
A good year in kindergarten can pave the way for 
12 good years in the grades that follow. Pennsylvania’s
public school districts don’t have to offer kinder-
garten, but every one of them does, using the
discretion given them to fashion programs for
children from ages 4 to 6, and for a half or full 
day. Once established, and as long as at least 10
children are enrolled, kindergarten must remain 
“an integral part of the elementary school system,”
according to state law.1

Kindergarten attendance is not compulsory, because
state law doesn’t mandate school attendance until
children are 8 years old. A child can get
kindergarten in one of three ways:

• Public school. In 1999-2000, 121,000 children
enrolled in kindergarten in Pennsylvania’s 500
public school districts (the 501st, Bryn Athyn,
does not operate any schools but pays tuition for
its students at other districts). Public school
districts may
also offer
kindergarten
for 4-year-old
children, 

but only 30 Pennsylvania districts offer the option.
They serve about 2,550 children — only about 
2 percent of the next year’s public kindergarten
class, and all with half-day programs.

• Private or nonpublic school. In 1999-2000,
35,412 children enrolled in kindergarten in
private and nonpublic elementary schools. Of 
all private and nonpublic elementary students, 
91 percent attended religious schools and 
67 percent attended Catholic schools. The 
State Board of Private Academic Schools oversees
secular schools, and religious schools, while not
subject to state regulation, must certify that they
teach the required basic courses for at least 180
days a year.

• Home schooling: In 1999-2000, 501 children,
ages 5 and 6, were home-schooled. Local public
school superintendents oversee home schoolers 
in their districts.

Kindergarten

For most Pennsylvania children, kindergarten is the gateway to school. 
Like any introductory experience, kindergarten can set the stage — 
for better or worse — for the years to follow. 
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The state Department of Education oversees public
education in Pennsylvania, implementing state laws,
regulations devised by the State Board of Education,
and its own guidelines to regulate kindergarten and
all the other public school grades. Locally,
kindergarten is governed by school boards, elected
to four-year terms, and the administrative staff they
hire. Exceptions are three low-performing districts
subjected to state action: the Philadelphia School
District, overseen by a five-member School Reform
Commission jointly appointed by the governor and
mayor; the Chester-Upland School District, with a
three-member Board of Control appointed by the
Pennsylvania Secretary of Education; and the
Harrisburg School District, with a five-member
Board of Control appointed by the mayor.

Kindergartners often receive their first formal
introduction to literacy, including exposure to the
structural elements of print and encouragement of
positive attitudes toward learning. They are read to
and given opportunities to develop early reading
skills, including letter and word recognition and

understanding of printed words as a form of
communication. They are taught early mathematical
concepts such as “more,” “less,” and sequences of
numbers. They have opportunities to relate play,
exploration, and learning. And they learn how to
function in more structured group settings than
they may have experienced before.

Many children enter kindergarten with some
preschool experience. Those who arrive with basic
knowledge of letters, numbers, and shapes, and who
have been read to at least three times a week, show
higher reading and math capabilities in the spring of
kindergarten and first grade.3 When preschool and
kindergarten administrators plan an orderly
transition, children have even greater opportunities
to benefit from a continuum of educational services
and from similar approaches to teaching.
Unfortunately, transition planning is the exception,
rather than the rule, since school systems and
preschools are not linked in most communities.

Kindergarten
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Kindergarten
• Definition: Kindergarten generally is the first year of school for most children. 

• Eligibility: Children ages 4 to 6. 

• Participation: In 1999-2000, nearly 121,000 children enrolled in public school kindergarten; 35,412 enrolled
in private and nonpublic schools, and 501 children, ages 5 and 6, were home-schooled. 

• Availability: At or through all 501 Pennsylvania school districts, and at private and nonpublic schools
(number not available). 

• Oversight: The Pennsylvania Department of Education oversees public kindergarten programs. The State
Board of Private Academic Schools oversees secular schools, and religious schools are not subject to state
regulation, although they must file an affidavit indicating that they teach the basic required courses for at least
180 days a year.2

• Funding: Local taxes fund an average of 58 percent of public school costs, and state subsidies cover 
38 percent. Federal support and other minor sources cover the remaining 4 percent. Private and nonpublic 
schools charge tuition.

Fact 
Box



Resources for 
Professionals and Consumers

To teach in kindergarten, public school teachers must have either:

• An early childhood certificate that permits teaching in
nursery school through third grade. College coursework 
for the certificate focuses largely on early literacy;

• An elementary school certificate, a more broadly based
credential, that permits teaching in kindergarten
through sixth grade;

• Or a kindergarten-through-12 special
education, art, music, or physical
education certificate.

School districts tend to hire
teachers with elementary
rather than early childhood
certificates because they 
can be placed more flexibly,
although many experts
believe the early childhood
teaching standards advance
the best teaching approaches
for the primary grades.
Under state law, up to 
25 percent of the faculties at
charter schools — independent
public schools, chartered by
school boards and operated free 
of many state legal requirements by
groups of teachers, parents, institutions of
higher education, or museums — may lack
certification. Although private and religious school
teachers do not need to be certified, most of them are,
particularly in Catholic schools, which educate two-thirds of
nonpublic elementary students.

