween the ages of three and five en 
rolled in preprimary programs rose 
from 29.4 percent in 1966 to 49.2 
percent in 1976 (Golladay and Noell, 
1978). In other words, about half of 
the children who enter kindergarten 
today have received some type of pre- 
kindergarten school experience, com 
pared to a small minority of kinder 
garteners a decade or two ago.

Because only about half the chil 
dren have attended some prekinder- 
garten program, today's urban kin 
dergarteners fall into a bimodal 
distribution of readiness skills. Those 
who have prekindergarten experience 
have usually overcome the separation 
anxiety associated with beginning 
school, have learned to interact with 
peers and adult strangers, and have 
developed many of the cognitive skills 
necessary for more formal classroom 
activities. On the other hand, children 
who have not attended any type of 
preprimary program need to be ex 
posed to activities that are common 
at the preschool level before they are 
ready to receive more formal training.

Implications for Kindergarten
We now know that the early years 
of a child's life are critical for build 
ing the foundation for later school 
learning. We know that children can 
learn to an acceptable mastery when 
provided with appropriate instruc 
tion at their developmental level, and

that the use of diagnosis and remedi 
ation as part of the teaching-learning 
strategy will reduce the differences in 
learning ability and learning rate that 
appear early. In light of this new 
knowledge, we must reexamine the 
function and form of the kindergar 
ten experience.

The past function of the kinder 
garten, to provide children with their 
first school experience, is now the 
role of the prekindergarten program. 
As a result, kindergarten must as 
sume a more demanding function. It 
must account for the widely diverse 
abilities of today's kindergarteners, 
and focus not only on social and 
physical but also on cognitive areas 
of learning. It must provide identifi 
cation and remediation of early learn 
ing deficits as well as individualized 
instruction according to each child's 
needs. In short, the new function re 
quires more instructional time and 
better instructional tools than exist 
in traditional half-day kindergarten 
programs. One way to fulfill this func 
tion is to implement a carefully con 
structed full-day kindergarten pro 
gram.

Research Concerning Full-Day 
Kindergarten
Very little experimental research 
bears directly on expanding and re 
structuring the kindergarten program. 
Several school districts around the 
country have initiated full-day kin 
dergarten and compared the chil 
dren's achievement with that of chil 
dren in half-day programs. Other 
school districts have experimented 
with full-day attendance on alter 
nate days compared to half-day at 
tendance every day.

One study that examined an ex 
tended-day kindergarten program in 
conjunction with an individualized 
curriculum was conducted by Winter 
and Klein (1970). Two different 
groups of kindergarteners were 
chosen to participate in the extended- 
day program. On the basis of stand 
ardized tests and teacher ratings, one 
group was identified as educationally 
disadvantaged and "least ready" for 
kindergarten instruction; the other 
group was identified as educationally 
advantaged and "most ready" for 
kindergarten instruction. Control 
groups were identified to match char 
acteristics of the experimental groups. 
AH the children attended the regular

kindergarten program in the morning. 
In the afternoon, the experimental 
groups received an additional 90 min 
utes of structured activities that dif 
fered according to the needs of the 
children. For the disadvantaged 
group, the additional time was used 
to diagnose the children's difficulties 
and to adjust their lessons accord 
ingly. For the advantaged group, the 
additional time was used for creative 
approaches to learning that capital 
ized on the children's individual in 
terests.

Analyses of the performance of the 
experimental and control groups in 
dicated positive effects of the ex 
tended-day individualized program 
for both types of children. Specifi 
cally, the disadvantaged experi 
mental group performed significantly 
better than the control group on the 
Metropolitan Readiness Test, and 
consistently exceeded the perform 
ance of the control group on both 
the Lee-Clark and the Stanford 
Achievement Test. Although the ad 
vantaged experimental group did not 
perform significantly better than the 
control group on these measures, due 
to a ceiling effect in their results, 
their reading levels at the end of 
kindergarten were exceptional com 
pared to the controls. Specifically, all 
of the advantaged children in the ex 
tended-day program were reading at 
the second preprimer level and above, 
while none of the control children 
were reading above the first preprimer 
level. An analysis of their level of 
math readiness revealed similar dif 
ferences between the groups.

