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Testimony of Anne Knapp, Teacher E .

Edward Bain School of Language and Art, Kenosha Unified School District
Before the Assembly Education Committee
Assembly Bill 119
March 17, 2009

My name is Anne Knapp from Kenosha, Wisconsin. | was born and raised in Kenosha and am
a proud product of Kenosha'’s Public Schools.

| am a Kindergarten Teacher at the Edward Bain School of Language and Art in the Kenosha
Unified School District. | am a single mom with three children in the Kenosha Public School
system.

| have been teaching kindergarten for 14 years now. | strongly support Assembly Bill 119,
which would require all 5-year-old kindergarten students enrolled in school to attend, and to
make kindergarten a prerequisite for admission to first grade, with specific exceptions to allow
for local control.

For 14 years I've participated in the kindergarten learning experience with its academic rigor
and social skills development as an essential building block for success in school and
adulthood. Research has shown that attending kindergarten decreases the probability that a
child fails a grade and increases the probability that a child finishes high school and becomes
employed.

At its implementation, kindergarten was designed for students to become acclimated to the
school environment to ease the transition to a highly academic first grade classroom.
Throughout my teaching career, | have witnessed the kindergarten curriculum become
increasingly more academic. As school districts around the state increase their kindergarten
standards, they are demonstrating their belief in the value of the kindergarten curriculum. We
must also demonstrate the value of attendance in order to attain these expected standards.

I'm sure that most educators would agree with me that children who participate in kindergarten
are much more likely to be prepared for the challenges of first grade. Those students who show
up for first grade with no prior school experience are likely to have missed essential

opportunities to develop necessary skills, competencies and interests in a supportive classroom
environment.

Each year either | or one of my colleagues has had a student who is absent in excess of 30
days of school throughout the school year. Three years ago | had a student who was absent
more than 50 days that year. If he woke up that day and decided he did not want to go to
school, he would tell his mother so and she would keep him home. He had the ability to
succeed in kindergarten with little intervention, but because he had missed so much schooling
he was unable to keep up with his classmates.
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During the first quarter of the current school year, one of my low-performing students missed 21
of the 44 days of that quarter. She then moved and transferred to another school where her
attendance has not improved.

A student in a kindergarten classroom two rooms down from me has already missed 40+ days
of school this year. This little boy is performing extremely well below kindergarten level. He
also receives speech and language services from the school speech therapist. Due to his very
high rate of absenteeism, he quite often misses these services.

Near the end of the 2005-2006 school year, a student transferred into my classroom. | was his
sixth kindergarten teacher that year. His academic skills were well below grade level, but it was
well past the retention deadline so he had to be assigned to first grade. In his first few weeks of
first grade, his teacher fought to get him back into kindergarten because it was the best
academically appropriate atmosphere to address his needs. Her request was denied because
kindergarten is not a requirement in the state of Wisconsin.

Three years ago, a colleague of mine who teaches first grade had a student in her class who
had never attended kindergarten. This student struggled all school year because she did not
have the foundation of skills that are obtained in kindergarten. This student was put up for
retention at the end of the school year.

A psychologist that | have worked with, who has worked in districts throughout Wisconsin, has
said that teachers have been encouraged to assign students who qualify for retention to first
grade instead in order to have some legal standing as far as truancy is concerned.

A first grade teacher at my school reported that two years ago a female student in her class,
who had missed 62 days of kindergarten, could barely function at the first grade academic level.
This student required many extra hours of intervention.

Two other first grade teachers reported that this year they each have a student that was
chronically absent in kindergarten. One of them had been considered for retention during the
kindergarten year; but was denied because the lack of academic progress could have been due
to this child’s lack of attendance.

According to the Education Commission of the States there are 14 states, the District of
Columbia, Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands that have compulsory attendance in kindergarten.
If Wisconsin joins this group, kindergarten teachers, instead of spending many hours catching
students up on missed work, will be able to work with students to not only master their expected
skills but quite possibly exceeding them, as well.

