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Q uite a few parents of rising 
kindergarteners with late 
birthdays — those who might 

end up being among the youngest in 
their class — are delaying their children’s 
entry into elementary school for a year, 
hoping that sending older children into 

the classroom will benefit them academi-
cally, emotionally and physically. In some 
cases, the parents are hoping to give their 
children an edge over their classmates. 

The practice, known as “redshirting,” 
may help children who are not mature 
enough to handle the structure and 

Right Time for Kindergarten?
Parents, experts cite pros and cons for 'redshirting’  

children in hopes of getting a head start
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social complexity of the classroom, or 
who may be physically smaller than their 
classmates. 

Alina Adams, author of Getting Into NYC 
Kindergarten, hosts in-home admissions 
workshops for parents and says more than 
one-third of the families she works with 
are facing the redshirt decision. 

The New York City public schools’ cutoff 
date of Dec. 31 is one of the latest in the 
country. Adams says parents who have 
children born in the late fall, but who 
don’t want them to start kindergarten 
before age 5, struggle.

“Some parents do genuinely believe that 
being a year older will mean the child will 
get the material that’s being taught in the 
classroom quicker and that will build their 
self-esteem, whereas the child who comes 
in on the younger side is immature and 
doesn’t have the ability to sit still and focus 
for the same period of time,” she says. 

And they may have a point. According 
to a 2012 study by the American Academy 
of Pediatrics, children who are in the 
youngest third of the class are 50 percent 
more likely to be prescribed stimulants 
to manage symptoms of attention deficit 
hyperactivity disorder, known as ADHD, 
between the ages of 7 and 14.

New York psychiatrist Carly Snyder took 
into account her own understanding of 
child development, appropriate growth 
and socialization when she decided to 
redshirt her son, whose birthday falls in 
July. And now that he just finished second 
grade, she knows it was the right decision 
— for them. 

“He is confident, has tons of friends 
and is outgoing and engaging,” Snyder 
says. “He started pre-K timid and unsure 
of himself because other kids were (more 
advanced in) reading and writing than 
he was and he felt behind the ball. Now 
he’s one of the best in his class and feels 
good about himself. ... There’s a beauty 
in children being kids, and playing, and 
just enjoying the time they have to not be 
scheduled and not have so much going 
on. If that means having another year in 
pre-K, awesome.”

Lain Ehman held her son Ben back, 
having him complete two years of kin-
dergarten. He was ready to move forward 
academically, but Ehman did not think he 
was prepared emotionally and physically.

Looking back years later, Ehman said 
the extra year of kindergarten was benefi-
cial for Ben, who was recently admitted to  
Stanford University, and is scheduled to 

“There’s  
a beauty in 
children being 
kids ... and not 
(having) so 
much going on.  
If that means 
having another 
year in pre-K, 
awesome.”
CARLY SNYDER,  
PSYCHIATRIST

58    BACK TO SCHOOL  |  FALL 2016

MASTER_38-67.indd   58 6/16/16   3:55 PM



60    BACK TO SCHOOL  |  FALL 2016

kindergarten

TH
IN

K
ST

O
CK

graduate in 2020. 
“At the time we wondered if he 

would be bored in school, but the 
idea of him being one of the oldest, 
rather than one of the youngest, in 
his class was a big draw,” Ehman 
says. “I think it’s particularly impor-
tant for boys, who tend to mature 
physically later than girls anyway. 
We also knew that sports would be 
important to him, and an extra year 
of growth and maturity could only 
help him on the field.”

According to Rebecca Palacios, a 
founding director and former vice 
chairwoman of the National Board 
for Professional Teaching Standards, 
kindergarten readiness comes in a 
variety of ways. A pre-K program can 
be key in getting them there. 

“It comes in being physically able 
to control their emotions and their 
body functions; being able to tend 
to themselves,” she says. “When 
you think about it, going to school is 
really strange to little children after 
they’ve been in a family for a while; 
so (is) learning a routine and how to 
talk to one another. Do they know 
the difference between a letter and 
number? Can they hold a book the 
right way?”

DELAY CAN POSE CHALLENGES 
Of course redshirting is not for 

everyone, especially girls, for whom 
Adams says the worries may not 
arise until middle and high school. 
“You might have a young 13-year-
old in the same grade with an 

older 15-year-old and then, there’s 
concerns about peer pressure and 
again, physical issues,” she says.

It’s something school social worker 
Cori Magnotta, 32, knows well. Her 
mom didn’t put her in kindergarten 
until she was nearly 6. Kids would 
tease her about being held back. 
But things really got worse for her 
later when she hit 5’11” at age 13. It 
even drove her away from playing 
basketball.

“I was the first fourth-grader 
to ever play in the seventh-grade 
tournament, but by the time I was in 
seventh grade, the parents actually 
voted to disqualify me because I was 
almost six feet tall,” she says. “(My 
teammates) didn’t want to play with 
me, so I ended up throwing in the 
towel. 

“I resented my parents my entire 
educational career for redshirting 
me. I was bullied relentlessly and 
always felt I was in the wrong grade 
all the way through high school.”

Stacy R. Gill-Phillips, CEO of 
West Philadelphia Achievement 
Charter Elementary School, thinks 
parents need to evaluate the child to 
determine what is best, not act out of 
their own fears.

“The important thing is for 
parents to understand that the best 
experience happens when children 
are comfortable socially, not neces-
sarily academically or athletically,” 
she says. “When they’re fitting in 
with the social group of their peers is 
when they function the best.” 

“I think it’s particularly 
important for boys, who 
tend to mature physically 
later than girls anyway.”

— LAIN EHMAN, PARENT
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