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Holding kids back can push them forward
Being oldest in class is beneficial: experts

JANICE TIBBETS, CanWest News Service
Published: Tuesday, September 04

Jacquie Thiessen is already considering giving her unborn infant the "gift of
time" when he or she reaches school age by delaying entry into kindergarten.

Thiessen, a kindergarten teacher in Saskatchewan, is a proponent of
academic redshirting - a controversial practice of having younger children,
particularly boys, sit out a year if they are born near the school's cutoff date.

That way, they'll be among the oldest, brightest, strongest, and more mature
when they finally start school.

The term redshirting is adopted from varsity
sports, where the youngest university athletes
will be benched for their first year so they have
a chance to grow bigger and stronger while
keeping their four-year playing eligibility.

Thiessen says that she often encourages
parents of children born late in the year to hold

them back because they often don't have the maturity and self-confidence of
their older peers.

While there are no statistics in Canada, the National Centre for Education
Statistics in the United States reports that redshirting, which has held steady
through the last two decades, occurs in about nine per cent of children who
are kindergarten age.

In affluent neighbourhoods, it is reported to be as high as 25 per cent of
eligible children because their parents do not have to worry about child-care
costs.

"The evidence is worldwide that relative age affects performance," says Gus
Thompson, a former University of Alberta professor who authored a 2005
study showing that the oldest students in Grade 1 scored significantly better
than their younger classmates on tests measuring self-esteem.

In Canada, the birthday cutoff is set by each province, or in some cases,
individuals school boards. In most provinces, a child must be 5 years old by
Dec. 31 in the year that he or she starts kindergarten. Some provinces have
earlier cutoffs, including Quebec and Prince Edward Island, where a child
must be five by Sept. 1, and Nova Scotia, which has a cut-off of Oct. 1.

In her years of teaching, Thiessen has found that the youngest kids in the
class are usually the problem students, the ones who are easily distracted
and therefore harder to teach.

But John McNamara, an educational psychologist at Brock University in St.
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Catharines, Ont., says that research has shown there can be a downside of
redshirting. Otherwise normal children can feel alienated and act out because
they are clearly older than their classmates.

Mary Scissons, a Saskatoon educational psychologist, said she would hold
back her daughter, Brigid, if she could do it all  again.

"She's very bright and I thought she had to be challenged intellectually," says
Scissons, who put her late-October child into kindergarten when she was 4.

"I think I kind of got caught in the parental treadmill. To do it all  over again, I
would just slow down a little bit more."

Brigid, who is now almost 16 and is starting Grade 11 this fall, remains one of
the brighter kids in her class, but lacks the more sophisticated social skills of
her older peers, Scissons said.
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