Pennsylvania is among the many states with new policies
designed to enhance overall teacher quality. Public school
teachers must pursue continuing education and professional
development to maintain certification, in courses usually
offered through colleges and universities, intermediate units, 

and professional associations, although the path they follow 
is largely their own choice. The new teacher preparation 
requirements also include higher entrance and exit require-
ments for teacher training programs, and tests of basic skills,
subject knowledge, and teaching acumen of would-be teachers. 

The state does not offer technical assistance specifically for
kindergarten, although the Department of Education provides
information and some limited help with state and federal
programs. School districts can receive technical assistance from
various sources, including colleges, professional associations,

and numerous consultants and program vendors, but
most commonly, from intermediate units, the

regional education agencies providing 
a variety of services to member

school districts. The IUs 
provide curriculum

development, instructional
technology, professional

development, special
education, and a variety 
of management
assistance to their
districts. They are also
the principal providers 
of Early Intervention
services to children 

from 3 to 5 years old 
(see “Early Intervention”).

The IUs have also partnered
with the Pennsylvania

Department of Education in
providing technical assistance

resources to help districts implement
the state’s academic standards. 

Most school districts give parents, especially those
whose children are entering kindergarten or first grade,
information that helps them understand the schools. Some
districts let parents choose among elementary schools,
providing guidance on weighing the options. Charter schools
provide parents with information as a recruiting tool. The state
Department of Education Web site profiles every public school
with a considerable amount of consumer information, at
www.paprofiles.org. 
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Kindergarten 

makes a difference. Students from

kindergarten enter first grade with higher

levels of reading and math skills than students

who missed kindergarten. Full-day kindergarten 

is especially beneficial. For at-risk children, 

in particular — low-income children from 

high-poverty communities — full-day

kindergarten can plant the seeds

of school success. 
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Funding

Kindergarten is funded as part of the regular public
school system, and while the state has begun to
require accounting by grade level, no reliable
information exists yet about actual spending on
kindergarten. 

School districts do not receive additional state funds
for operating full-day kindergarten. Since 1991-92,
any district that has shifted from half-day to full-day
programs must absorb the additional costs entirely
from local revenues, because the state subsidy does
not recognize what amounts to a doubling of the
kindergarten student population.

Why Kindergarten Matters

Kindergarten makes a difference. Students from
kindergarten enter first grade with higher levels of
reading and math skills than students who missed
kindergarten.4

Full-day kindergarten is especially beneficial. For at-
risk children, in particular — low-income children
from high-poverty communities — full-day kinder-
garten provides both immediate and lasting benefits:5

• Higher test scores: In Ohio, full-day
kindergartners scored higher on first-grade
reading readiness tests, on reading tests in the
early elementary grades, and on achievement tests
in third, fifth, and seventh grades.6

• School success: Full-day kindergartners receive
better report cards, experience fewer grade
retentions, require less remedial instruction, and
receive fewer special education placements than
their peers who attended half-day programs.7

• More time: In full-day programs, teachers have
more time for both formal and informal
instruction and can give children more individu-
alized attention and reinforcement for positive
behavior.8 School officials also have more chances
to spot learning and behavioral problems and

address them promptly when kindergartners
attend school all day.9 Full-day kindergarten 
also creates fewer disruptions and transitions in 
a child’s day.10

• Better behavior: Full-day kindergartners are 
more creative and cooperative, more involved in
classroom work with other children, and learn
and think more independently than their peers 
in half-day programs.11

• Better nutrition: The longer school day provides
more opportunities for nutritious meals and
snacks — particularly important for low-income
children.12

State of the States/Best Practices

In the U.S., 36 states require districts to operate
kindergarten and 11 require kindergarten atten-
dance. Neither mandate exists in Pennsylvania,
although all districts do offer kindergarten.13

Fourteen states, including North Carolina, Virginia,
and West Virginia, require that districts offer full-day
kindergarten.14 Nationally, about 55 percent of all
kindergartners attend full-day programs, compared
with just about half as many — 29 percent — in
Pennsylvania.15

The thinking that links delivery of kindergarten
services to effective practices in early childhood
education has not seeped into most state policies. 
As far as can be determined, only Ohio, Connecticut,
Maryland, Massachusetts, and Wisconsin require that
kindergarten teachers be certified or trained in early
childhood, and transition efforts are left largely to 
local communities. In Braddock, Pennsylvania, the
Woodland Hills School District offers a good example
of local transition efforts. There, the former school
superintendent and the community heath center
director developed a plan with teacher training and
facility sharing that eases children from the health
center’s preschool to the public school’s kindergarten. 

Kindergarten
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Situation Analysis

Though many children entering kindergarten have some sort
of early learning experience in child care and preschool,
Pennsylvania has only one, limited-application policy
addressing the transition to kindergarten — a guarantee that
children in Early Intervention continue getting services,
accompanied by a review of services in kindergarten to
determine future special education needs. 

