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n an era when schools are experiencing so many cuts, one piece of 

new legislation has added something to the education system that 

many people are applauding. The Kindergarten Readiness Act of 2010 

has created Transitional Kindergarten (TK), the first year of a two-year 

kindergarten experience for four-year-olds with fall birthdays. Districts  

will begin phasing in this new program over a three-year period beginning 

next fall, with full implementation by 2014. 

As TK programs take shape in California schools, the cut-off date  

for kindergarten entry will shift by one month per year. In the current 

school year, children turning five years old on or before December 2 were 

eligible to enter kindergarten. Next year, kindergarten-eligible students  

will need to be five by November 2, then by October 2 in 2013 and by 

September 2 in 2014.

As the entry date shifts, students who have their fifth birthday in the 

fall will have the option of attending a one-year Transitional Kindergarten 

program prior to enrolling in kindergarten. This extra year of schooling will 

address the concerns of many early childhood educators, primary grade 

teachers, and parents who feel that some students entering school as  

four-year-olds struggle to keep up in kindergarten, which can create 

difficulties that persist as they advance through the grades.

Transitional Kindergarten will act as a bridge between a flexible 

play-and-learn environment and the more structured academic setting of 

today’s kindergarten classrooms. TK classes will use small group settings, 

hands-on learning, and a language-rich environment to prepare students 

for school success. The “gift of time” the program provides will help 

students meet the social and academic expectations of the traditional 

kindergarten class they will attend the following school year. 

DESigning SUCCESSFUL  
TK pROgRAmS FOR SOnOmA COUnTy

Last spring, the Sonoma County Office of Education brought together 

local administrators, kindergarten and preschool teachers, and early 

themselves as leaders and they are! It is a win-win for students, families,  

and teachers in our district.” 

CALiFORniA’S gOAL & impLEmEnTATiOn DETAiLS

Transitional Kindergarten is a critical reform that bridges the path 

from preschool to K-12, laying an early foundation for success for the state’s 

youngest students. California is one of just four states—Connecticut, 

Michigan, and Vermont are the others—with a kindergarten enrollment  

date later than September 1 for children turning five years old. 

The intent is for Transitional Kindergarten to provide a developmentally 

appropriate curriculum that is aligned with kindergarten standards and 

responds to how four-year-olds learn. Districts will receive regular daily 

attendance funding for all children enrolled in TK classes. Programs will 

employ existing teachers, utilize already-available classrooms, and be  

free for families.

As districts begin implementing Transitional Kindergarten, they will 

have considerable flexibility. They may elect to phase in the program over the 

next three years or design their 2012 program to serve all four-year-olds with 

birthdays between September 2 and December 2. In this way, a larger group 

of students would be eligible for the initial TK class, which some districts may 

find more cost-effective —and more beneficial to students.

At sites where only a small number of students qualify for Transitional 

Kindergarten, the program can be integrated with the regular kindergarten 

class and take place in the same classroom. However, the TK program is  

not intended to provide two identical years of kindergarten. The goal is to 

present differentiated programs that are developmentally appropriate  

for each group of students and that promote a life-long love of learning 

through early school success. u

What about four-year-
olds who are ready  
for kindergarten?

Four-year-olds born in the 
fall may be admitted directly 
into kindergarten on a case-
by-case basis if a parent 
requests early admission, the 
district agrees it would be in 
the best interest of the child, 
and the process is aligned 
with district policy. u

Beginning 

kindergarten at an 

older age improves 

social and academic 

development 

and provides a 

significant boost 

to test scores, 

especially among 

children from 

poverty.

X

Learn more online

Information and implementation resources are available online at 
www.scoe.org. Find customizable parent brochures, answers to 
FAQs, presentation slides, curriculum resources, and more.

Questions? Contact Nancy Brownell, nbrownell@scoe.org | 524-2786, 
or Carol Simmons, csimmons@scoe.org | 524-2792. 
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childhood educators to form the Transitional Kindergarten Network. 

The Network’s goals are to provide information, support cross-county 

collaboration between the preschool community and K-12 schools, and 

minimize duplication of effort as districts work to design TK programs that 

meet local needs. Over 60 Sonoma County educators are participating.

To date, Network meetings have focused on program guidelines, 

board policy requirements, implementation strategies, developmentally 

appropriate instruction, and design options for classes in both large and 

small districts. A handbook is now being developed to assist local districts 

with program implementation.

