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How does Michigan's Kindergarten System Compare with Other States?  
M. Christian McNally, Intern 
 
Introduction 
 
During the early School Aid budget deliberations in 2011, two different kindergarten proposals were 
discussed.  One of the proposals was to move the kindergarten "start date" from age five as of December 
1 to age five as of September 1, and the other was to eliminate Michigan's longstanding policy of paying 
a full foundation allowance for a child in kindergarten, whether the kindergarten program is half-day or 
full-day.  Both proposals would have fiscal ramifications, since moving the kindergarten start date would 
reduce, for one cohort, the number of children able to enroll in kindergarten (thereby reducing State 
costs), and the other would reduce State costs to the extent school districts continued to offer half-day 
programming while receiving half the funding that was previously paid. 
 
The enacted School Aid budget (Public Act 62 of 2011) includes the proposal to pay half of a 
foundation allowance for half-day kindergarten programs, effective with the 2012-2013 school year.  
However, the budget did not include the proposal to change the kindergarten eligibility date, although 
the Senate Education Committee did hold a hearing on Senate Bill (SB) 315 to discuss the issue.  To 
date, the Committee has not acted on SB 315, and thus kindergarten eligibility remains age five as of 
December 1.   
 
This article and Table 1 provide a look at how all states, including Michigan, handle kindergarten 
attendance and age requirements, and requirements to provide kindergarten. 
 
Attendance Requirement 
 
Kindergarten attendance requirements are often the first consideration when one examines how states 
approach kindergarten education.  The vast majority of states, including Michigan, do not mandate 
kindergarten attendance.  As Figure 1 shows, only 14 states require kindergarten attendance, leaving 
the other 36 states to offer optional kindergarten education.   
 

Figure 1 
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While not all states require kindergarten attendance, all states do have a compulsory school age 
beginning between five years of age and eight years of age, as shown in Figure 2.  Only eight states 
require five-year-olds to begin schooling.  Twenty-three states, including Michigan, require students 
to begin schooling by age six.  Seventeen states require students to begin schooling by age seven, 
and the final two states require students to begin schooling no later than age eight. 
 

Figure 2 

 
Kindergarten Entrance Age   
 
Kindergarten entrance age requirements have been a source of great discussion both in Michigan 
during this year's budget talks, and across the nation over the past 40 years.  When the entrance 
age is moved to earlier in the school year, there are fewer four-year-olds in kindergarten.   
 
Among states with a kindergarten cutoff date (the date by which a child must reach the minimum 
age), 30.0% had a cutoff date in September or earlier in 1975.  By 1990, 66.7% of the states with an 
established cutoff date set that date in September or earlier.  By 2005, that number had risen to 
73.3% of states1.  Based on the most recent data from the Education Commission of the States, 
83.3% of states with a cutoff date set that date in September or earlier.  There has been a clear 
trend toward earlier cutoff dates for kindergarten students.  Figure 3 shows the number of states with 
cutoff dates between July and January. 
 
Michigan currently requires children to be five years old on or before December 1 in order to be eligible 
for kindergarten.  Michigan is one of two states with a cutoff date in December.  Only two other states 
set a cutoff date after December 1 (California: December 2; and Connecticut: January 1).   

                                                

1 Education Commission of the States, March 2007, "Kindergarten Entrance Ages: A 30 Year Trend 
Analysis" 
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Figure 3 

 
Full-Day vs. Half-Day   
 
The length of a kindergarten school day varies greatly among states.  While some states require all 
school districts to offer full-day kindergarten, other states do not require any kindergarten and leave 
the decision to the school districts.  Forty-two states require all school districts to offer kindergarten.  
Of those 42 states, nine require all school districts to offer full-day kindergarten.  Additionally, 
Oklahoma will require school districts to offer full-day kindergarten beginning with the 2011-2012 
school year.  Only Louisiana and West Virginia require all students to attend full-day kindergarten.2  
Michigan does not fall into any of those categories.  Michigan is one of eight states that do not 
require school districts to offer kindergarten.   
 