Kindergarten students come to school with a wide range of levels of academic readiness. From
the first day of school kindergarten teachers work hard to close the achievement gap that is
already apparent. Many of my previous students who had chronic absences are not as strong
in their academic skills as the regular attendees. These students are aware of this difference,
which has had an impact on their confidence in their ability to perform as well as other students.
The lack of self confidence seen in these students almost always goes hand-in-hand with a
reduction in effort to perform in school.

| believe, and would like to respectfully suggest to you, that the investments we make in great
schools build strong communities, and kindergarten helps prepare students to be critical
thinkers, collaborative team players and effective leaders to successfully live and work in the
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21% Century. Clearly, we can all be proud of quality early childhood education. After all it was
here in Wisconsin that the first kindergarten was established in 1856.

| believe that this legislation builds on this proud tradition of offering the most we can in early
childhood education, and provides the next steps in assuring that every kid benefits from it. For
these reasons, I'm here today to ask you all to support and work to pass Assembly Bill 119.

Thank you for your time and attention to this very important legislation.
Anne Knapp

7924 38" Ave

Kenosha, WI, 53142
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Testimony of Kelly McMahon, Teacher
Lancaster Elementary, Milwaukee
Before the Assembly Education Committee
Assembly Bill 119
March 17, 2009

My name is Kelly McMahon and | teach five-year-old kindergarten for Milwaukee Public Schools
(MPS). | am here today to ask you to support Assembly Bill 119.

Consistent kindergarten attendance has become increasingly important during my career as a
teacher for MPS. My students are expected to leave kindergarten reading books, solving
addition and subtraction story problems, and writing stories. The kindergarten curriculum has
become more rigorous year after year, with higher demands and educational expectations
placed on these young children. Yet, kindergarten attendance is not required in the state of
Wisconsin.

Two years ago, a student in my classroom was dropped from receiving special education
services because the team could not determine if the delayed educational progress was due to
cognitive delays, or due to the child’s poor attendance in both K4 and K5. At the time of the
child’s Individual Education Plan meeting, she had already missed over 30 days of kindergarten.
Attendance of kindergartners is a major factor in determining whether or not a child meets the
qualifications for special education services.

Last year, | had two 5-year-old students that missed over 40 days of school, and three more
students that missed over 20 days of kindergarten. When | first spoke with my school’s social
worker, she informed me that she was given the direction not to bother with the attendance of
kindergartners by her supervisor, because kindergarten was not required. The social worker
ended up referring one of my student’s attendance problems to the District Attorney’s office only
because she had older siblings in first and second grade. Unfortunately, nothing was done
regarding my other student that missed over 40 days of school. | spoke repeatedly with the
child’s mother regarding the importance of getting her child to school on time, each and every
day so that the child didn’t fall further behind her peers. The mother decided to ignore my
professional advice that the child repeat kindergarten, and moved the child onto first grade
where she has struggled.

When Milwaukee Public Schools, the Milwaukee Teachers’ Education Association, and the
Greater Milwaukee Committee began their work on our school district’s strategic plan, one of
our district’s startling facts was that roughly 20% of all kindergartners are absent each day.
Milwaukee Public Schools needs the assistance of this legislature to improve the attendance of
our kindergarten students, which will lead to higher levels of student achievement for years to

come.
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In closing, | ask that you please vote in support of Assembly Bill 119. Your support of this bill
will validate the importance of making sure kids start their education off on the right foot by
attending kindergarten and are prepared for the challenges of first grade.

Thank you for your time. | am happy to answer any questions you may have for me.
Kelly McMahon
7926 North 107" Street

Milwaukee, Wi 53224
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Testimony of Kim Wilson, Retired Teacher
Eau Claire School District
Before the Assembly Education Committee
Assembly Bill 119

March 17, 2009

| am Kim Wilson, a newly retired teacher who taught first grade for one year and kindergarten
for 31 years. | am here today to ask you to support Assembly Bill 119.

| must confess that | taught many years before | found out that kindergarten attendance was not
required in Wisconsin! | truly believe that it is time for the State of Wisconsin to require regular
attendance of children enrolled in kindergarten. A requirement such as this would benefit the
kindergarten program and be of great benefit to children throughout their school career.