Two Sonoma County districts, Windsor Unified and Healdsburg 

Unified, have had two-year kindergarten programs in place for some years, 

well in advance of this new legislation. These programs are successful models 

that provide evidence of the strength of Transitional Kindergarten and the 

opportunities it provides for students and families. 

WinDSOR UniFiED STARTS STUDEnTS OUT RighT

At Mattie Washburn Elementary School, the KinderSKOR (Starting  

Kids Out Right) class is the first year of an intended two years of kindergarten 

for four-year-olds with fall birthdays. Now in its eighth year, KinderSKOR 

was the first program in the county to formally supplement the kindergarten 

sequence with a full-year pre-kindergarten class. The program’s curriculum 

reflects the California Content Standards for kindergarten, but it’s taught at  

a slower pace and with greater focus  

on school adjustment, 

socialization, fine motor 

development, and key 

early learning skills.

Although Kinder-

SKOR students have 

their own separate 

classroom, they 

participate in all 

“regular” kindergarten 

activities—music, 

exercise club, field trips, 

assemblies, etc. These 

students are all age-

eligible for kindergarten 

(that is, they satisfy 

the December 2 entry 

requirement), but  

their parents and teachers thought they could use more time to mature and 

develop prior to enrolling in kindergarten. Many of the KinderSKOR students 

demonstrate success with kindergarten work, but they respond to a more active 

play and experiential learning environment.

Kathy Hansen, a veteran kindergarten 

teacher, has led the KinderSKOR program 

since its inception. She believes that 

today’s content standards for kindergarten 

are similar to the first-grade standards 

from her earlier days of teaching. 

“Kindergarten students experience 

a more academic program today, yet 

we know they need developmentally 

important experiences as well,” she 

explains. “The KinderSKOR program provides a way for the 

youngest students to ease into school before being faced with 

the requirements of kindergarten, with all its expectations 

and standards.” 

hEALDSBURg UniFiED  
pREpS STUDEnTS FOR KinDERgARTEn 

The Kinderprep program at Healdsburg Elementary 

School has been in place for more than three years. Principal Stephanie 

Feith describes the program as a “foundation for children who need a 

little more time and a different pace of learning, with an emphasis on 

social and emotional development, as well as academics.” 

Under the guidance of Kinderprep teacher Kathryn Jurik, students 

experience more hands-on activities and participate in rich language 

learning through singing, listening and speaking, and mastering beginning 

reading concepts. These foundational experiences provide learning 

opportunities for the youngest students that are different from those in 

kindergarten, allowing students to experience school in a developmentally 

appropriate way. Kinderprep students also benefit from school enrichment 

opportunities like field trips, library access, and schoolwide activities.

To develop early reading skills, Kinderprep uses the pre-kindergarten 

version of the school’s reading program, Treasures, along with teacher-

developed instructional materials and an interactive program called Starfall. 

Starfall combines print and computer-based activities to motivate young 

learners and give them confidence as they learn to read.

“The two-year Kinderprep program has been so beneficial for our students 

and families,” says Stephanie Feith. “Teachers love to have these second-

year kinders in their classes. They are so ready, with lots of skills. They see 

Why upper-grade teachers should care about TK
 

 ore and more research is telling us that the seeds of intractable  
 problems often occur early in life. Identifying the place where  
 problems can begin and countering their development can 
bring long-term benefits—to individuals and the larger community.

Students who struggle in the early primary grades often face ongoing 
frustration throughout their years in school. Getting a strong start in 
kindergarten can be the difference between an engaged early learner 
and one who falls behind. Each year, Transitional Kindergarten will 
serve about one-fourth of incoming students and support their early 
school success, thereby increasing their potential for learning in upper 
elementary, middle school, high school, and beyond.

Research shows that beginning kindergarten at an older age improves 
social and academic development and provides a significant boost to 
test scores, especially for children from poverty. Older starters are also 
more likely to attend college and earn higher wages, according to a Public 
Policy Institute of California review of 14 recent studies. u

Children entering K-12 schools in the fall

FOUR YEAR OLDS
Year 1 = Transitional Kindergarten
Year 2 = Kindergarten

FIVE YEAR OLDS

Transitional Kindergarten:  
The first year of a two-year kindergarten 
experience for students born between 
September and December

M
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