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Lucy Johnson found it harder than she had expected. Illustration by Vicky Scott

n September, my young son had only recently turned 4. He was
Istill ambidextrous, having not settled on his right or left hand;

had yet to draw a stick man and could not pronounce several
letters in the alphabet. Despite this, I bundled him into his over-sized
blazer and packed him off to school. As his mother, I knew he was not
ready. But when I tried to delay his entry by a year I discovered that it
was not that simple to hold him back. In the current school system, he
was damned if he did and damned if he didn't.

When I approached the prep school that he was starting to ask
about him entering a year later, they were reluctant, to say the least.
It was not standard policy; they did not like children being “out of
year”. When I pushed harder, they told me that even if they did let
him come a year later, we would find
it hard to find a secondary school that
would allow him to apply. Suspecting
I was being fobbed off, I decided to
phone the six secondary schools that we
thought we would most like our son to
go to. When I did, I got a real shock.
Of the six schools I called, only one,
Dulwich College, said they would even
let our son apply.

According to the Summer Born
Campaign group, thousands of parents
are being prevented from holding their
children back a year. By law, compulsory
school age is the beginning of the term
following a child’s fifth birthday. The
Department of Education’s guidelines
state that summer-born children (those
born between 1 April and 31 August)
can be held back if it is deemed to be in
the best interests of the child. However, in reality, campaigners say it
is a postcode lottery, with some local authorities allowing children to
enter late and others not. In our case, we were looking at both state
and private schools and quickly found that private schools in London
are the least likely to take children out of year. Pauline Hull of the
Summer Born Campaign told me: “Private schools in London are the
worst we've seen in the country.” Our local state primary was more
willing to be flexible, saying he could start a year later or start late in
the January, but we were worried about him getting lost in a class size
of 30 and it didn’t deal with what would happen to him when he got
to 11.
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A 2013 study for the Institute of Fiscal Studies found that summer-
born children tend to perform worse academically than those born
in the autumn. Even more worryingly for a pointy-elbowed middle-
class mother such as myself, another IFS report from 2011 found that
children born in August were 20% less likely than their classmates
born 11 months earlier to go to Russell Group universities.

Wave after wave of research showed that summer born children
tended to fall behind their older peers, not just academically but also in
terms of their behaviour. The same report found that younger children
were two and a half times more likely to report being unhappy at
school and twice as likely to report being bullied at the age of seven. A
2015 study in the Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry found
that the youngest children were almost
twice as likely to have both language
difficulties and behaviour problems
than older children in the same class.

On top of that, a large number of
child development experts believe that
sending a child to school before they
are ready can have long-term negative
consequences. Steve Biddulph, child
psychologist and author of Raising
Boys, told me that the problem is
magnified for boys who tend to be
less developmentally advanced than
girls at a young age: “It’s not good to
be smaller, slower, and less up with
other children through school. A year
is a quarter of a child’s life at that age,
and the development differences are
| enormous... .
Faced with this
evidence, what on earth, I wondered, is the reason for sending

tidal wave of

them when they are just 4 if you, as a parent, don’t believe they are
ready? “The schools are letting administrative, bureaucratic neatness
trump children’s interests”, according to Pauline Hull. T spoke to the
Admissions department at Dulwich College who told me that, while
they do take boys out of year: “Overall, we are keen to have boys in
the academic year group that is the standard for their age; socially
and emotionally boys of a similar age thrive together and particularly
during their adolescent years. In addition, in many competitions, be
it sporting, debating or chess, there are often strict age regulations and
being ‘out of year’ may prevent pupils taking part.”
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I also spoke to Ben Thomas, Headmaster of Thomas’s Battersea,
which, in line with all Thomas’s, welcomes children starting a year
later, although with the caveat that it will diminish your chances
of sending your child to a highly academic secondary school. “Ist
September is an arbitrary, man-made cut off date and it doesn’t have
any bearing on anything in terms of children’s development”, says
Thomas. He believes that the main reason private secondary schools
dont allow children out of year is that they are massively over-
subscribed already: “The main reason for resistance is it’s too much
hassle, it would open the floodgates to too many children coming
later. These are fiercely competitive school places.” The situation is
less bleak in the country, where both prep and public schools seem
more willing to be flexible.

To be fair, a lot of primary and prep schools do try to mitigate the
impact. When you are considering which schools would be right for
your child, ask about the admissions policies. Do they have a full
range of birthdays in each intake? How structured is the Reception
class? Do they run a full day school straightaway or can children start
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gradually? Some primaries, like our local state one, allow children to
start in January but we were not keen to send our son late, worrying
he might then struggle to catch up socially and academically.

The groundswell of parental opinion that children should be held
back if it is right for them is having an impact. In September 2015,
Nick Gibb, the Education Secretary, said that he would change the
Schools Admissions Code to take into account a parent’s wishes to
hold their child back. However earlier this month, the Government
announced that it needs “more information and data” before it can
make a final decision. It seems that this decision has been motivated
by cost concerns and a worry that the change could potentially give
parents an unfair advantage in the admissions system by allowing
them to apply twice to their preferred primary school.

The Campaign for Flexible School Admissions for Summer Born Children
2 summerbornchildren.org

Lucy Johnson is psychotherapist and counsellor Q lucyjohnsonpsychotherapy.com
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