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Junior Kindergarten
In Chesterfield County, Virginia,
kindergarten students are tested
extensively before starting school and
placed in a program designed to meet
the needs of their developmental level
rather than chronological age.

ccording to David Elkind
(1981)., humans establish dur-
ing childhood either a firm

sense of industrv or an abiding sense
of failure. Children who encounter
academic demands before they are
ready may experience a series of fail-
ures that impair their self-concept and
future learning. The Gesell Institute
researchers estimate that one-third of
the children chronologically old
enough to enter an early childhood
program are developmentally six
months or more too young for the
experience'.

To improve children's chances of
early success, Chesterfield County, Vir-
ginia, last year piloted a junior kinder

been instituted in all the counts's ele
mentary schools this year

Junior kindergarten is a year-long
alternative program for children of
legal school age who are not develop
mentally ready for kindergarten-
either socially, intellectually, emotion-
ally, or physically It is designed to
prevent early failure syndrome. Al-
though junior kindergarten children
may take three years to complete kin-
dergarten and first grade, they experi-
ence daily success Because these are
the children who would most likely
have to repeat kindergarten or first
grade under the present organization,
junior kindergarten generally

Placement and Evaluation
Testing for appropriate placement is
crucial to the success of the junior
kindergarten. In Chesterfield Counts,
the placement process begins the
spring preceding school entry, when
children are administered the
McGraw-Hill Cox)perative Preschool
Inventorn and the "Draw a Person"
test. During the first month of school,
children are given SRA's Primarx Men-
tal Abilities test and assessed for fine
and gross motor development The
results of these tests and teacher ob
servations are then used to determine
which kindergarten tier is most appro
priate for the child.

It is important that local norms be
established to predict which children
will be successful in a particular kin-
dergarten program, and that place-
ment not be based on just one testing
instrument. Lack of maturitr-not vet
having the ability to function in a
kindergarten class-is one reason why
children fail at so early an age But
maturity is difficult to assess in a one-
to-one testing situation. That is why
information from parents, preschool
teachers, and the regular teacher is
also important in assessing children's
readiness Thus, final placement,
based on developmental level rather
than chronological age, is determined
by the end of September

garten program in 13 elementary does not add additional sears to their The Two-Tiered Kindergartenschools. Because of its success, it has schox)ling. Junior kindergarten is the first tier of
the two-tiered model; regular kinder-
garten is the second. Although some
children are reassigned after schootxl
begins as more information is gath-

A-r >-i_:,,; ered, the initial placement must be as
accurate as possible The pupil/teacher
ratio of junior kindergarten is kept
lower than in the regular kindergar-
ten, and parents and children dislike
changing teachers after school begins.

The junior kindergarten program
being piloted in Chesterfield County
uses two classroom models One is a
self-contained junior kindergarten
classroom with a maximum 20:1 stu-
dent/teacher ratio. An instructional
aide works with the teacher for a
minimum of two-and-a-half hours
each day, and a weekly planning peri-

ilen uho encounter academic demands before ev e read r experene a series o od for the teacher, aide, and program
failures that imnpaw deir seencnept andfuture learayn Ijunior theki rende t re,, administrator is built into the sched-expenneq daitl success ule.
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"Junior kindergarten is
a year-long alternative
program for children of legal
school age who are not
developmentally ready
for kindergarten
-either socially,
intellectually, emotionally,
or physically."

The second classrtxom model is de-
signed for schools having more than
20 students per teacher or that do not
have enough students for a self-
contained class. This second class-
rtx)m has some junior kindergarten
and some regular kindergarten chil-
dren. Here again, there is a 20:1 stu-
dent/teacher ratio and an instructional
aide, but both the junior and the regu-
lar programs are taught In the split
classrooxm, alternative social studies
and science programs are used so that
junior kindergarten children will not
have to repeat material and activities
the following year Children in the
regular kindergarten section work
with games and activities that have
them matching letters, learning begin-
ning sounds, and so forth, in addition
to the activities assigned to the junior
kindergarten children The achieve-
ment of both junior kindergarten and
kindergarten children in this split
classroom model has equalled or sur-
passed student achievement in tradi-
tional kindergarten classes.

Curriculum
Because junior kindergarten is devel-
opmental rather than remedial and
serves children of all ability levels, the
choice of a curriculum model was a
major decision. Chesterfield County
chose the Cognitively Oriented Pre-
school Curriculum, developed by Da-
vid P. Weikart, which is based on
Piaget's work and fosters active learn-
ing. In active learning, children learn
concepts by using concrete materials.
It is the child's action on the materials
that gives feedback and fosters under-
standing. In addition, the program is
open-ended to allow children to par-
ticipate at their own level. The role of

adults (teacher and aide) is facilitative
to help children extend and expand
their language and become problem
solvers and critical thinkers. Weikart's
long-term research shows that high-
risk children in this preschool pro-
gram made greater gains in education.
employment, and social responsibility
than did no-risk children who did not
attend preschxool (Schweinhart 1985).

Measuring Success
During the 1985-86 school year, we
began a longitudinal study that will
follow the junior kindergarten chil-
dren through the primary grades and
compare their achievement and reten-
tion rates with those of children who
did not begin in junior kindergarten.

We will also examine which specific
skills, behaviors, and other traits of
students entering school ultimately
prove to be the most accurate predic
tors of successful performance. If we
could identify these. we would be in a
good position to offer sound advice to
parents about the best programs for
their children.

Finally, we will examine the qualitv
of the training provided to the teach-
ers in terms of how well prepared they
are to implement the curriculum. and
how thev think the training could be
improved

Perhaps by providing a better match
between children and their early
learning experiences we can build a
firm foundation for their successful
future learning.-

This program was funded in part
through the Chapter 2 Block Grant Com-
petitive Projects program, Research and
Program Development Service. Virginia
Department of Education

1 Gail B Jorklund and Margaret Kreks,
Gesell Institute, as quoted in Fducation
Week, 6 March 1985
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