A follow-up of these children con 
ducted after the first grade revealed 
even more positive effects of the ex 
tended-day kindergarten program. 
Based on the Stanford Achievement 
Test, the disadvantaged experimental 
pupils exceeded the control children 
by nearly three stanine units, while 
the advantaged experimental pupils 
exceeded their controls by more than 
one grade equivalent unit. These re 
sults speak strongly for the benefits 
of a full-day kindergarten program 
that has been shaped to meet the dif 
ferent needs of children.

In a more recent study, about 200 
children enrolled in a full-day kinder 
garten program were compared to a 
random sample of half-day students 
(Humphrey, 1980). The purpose of 
the two programs was the same—to
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help children grow in cognitive, psy- 
chomotor, affective, and linguistic 
skills. The only difference in the two 
programs was the time allotment. Re 
sults from the- California Achieve 
ment Tests indicated significantly 
higher scores for the full-day partici 
pants. Furthermore, and consistent 
with the Winter and Klein study, fol 
low-up testing when the children were 
first-graders indicated significantly 
higher reading scores for the students 
who had attended full-day kinder 
garten compared to those who had 
attended half-day.

Two studies found no significant 
differences between the achievement 
of kindergarteners attending a full- 
day and those attending a half-day 
program (Johnson, 1974; Hatcher 
and others, 1979). However, neither 
of these studies even addressed tail 
oring the instructional program to the 
individual needs of the children. In 
fact, in the Johnson study, the pur 
pose of full-day kindergarten is de 
scribed as providing "opportunity for 
play out-of-doors both morning and 
afternoon, often a full hour of it dur 
ing each period" (p. 4). This is 
simply not the best use of additional 
time. Similarly, the study reported by 
Hatcher appears to compare an orfli- 
nary curriculum in a half-day pso- 
gram with the same curriculum 
stretched to fill a full day. It is not 
surprising that extended "babysitting" 
time does not affect a child's achieve 
ment. It is the way time is used that 
is important.

Practical Considerations
One concern for the young child at 
tending a full-day kindergarten pro 
gram is his or her ability to physically 
and psychologically adapt to that 
much time in school. This concern 
was addressed by Winter and Klein 
(1970) who reported that signs of 
fatigue, frustration, or waning inter 
est in school simply did not appear 
in their experimental pupils. Simi 
larly, in the study by Humphrey 
(1980), an examination of atten 
dance patterns indicated no differences 
in absenteeism of children attending 
the full-day compared to the half- 
day program. In fact, a far higher 
percentage of children in the ex 
tended-day program in the Winter 
and Klein study were reported to ex 
perience very positive feelings about 
school than did children in the non- 
extended day program.

Of course, five-year-olds today are 
not as "young" as they used to be. 
Not only have many of them at 
tended some type of prekindergarten 
program, many have attended full- 
day programs. Therefore, they have 
already adjusted to a full day away 
from home. To then enroll such chil 
dren in a half-day kindergarten is 
equivalent to having them take at 
least one step backward.

The most important child-centered 
consideration is that the child re 
ceive instruction at his or her appro 
priate level. In full-day kindergarten, 
the teacher has the time to regularly 
assess each child's progress, to diag 
nose deficiencies, and to alter the in 
struction accordingly. As a result, 
each child can regularly encounter 
success, develop a positive attitude 
about school and learning, and re 
quire special education services less 
frequently. These benefits are im 
measurable to the child's later suc 
cess in school and in life.

