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About four million American children celebrated a very big milestone this fall—their first day of
kindergarten. Far too many were already a step or more behind their peers. If we want all of our
children to be school-ready so that they can become college, career, and workforce-ready, it's
long past time to offer universal quality prekindergarten followed by universal full-day
kindergarten in the United States.
A while back the bestselling book All I Really Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten touched
a chord with its simple messages: Share everything. Clean up your own mess. Don't take things
that aren't yours. Say you're sorry when you hurt somebody.
But those kinds of lessons sound very quaint today as forty-five states and the District of
Columbia move towards implementing Common Core Standards that shift the focus for
kindergarteners to mastering a new list of skills, for example: Solve addition and subtraction
word problems. Describe measurable attributes of objects, such as length or weight. Analyze
and compare two- and three-dimensional shapes, using informal language to describe their
similarities, differences, parts, and other attributes. Spell simple words phonetically, drawing on
knowledge of sound-letter relationships. Participate in shared research and writing projects.
For too many kindergarteners, though, one thing is still a throwback to the old days: going to
school for only half a day. In order to master the skills covered in the Common Core Standards,
the amount of time a kindergartener gets to go to school each day can vary from as little as two
and a half hours to a full day of six hours. As even a five-year-old can see, that's not fair. It's
time to stop demanding performance from children we do not give the supports they need to
succeed.
Public education in America is built on the foundation of equal opportunity for all children. But
while most Americans think of all children as having access to a robust K-12 education system,
in many places full-day kindergarten is a huge missing half step in the early learning continuum.
Research comparing full-day kindergarten ("Full-Day K") and half-day kindergarten suggests
that children benefit more from developmentally appropriate Full-Day K. Full-Day K plays a vital
role in children's educational development, boosting cognitive learning, creative
problem-solving, social competence, promoting positive school outcomes including faster gains
on literacy and language measures, better attendance through the primary grades, and higher
academic achievement in later grades. As the expectations for kindergarten in the Common
Core Standards show, kindergartners across the country also are being expected to meet more
rigorous academic benchmarks than ever before just like students in every other grade. The
case for making kindergarten equal to every other school day seems obvious. Yet too many
children aren't given an opportunity to attend kindergarten for a full school day. Instead, access
to Full-Day K is more like playing a game of chance in which the lottery of geography and
income determine who wins. Millions of children are the losers.
Consider these facts:
• Only 10 states and the District of Columbia require by statute that school districts provide
publicly funded Full-Day K. An additional 34 states require school districts to provide half-day
kindergarten, and 6 don't require school districts to provide kindergarten at all.
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• Some school districts have voluntarily chosen to provide Full-Day K for all students funded
through local taxes. Others construct a hodge-podge of funding to provide Full-Day K for some
students dependent on factors like whether a family qualifies for tuition assistance based on
family income or whether the child is at risk of school failure. In 12 states some children can
access Full-Day K only if their parents pay tuition for the half of the day not covered by public
funds.
• States and school districts across the country have cut or delayed funding for Full-Day K as
budgets have tightened because of the recession.
Unequal access to publicly funded full-day and full-week high quality kindergarten programs
means too many young children lose a critical opportunity to develop and strengthen
foundational skills necessary for success in school and lifelong learning. Many children who
attend full day pre-K programs find themselves cut back to half days in kindergarten, which
becomes a huge setback for them and hardship for their working families. And although a year
of instructional time for kindergartners varies from 540 to 1,080 hours, the expectation of
mastery of the Common Core Standards is the same from state to state and district to district no
matter how much class time the children receive. If implementation of the rigorous Common
Core standards is to succeed, Full-Day K can no longer be viewed as an optional add-on,
enrichment, or intervention program. It must become a stable part of the pre-K- 3rd grade early
learning continuum in every state and school district.
What are children in your state—or your neighborhood—getting? Policymakers at all levels of
government can help make Full-Day K a reality for all children in urban, suburban, and rural
districts.
Join CDF in our campaign to make this happen.
Kindergarteners like to try to do lots of things all by themselves but they need adults to help
speak up for Full-Day K.
Marian Wright Edelman is President of the Children's Defense Fund whose Leave No Child
Behind® mission is to ensure every child a Healthy Start, a Head Start, a Fair Start, a Safe Start
and a Moral Start in life and successful passage to adulthood with the help of caring families
and communities. For more information go to www.childrensdefense.org .
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