States that offer more funding for full-day kindergarten programs than for half-day kindergarten 
programs create an incentive for school districts to offer full-day programs, while states that do not 
provide additional funding for full-day kindergarten create a disincentive for full-day programs, to the 
extent that the additional funding exceeds the additional costs of full-day programs.  Of the eight states 
that do not require school districts to offer kindergarten, four states, including Michigan (until the 2012-
2013 school year), offer the same funding for half-day and full-day kindergarten programs.   
 
Conclusion 
 
Looking ahead, it is possible that Michigan may continue to examine whether a change in the 
kindergarten eligibility date is warranted, or whether retaining December 1 is appropriate for the 
State.  A full description and fiscal analysis of SB 315, which would require children to be age five by 
September 1 (instead of the current December 1) in order to enroll in kindergarten, can be found  at 

                                                

2 Education Commission of the States, 2011, "State Kindergarten Statutes: State Comparisons" 
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http://legislature.mi.gov/(S(fld1a3ed1ysnadiwsgfwksne))/mileg.aspx?page=getObject&objectName=
2011-SB-0315.  The change in kindergarten funding that was enacted under Public Act 63 of 2011 
means that school districts will face not insignificant choices in 2012-2013 on whether to continue 
half-day programs, but at reduced funding, or to expand their half-day programs to full-day, in order 
to continue receiving full foundation allowance funding for the enrolled kindergarteners.  If school 
districts choose to continue their half-day programs, then the State will see reduced costs; if school 
districts choose to expand to full-day, then the State will not see reduced costs, but the districts will 
face increased costs to pay for additional staffing or space.   
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Table 1 
Kindergarten Comparison by State 

State 

Student 
Kindergarten 
Requirement1) Kindergarten Entrance Age1)  

Compulsory 
School Age1)  

District 
Offering of 

Kindergarten2) 

District Offering  
of Full-Day 

Kindergarten2)  

Same Funding for 
Full-day  

vs. Half-day3) 
Alabama Optional 5 on or before Sept. 1 7 Mandatory Mandatory --- 
Alaska Optional 5 before Aug. 15 7 Optional Optional No 
Arizona Optional 5 before Sept. 1 6 Mandatory Optional Yes 
Arkansas Mandatory 5 on or before Sept. 15 5 Mandatory Mandatory Yes 
California Optional 5 on or before Dec. 2 6 Mandatory Allowed for Early 

Primary Programs only 
Yes 

Colorado Optional4) Local education agency option4) 74) Mandatory Optional Yes* 
 (exceptions apply) 

Connecticut Mandatory 5 on or before Jan. 1 5 Mandatory Optional Yes 
Delaware Mandatory 5 on or before Aug. 31 5 Mandatory Optional Yes 
Florida Optional 5 on or before Sept. 1 6 Mandatory Optional No foundation for 

half-day 
Georgia Optional 5 by Sept. 1 6 Mandatory Mandatory No 
Hawaii Optional 5 on or before Aug. 1 6 Mandatory Optional ---  
Idaho Optional 5 on or before Sept. 1 7 Optional Optional --- 
Illinois Optional 5 on or before Sept. 1 7 Mandatory Optional No 
Indiana Optional 5 on or before July 1 7 Mandatory Optional Yes 
Iowa Optional 5 on or before Sept. 15 6 Mandatory Optional No 
Kansas Optional 5 on or before Aug. 31 7 Mandatory Optional Yes 
Kentucky Optional 5 by Oct. 1 6 Mandatory Optional Yes 
Louisiana Mandatory 5 on or before Sept. 30 7 Mandatory Mandatory No foundation for 

half-day 
Maine Optional 5 on or before Oct. 15 7 Mandatory Optional No foundation for 

half-day 
Maryland Mandatory 5 by Sept. 1 5 Mandatory Mandatory Yes 
Massachusetts Optional Local education agency option 6 Mandatory Optional No 
MICHIGAN Optional 5 on or before Dec. 1 6 Optional Optional Yes 
Minnesota Optional At least 5 on Sept. 1 7 Mandatory Optional Yes 
Mississippi Optional 5 on or before Sept. 1 6 Mandatory Mandatory Yes 

