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Full-day kindergarten students in Brampton. (March 20, 2012)

ANDREW FRANCIS WALLACE/TORONTO STAR

Age differences play key role in early learning

Sachin Maharaj

With the Ontario government committed to implementing full-day kindergarten across the

province, parents will be able to enrol their children in school full time as young as 3 years, 8

months.

The program promises a stronger start in school, which includes improving children’s

reading, writing and math skills. Yet research has shown that at such a young age, how a

child fares in school can be significantly influenced by one seemingly insignificant factor:

when they were born. How old a child is relative to their classmates when they start school
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can have a major impact on their future.

Elizabeth Dhuey is an assistant professor of economics at the University of Toronto. Her

research has looked at the effects of a student’s relative age on their success in school. The

results have been startling. One study, which looked at performance on the Trends in

International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), found that the youngest children in a

cohort scored as much as 12 percentiles lower than the oldest.

This means that if you take two children who are intellectually equivalent but were born at

opposite ends of the cut-off date for school entry, the older child could have scores that

make her appear gifted while the younger child appears to be merely average. And instead

of disappearing over time, these differences seem to persist. In British Columbia, Dhuey

found that younger students are almost 10 per cent less likely to be in the highest academic

stream in high school.

This phenomenon and Dhuey’s research was cited in Outliers, the best-selling book by

Malcolm Gladwell and has led to an increase in “redshirting,” parents holding their children

back from kindergarten so they can start school when they are older and more mature. The

practice of redshirting has more than tripled in the U.S. since the 1970s. While redshirting

does not appear to be as prevalent in Canadian schools, the effects of relative age in our

classrooms are very real. A more recent Canadian study by Justin Smith of Wilfrid Laurier

University found that younger students performed significantly worse in reading and math in

both Grade 4 and Grade 10.

After the release of Outliers, subsequent research by Dhuey has shown that relative age

does not just affect academics. In a study on leadership, she found that younger students

are less confident about their leadership skills and are as much as 11 per cent less likely to

captain a high-school sports team or be the president of a school club. But perhaps the most

disturbing finding is a study that found that the younger students are relative to their

classmates, the more likely they are to be diagnosed as having a learning disability.

Why is this? It has to do with maturity masquerading as ability.

The youngest children who start kindergarten can be in classes with kids up to a full year

older. These older children have had as much as 27 per cent more time to develop

physically, socially and intellectually. It should thus be no surprise that they display greater

skills in the classroom and on the playground, in addition to having fewer behavioural issues.

This can lead teachers, coaches and others to confuse their greater maturity with greater

ability.

The older students then get more attention, get placed in advanced groups where they

develop even greater skills, and receive more training from coaches. As a result, they

develop greater skills and confidence, perform even better next year, get even more

attention, and the cycle continues. Meanwhile, younger, less mature children can appear to

be just not as smart, athletic or well-behaved and are thus treated differently.

What can be done about this?

We should avoid ability-grouping and academic competition in elementary schools. The

countries with the lowest incidence of relative age effects are those that avoid ability-

grouping the longest. And schools should be working to attenuate performance differences

among students, not reinforcing them, however inadvertently. So while full-day kindergarten

offers the promise of improved learning for Ontario children, we should be vigilant and make

sure that younger students are not disadvantaged in ways that can affect them for the rest of

their lives.

Sachin Maharaj is a graduate student at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education,

University of Toronto and an assistant curriculum leader in the Toronto District School Board.

Recommend 36 people recommend this. Be the first of your friends.

Email Print Add to Favourites Report an error

rotman.utoronto.ca/applymba

"Shocking" Horscopes
What Does 2012 Have In Store For

You? Shockingly Accurate. See Free!

www.PremiumAstrology.com

Stop McGuinty
McGuinty and Unions are Corrupt

Who's Really Getting Your Tax Money

www.Stop-McGuinty.com

triOS College Ontario
Start a Great Career in Business,

Law, Healthcare or Technology

www.trios.com

Age differences play key role in early learning - thestar.com http://www.thestar.com/opinion/editorialopinion/article/1157640--age-dif...

2 of 3 09/04/2012 9:09 AM



Top Stories:
Editorial Cartoons
Ottawa needs to balance common sense and compassion in immigration reform
Scrapping welfare council is a cheap shot by a government that doesn’t care about the poor
Flying cars? Why not? But the drive-thru won’t be fun

Toronto real estate:
Average GTA house
over $500,000

Top 10 one-day trips
from Toronto

Easter egg hunts don’t
have to turn rotten

In the Dragon Lady
Arlene Dickinson’s den

Skin cancer on the rise
particularly with youth

Concert Guide: Big
ticket shows, live local
bands and more

thestar.com

Today's News

Corrections

Contact Webmaster

FAQ

Site Map

Behavioral Targeting

Toronto Star

About

Atkinson Principles

Statement of Principles

Subscribe

My Subscription

Contact Us

News Releases

Star Internships

Careers @ the Star

Advertise with us

Terms and Conditions

Media Kit

Online Advertising

Print Advertising

Special Sections

Initiatives

Santa Claus Fund

Fresh Air Fund

Speakers Bureau

Classroom Connection

Community Giving

Stay up to date

RSS Feeds

Twitter Updates

News Alerts

Newsletters

Mobile Devices

Other Star Sites

wheels.ca toronto.com Stock Photography Cheap Flights New in Homes Car Insurance Quotes Leasebusters.com Save.ca ShopTV starsavers.ca

© Copyright Toronto Star 1996-2012 Terms & Conditions Privacy Policy

Comment on this story »

Birthdate Placement Faulty: The entry system in

school is flawed in the way students are simply

registered for 'grades' based on...… j2432

Yet Another Great Benefit of the Montessori
Method: Montessori children are grouped together in

three year groups (i.e. the class has children

grouped...… faunus

the left demands we be fair.: So, what's your

answer ? Imprison the older kids for oppressing the

younger kids by being more...… sendergreen

The Half-Year Mark: Elementary school teachers

know that students born in the 1st six months of the

year are faster...… Bluejean Baby

Top Comments

Age differences play key role in early learning - thestar.com http://www.thestar.com/opinion/editorialopinion/article/1157640--age-dif...

3 of 3 09/04/2012 9:09 AM