Kindergarten is an integral component of the entire school system. Reading, writing, music,
math, physical education, art, social studies and science are required subjects in kindergarten,
just as they are in first through fifth grade in elementary school. Kindergarten is the foundation
of a child’s educational career. Perhaps if "kindergarten” was named “first grade” it would be
perceived as more important and regarded as the true beginning of the elementary education
program.

Children who do not attend kindergarten on a regular basis not only lack achievement in
academic growth but also lose out in feeling a part of the kindergarten family. The child loses
out on the emotional, social, and academic pieces of a successful kindergarten experience. A
child with poor attendance can be “haunted” by these effects during kindergarten as well as first
grade when they find themselves out of step with their classmates. This has an effect on the
other children as valuable education time and resources must be directed toward assisting this
child in catching up (and how does this affect the child’s attitude toward school?).

| believe | have struggled with truancy situations every year. Last year, my last year of teaching,
I had a very difficult situation with a five-year-old child’s habitual tardiness and absence. This
little girl missed over 36 days of school. Each time she returned she required extra coaching,
assistance, and direction from me as well as the other children in order to join us academically
and to feel a part of our kindergarten community. | had numerous conferences with her parents
including at different times, the counselor, the Title | teacher and the principal. We developed
behavior modifications for the child as well as for the parents at their request. These attempts
did not help the child’s attendance record. The principal sent several letters to the parents but
because Wisconsin does not mandate attendance for 5-year-olds enrolled in kindergarten, there

was no recourse for our truant little girl.
g Mary Bell, President
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I am sure that the State of Wisconsin wants to give children like this the kind of education they
need and deserve. We are not asking parents to give up any rights concerning their

children. Under Assembly Bill 119, parents can still decide whether their 5-year-old child is
ready for kindergarten and school boards can grant exceptions for children whose parents seek
to enroll their child in first grade who have not attended kindergarten. Personally, | can’t
imagine a child skipping kindergarten and being successful in first grade. However, once a
parent enrolls a child in kindergarten, the same attendance expectations that apply to grades 1-
12 should also apply to kindergarten. It is the right thing to do for our children.

I am hoping that you will join us in our endeavor to give our children the best and most
appropriate educational experience possible in our great State of Wisconsin. Please support
Assembly Bill 119.

Thank you,

Kim Wilson

4896 Hobbs Road
Fall Creek, Wisconsin 54742
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Testimony of Jeanne Richie, Teacher w

Longfellow Elementary, Eau Claire
Before the Assembly Education Committee
Assembiy Bill 119
March 17, 2009

| am Jeanne Richie and | have taught kindergarten in Wisconsin for over 20 years. | currently
teach kindergarten at Longfellow Elementary School in Eau Claire, W1,

| believe that it is time for the State of Wisconsin to require regular attendance of children
enrolled in kindergarten. In fact, | would imagine that most people would be surprised to know
that kindergarten attendance is not mandatory.

Wisconsin has been a leader in kindergarten education from the very beginning. Watertown, WI
is the birthplace of kindergarten. In those early years kindergarten was viewed as a social
experience for five-year-old children. It was their first venture away from home and kindergarten
was viewed as a first opportunity to be among other children. Those days are long gone.

Today kindergarten is an important part of the curricular process of every public school system.
Reading, writing, math, science and social studies are required subjects in public school
kindergarten, just as they are in grades 1 through 5. First grade learning standards are based
on the learning that is expected to occur in kindergarten. Kindergarten is the foundation of the
elementary school education. | have long wondered if the title “kindergarten” may trivialize the
important work of our grade level. Perhaps if kindergarten had been re-named as “first grade” it
would be regarded more as part of the process.

Children who do not attend kindergarten on a regular basis will struggle to achieve in first grade.
The child with poor attendance pays a price but the first grade classmates pay a price as well.
Valuable education time and resources must be directed toward helping this child catch up. |
would think that parents of children with good attendance might be quite disturbed to know how
much time and energy has to be directed towards a child who does not attend regularly. .