Missouri 
Optional 5 before Aug. 1 (exceptions apply to 

metropolitan school districts) 7 
Mandatory Optional 

Yes 
Montana Optional 5 on or before Sept. 10  7 Mandatory Optional Yes 
Nebraska Optional 5 on or before Oct. 15 6 Mandatory Optional No 
Nevada Mandatory 5 on or before Sept. 30 7 Mandatory Optional Yes 
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Kindergarten Comparison by State 

State 

Student 
Kindergarten 
Requirement1) Kindergarten Entrance Age1)  

Compulsory 
School Age1)  

District 
Offering of 

Kindergarten2) 

District Offering  
of Full-Day 

Kindergarten2)  

Same Funding for 
Full-day  

vs. Half-day3) 
New Hampshire Optional Not specified in statute 6 Optional Optional Yes 
New Jersey Optional A district may admit to kindergarten 

"any child over the age of 4 and under 
the age of 5 and shall admit any child 
over the age of 5 and under the age of 
6 years who is a resident of the district"

6 Optional Optional Yes 

New Mexico Mandatory 5 before Sept. 1 5 Mandatory Optional No 
New York Optional Local education agency option 6 Optional Optional No 
North Carolina Optional 5 on or before Oct. 16 7 Mandatory Mandatory --- 
North Dakota Optional 5 before Sept. 1 7 Optional Optional Yes 
Ohio Mandatory Districts may choose to set the cut-off 

date for Sept. 30 or Aug. 1 6 
Mandatory Optional Yes 

Oklahoma Mandatory 5 on or before Sept. 1 5 Mandatory Optional** No 
Oregon Optional 5 on or before Sept. 1 7 Mandatory Optional Yes 
Pennsylvania Optional Local education agency option 8 Optional Optional No 
Rhode Island Mandatory 5 on or before Sept. 1 6 Mandatory Optional --- 
South Carolina Mandatory 5 on or before Sept. 1 5 Mandatory Mandatory Yes 
South Dakota Optional 5 on or before Sept. 1 6 Mandatory Optional Yes 
Tennessee Mandatory 5 on or before Sept. 30 6 Mandatory Optional --- 
Texas Optional 5 on or before Sept. 1 6 Mandatory Optional Yes 
Utah Optional 5 on or before Sept. 2 6 Mandatory Optional Yes 
Vermont Optional Local education agencies may choose 

date between Aug. 31 and Jan. 1 
6 Mandatory Optional Yes 

Virginia Mandatory 5 on or before Sept. 30 5 Mandatory Optional Yes 
Washington Optional 5 as of midnight Aug. 31 8 Mandatory Optional --- 
West Virginia Mandatory 5 on or before Sept. 1 6 Mandatory Mandatory --- 
Wisconsin Optional 5 on or before Sept. 1 6 Mandatory Optional No 
Wyoming Optional 5 on or before Sept. 15 7 Mandatory Optional Yes 
*Colorado offers additional funding for only a limited number of full-day kindergarteners.  **Oklahoma districts will be required to offer full-day kindergarten 
beginning with the 2011-12 school year.   
Sources:  1) Education Commission of the States, 2011, "Access to Kindergarten:  Age Issues in State Statutes".  2) Education Commission of the States, 
2011, "State Kindergarten Statutes:  State Comparisons".  3) Education Commission of the States, 2011, "State Funding Formula:  Students Weights by 
Grade".  4) Education Commission of the States, February 2005, "Access to Kindergarten:  Age Issues in State Statutes". 
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