A n often-stated opposition to ex- 
panded-day kindergarten is 
based on parents' fear that the 

school will replace the home (Hess 
and others, 1978). However, full- 
day kindergarten can actually create 
a closer cooperation between home 
and school. When kindergarten was 
first instituted in the United States, 
it was a full-day program with the 
afternoon devoted to home visits and
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parent conferences. As teachers were 
assigned two groups of children, each 
attending a half-day session, they 
were forced to eliminate these visits 
with parents. As a result, the rela 
tionship between the kindergarten 
teacher and the parent suffered 
(Ross, 1976).

In a reverse trend, the experi 
mental full-day kindergarten pro 
grams emerging today emphasize the 
importance of parental involvement. 
Two studies that reported significant 
gains for children attending full-day 
over half-day kindergarten involved 
parents extensively in the instruc 
tional process (Winter and Klein, 
1970; Alper and Wright, 1979). Par 
ents often prefer full-day over half- 
day kindergarten for reasons of con 
venience: arrangements for the chil 
dren's transportation, babysitting, and 
parents' daily routine are all facili 
tated.

Kindergarten teachers appear over 
whelmingly to prefer a full-day pro 
gram to two half-day sessions (Ross, 
1976). Harris (1969) points out 
that it is very difficult for a teacher 
to, meet the needs and interests of 
two groups of children in one day, 
and that to attempt to do so is physi 
cally and mentally exhausting. One 
teacher in a half-day program com 
mented, "Just as I was getting some 
where with a child, the session would 
end" (Mouw, 1976). Teachers who 
taught in the full-day program in that 
study reported that they were able 
to use the additional time to work 
more with individual students, and 
that they were no longer forced by 
the schedule to put some children in 
overcrowded groupings.

Even in the study by Johnson 
(1974), which reported no significant 
differences in achievement between 
kindergarteners in a full-day pro 
gram and those in a half-day pro 
gram, the school decided with full 
knowledge of the results to continue 
the full-day kindergarten program. 
This decision was based on the 
favorable response to the program 
from both parents and teachers.

To the administrator, cost is the 
most critical consideration of full-day 
kindergarten. While the initial ex 
pense may be greater, it will be offset 
by the school district obtaining full 
state aid for each child (Gorton and 
Robinson, 1968). Costs for supplies 
and maintenance will not increase,
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and may even decrease, because 
fewer children will be using each 
room and its equipment. Similarly, 
cost for meals will not greatly in 
crease, because in the present half- 
day situation, both groups of chil 
dren often receive one meal and one 
snack. In a full-day program the need 
for snacks may be eliminated. There 
will also be a savings in transporta 
tion costs where buses are used be 
cause the noon trip is eliminated. 
Finally, space for additional class 
rooms is available in many schools 
that have been affected by declining 
school enrollment.

Even more important is the re 
duced need for special education and 
remedial services in later years. In 
fact, a program of early identification 
and treatment of learning deficits 
could save a large urban school dis 
trict such as Chicago as much as a 
million dollars a year from the re 
duced need for special education 
services (Naron, 1978).

Public support for full-day kinder 
garten has been expressed by the Na 
tional Association for the Education 
of Young Children, the American 
Federation of Teachers, the Council 
of Chief State School Officials, and 
the American Association of School 
Administrators (Hess and others, 
1978). In August 1970, the Ameri 
can Association of Elementary-Kin 
dergarten-Nursery Educators sub 
mitted a resolution that "a full-day 
kindergarten be available to all chil 
dren, organized flexibly to accommo 
date the needs of kindergarten chil 
dren and teachers" (Winter and 
Klein, 1970). Urie Bronfenbrenner 
(1976) has recommended that ex 
panded kindergarten be made an "in 
tegral" part of the full public schools' 
curriculum, and that only with the 
implementation of a massive, pub 
licly administered program can this 
be done successfully.

The public schools must meet this 
new responsibility. We can no longer 
rely on shaping the child to fit the 
school; we must shape the school to 
fit the child. •
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