Every year | struggle with a truancy situation. This year | have had a particularly difficult
situation with habitual absences and tardiness. Each time this child returns to the classroom
after an absence, | spend a great deal of time catching her up on the skills that were taught in
her absence. | can see her frustration and | am concerned that she will be developing negative
attitudes and patterns towards school. Requests to her family to send her to school on a daily
basis are of no help. Because the State does not mandate attendance for 5-year-old
kindergartners, there is absolutely no recourse for a 5-year-old who is truant. As we approach
the end of the school year, | can see that this girl does not have the skills to be successful in
first grade. It feels as though her parents have used kindergarten as a convenient place to send
their daughter when they feel like it. This should not have to happen. | am comforted to know
that at least next year when she is in first grade, truancy actions can be applied if she is not
attending school.

Mary Bell, President
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| cannot think of any reason why the State of Wisconsin would not want to give these children
the kind of education they deserve and need. We are not asking parents to give up any rights
where their children are concerned. A waiver process would be in place for those families

opting out of kindergarten. But once a parent enrolls their child in 5-year-old kindergarten, the
same expectation that is applied for grades 1-12 would also apply to kindergarten. It just makes

sense.

It is good for kids.
Thank you.

Jeanne Richie

3115 Anric Drive
Eau Claire, W| 54701
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This 15 £ii's sfory. He has noT been The oniy one jusT The most recent.  Bii did not come i my
kindergarten or any kindergarten until the end of September 2005. His family had been on vacation
and s STep-mom had “forgoifen” That school was starfing. £if's birfh Mom had decided 6 months
before fo take an oider brother and sister and seek a new fife in Las Vegas. Imegine standing there
and not being chosen to go with your mom? Strike Urel

Eli is a Sociable little guy and caught on o school rules and routines quickly. He made friends and
became a leader in our classroom. Life was starting to look pretiy stable and kli was animated and
happy. His new family siructure did leave him being the oidest with 3 younger sibiings behind him. He
was occasionally late tor schoo! because Dad had lett tor work Step-mom worked nights and was stili
sieeping so Eli was responsible for dressing, feeding and keeping an eye on his younger siblings. We
made phone calls Yo The home and our counselor did 6 home visIT stressing the importance of this first
year and getting to school on time, but when Step-mom asked if his atfendance would be reported to
social services and our answer was no, well that door siammed shut! tli was embarrassed to be late so
often and the smiling, happy, active participating little boy started to sit at the back of the group
keeping to himselt. Strike Two!

Enter the winter season. With his siblings, parents and 22 other kindergarteners in his ciassroom
colds and the tiu can keep going around and around. It kli wasn't sick someone in his tamily was and he
would have to stay home and care for them. Cailer ID is a wonderful thing! Now our calls and home
visits were 1gnored. i did get a note from Step-mom atfer they falled fo come 1o January
conferences telling us fo stop bothering them. She had asked her friends and she knew Eii didn't have
to come to school. L thought we were turning a corner in mid-+ebruary when kli was There every day
for 2 weeks! Faise alarm Dad and Step-mom had been in Florida for that time period and a neighbor
was watching the kids.

One day in the spring Step-mom had fo come o school To pick up a sick feverish little Eii. I hada
chance to talk wrth her about ki's attendance and how 1T was aftecting his ability o be successtul in
school. I had the attendance records from the of fice and Eli was up To 47 absent days, we had
stopped counting tardies. She asked me it he were retained tor the next school year wouid he stiil be
able to come ail day? Do I smeli babysitting?
and Dad know that Eli had a speaking part in the program and when he was at school he wos working
very hard on his part and would be so proud to have his family a¥ The program o see him, I think we
ail can figure out what happened the night of the program. No Eli. Strike Threel

tii ended the schoot year with over 50 absent days! More than 2 months of school! He was not
ready for I grade. We dor't refain based on atfendance but his readiness skills were so far behind
there was no way he could go 7o 1’ grade and be successful. By the time kindergarten started again
for Eli in 2006 the family had moved across town. I kept track of him through his new kindergarten
teacher and she reported big problems with attendance and now this little auy that had a shot at
being successful was angry and embarrassed to be so far behind and his behavior started to change.
The happy littie boy with the potential for strong ieadership skills and lots of friends became
withdrawn, angry and very much a loner.

tli's tamily structure certainly played a big role in his schooling, but I can't help think had we had
the opportunity to insist Eli geT To School That his family would be breaking The law if he didn't get To
school could that have made a difterence in this little boy's life? I say yest I hope you do to.