Occasionally, state legislators introduce bills
that would require children to attend
kindergarten or would lower the
mandatory attendance age from 8
to 6. Opposition generally comes
from two sources — parents who
prefer to teach their children at
home while they are young, and
some education groups that
view the proposals as
unfunded state
mandates. 

Among the 
state’s 121,000
public school
kindergartners,
34,776 — 29 percent,
or one kindergartner in
three — attended full-day
programs. Statewide, 187
districts offer full-day
kindergarten, including 87
that offer it to all of their
students, and another 17
where at least half of
students attend full-day. And
full-day kindergarten is
growing. In 1996-97, only
154 districts offered full-
day programs, reaching
one kindergartner in four,
or 24 percent.16 At-risk
children, as measured in
districts where at least 
one-third of children 

qualified for free lunches, were much likelier to attend full-day
programs than kindergartners statewide, or 68 percent
compared to 29 percent. Still, the outlook for many at-risk
children remains bleak. In 27 of the 65 highest-poverty
districts, fewer than 10 percent of kindergartners receive the
school-preparation advantages of full-day programs.

Many districts do not introduce full-day kindergarten for three
primary reasons. The first is money; full-day kindergarten
requires twice the teachers and more materials. 

Kindergarten
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The second is space, to accommodate twice the
number of classrooms. The third is attitudinal — 
a belief among some that young children should be
home with parents rather than in school. As more
parents work outside the home and the benefits of
full-day kindergarten become better known, the
third challenge is waning, but the first two — 
money and space — remain daunting problems 
for school districts that want to offer full-day
kindergarten.

The growth in full-day kindergarten demonstrates
that many districts are finding ways around the
obstacles. School administrators and school board
members are coming to see full-day kindergarten as
an important first step toward their primary goal —
increasing student achievement. In the meantime,
periodic legislative efforts to enact incentives for full-
day kindergarten have failed for lack of executive
branch leadership, legislative champions, and
committed interest groups for which this might be 

Kindergarten
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a primary issue. School officials have
increasingly focused on equity in education
funding, to lessen reliance on shrinking local
tax bases and free money for effective school
reforms (find discussions of education
equity in the Funding and Situation Analysis
sections of “First through Third Grades”).

Many groups advocate for a variety of state
policy perspectives in the K-12 education
arena. Among those they represent: parents,
teachers, school board members, school
administrators, principals, school business
officials, rural school districts, urban school
districts, pupil transportation companies,
teacher education institutions, private and
nonpublic schools, charter school operators,
home schooling parents, and private school
management companies.

Most of these groups, especially the
traditional education groups such as the
teacher unions, school boards, and school
administrators, have some common issues,
primarily focused on increased and more
equitable state funding for public education
and opposition to school vouchers and
various privatization proposals. But over the
past 20 years, the “education lobby” has
divided over many significant issues —
particularly new state programs and funding,
collective bargaining, and the distribution of
power and authority among the state,
districts, schools, and school personnel — 
so state government has become as much an
arena for deciding disputes among advocates
as a target for unified advocacy.

While some advocacy groups support full-
day kindergarten and others would find it
acceptable if funded by the state, this is not 
a top priority of any of the traditional
education organizations. 

Kindergarten
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As the first step in formal learning, a good kindergarten experience can
position children for success in the 12 years of schooling that follow. Every
Pennsylvania child has access to kindergarten, but in many cases, programs
can do more to prepare children for the classroom and assure a successful
school career: 

Full-day kindergarten: To reach more at-risk children, the state 
should create a permanent incentive subsidy to help school districts and
charter schools with high concentrations of low-income students offer or
maintain full-day kindergarten. The subsidies would lift some of the cost
concerns that continue to separate at-risk children from the benefits of 
full-day kindergarten. They would also help ease the financial burden for
school districts that have implemented full-day kindergarten at the expense
of other priorities. The incentive would not cover the full costs of the
program, so local dollars still would be required. And in districts that do 
not have space, even this subsidy might not be enough to spur
development of full-day programs.

Small classes: Since small class sizes in the lower grades can improve
academic achievement, particularly for low-income children, any class size
reduction initiative should apply to kindergarten. Initially, the state could
target funds to school districts with high percentages of low-income
students, and low-performing students on fifth grade state tests. The
program should begin in kindergarten and first grade and expand to second
and third grades over the next two years (see “First through Third Grades”).

Teacher training: Districts should be encouraged to hire kindergarten
teachers with early childhood certification or with training and experience in
teaching young children. Veteran kindergarten teachers should be
encouraged to focus their professional development activities on early
childhood development. A recent state law, Act 48, requires educators to
take continuing professional development courses every five years to
maintain their state certification. The law gives educators and their districts
considerable leeway in determining which courses qualify.

Education equity: Finally, state lawmakers should recognize their
constitutional responsibility to “provide for the maintenance and support of a
thorough and efficient system of public education to serve the needs of the
Commonwealth” by reforming the state’s public education funding system.17

The state should assume a larger share of funding, shifting school financing
away from over reliance on local property taxes. A revised system should also
diminish the gap between high- and low-spending districts, so all children
have an opportunity to learn and succeed in school — regardless of where
in Pennsylvania they happen to live.
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