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Abstract

In this paper, we study how parents react to a widely-used school policy that 
puts some children at a learning disadvantage. Specifically, we first document that, 
in line with findings in other countries, younger children in Spain perform signif- 
icantly worse at school than their older peers and -  key to causal interpretation 
-  that for children born in winter this effect is not due to birth seasonality. Fur- 
thermore, the age of school entry effect is significantly greater among children from 
disadvantaged families. To understand why, we analyze detailed data on parental 
investment and find that college-educated parents increase their time investment 
and choose schools with better inputs when their children are the youngest at school 
entry, while non-college-educated parents do not.
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1 In trodu ction
Life (policy) can put some children at a disadvantage. If this is the case, parents can react 
to disadvantage by changing their investment in their children and, potentially, mitigate 
it. However, parental reactions might depend on parental resources, with important 
implications for inequality and social mobility and for policy impacts. Our understanding 
of such responses is limited, however, because a proper empirical analysis requires both 
exogenous variation in exposure to disadvantage and the availability of detailed data on 
parental investment.

In this paper, we study how parents from different socioeconomic statuses (SES) react 
to a widely-used school policy that puts some children at a learning disadvantage: the 
age at school entry. Most countries dictate that children born during a given one-year 
period should start school at the same time. This (up to one-year) difference in the age 
of students in the same classroom can be reflected in performance. For instance, younger 
children might be less ready to acquire knowledge and, overall, to deal with the experience 
of formal schooling. If initial outcomes shape future outcomes, the age at school entry can 
have long-term consequences for schooling and labour market trajectories (see Subsection 
2.1).

A large body of literature shows that starting school at an earlier age is indeed related 
to worse student performance and labour market outcomes, and criminal behaviour.1 Fur- 
thermore, this negative effect might be greater among people from a disadvantaged back- 
ground, at least in some contexts (Gratz and Bernardi, 2017 on England; and Fredriks- 
son and Ockert, 2014 on Sweden). To understand why, we use detailed information on 
parental investment in Spain to study how parents from different SES react to differences 
in age at school entry.

In the empirical analysis, we first document that younger children tend to perform 
worse in school than older children in Spain. Using data from four waves of the PISA 
survey, we find that students who started school at a younger age are more likely to have 
repeated a grade and to have lower test scores in mathematics and reading at age 15 
than their older peers. For example, students born in December (the youngest in their 
cohort) are 10 percentage points more likely to have repeated a grade at age 15 than those 
born in January (the oldest).2 We go further and explore how this pattern translates into 
long-term outcomes, using information from the Spanish population census. We find that

1For student outcomes, see for example: Bedard and Dhuey, 2006 and Eider and Lubotsky, 2009 on 
the United States; Muhlenweg and Puhani, 2010 on Germany; Grenet, 2011 on France. For the effect 
on the probability of ADHD diagnoses: Schwandt and Wuppermann, 2016; Eider, 2010. For criminal 
behaviour: Cook and Kang (2016) and Landersp, Nielsen, and Simonsen, 2016 on the United States and 
Denmark, respectively. For labour market outcomes: Fredriksson and Ockert, 2014 on Sweden; Bedard 
and Dhuey, 2012 and Dhuey and Lipscomb, 2008 on the United States; and Black et al., 2011 on Norway. 
The latter document that this age effect on earnings dilutes when people reach 30 in Norway.

2This pattern echoes the findings of Calsamiglia and Loviglio (2016) on Catalonia.
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adults who were younger at school entry have less schooling and less educated partners.
A causal interpretation of the documented age effect requires that 1) parents do not 

manipúlate their child’s effective age of school entry (by postponing enrollment for one 
year); and 2) there is no connection between the characteristics of newborns and their 
month of birth. Some parents might be willing to enroll their children in school later than 
regular entry if they are sufficiently concerned about the negative effects associated with 
the age at school entry.3 Spain enforces a strict birthday cut-off for school entry, so, even if 
they wish to, parents cannot opt for strategy 1). Alternatively, there could be a connection 
between the characteristics of newborns and the month of birth if parental characteristics 
or relevant environmental (institutional) conditions that shape fetal (newborn) health 
vary during the year.4

We analyze the birth certificates from the universe of newborns in Spain from 2007 to 
2014 to study potential seasonality in births.5 Using census-type data allows us to detect 
birth patterns that could go unnoticed in survey data because of a small sample size. We 
find that there is indeed some seasonality in births. However, and this is key for a causal 
interpretation, we do not find significant differences in the characteristics of babies born 
in December and January (just before and after the birthday cut-off for entry to school, 
which is January 1st).

We, therefore, focus our analysis on people born in January (the oldest at school entry) 
and December (the youngest). Using data from PISA, we show that the effect of the age 
of school entry is significantly larger among children from disadvantaged families. For 
instance, young students from low-SES families are 12.7 percentage points more likely 
to have repeated a grade at age 15 than older students from the same socioeconomic 
background. This gap is only 4 percentage points among students from high-SES families.

To analyse whether this difference is related to parental responses according to family 
background, we assemble two different datasets with detailed information about parental 
investment: the two waves of the Spanish Time Use Survey (2003 and 2009, STUS) 
and the General Diagnostic Assessment (a national evaluation of 4th grade students 
undertaken in 2009, GDA), which has information about parental involvement and school 
characteristics. Our focus on parental time investment in child development is grounded 
in the literature which shows that parental time input is important for the cognitive 
development of their children, particularly when they are young (Del Boca, Flinn, and 
Wiswall, 2014). We find that college-educated parents increase the amount of time they 
spend helping their children with school activities and that they choose schools with 
better inputs when their children are the youngest at school entry, while parents without

3Dhuey, Figlio, Karbownik, and Roth, 2017 document that postponing school enrollment is a common 
practice in the United States.

4Along these lines, Buckles and Hungerman (2013) documents seasonality in maternal characteristics 
in the United States.

52007 is the first year in which parental characteristics are available in the birth certifícate data.
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a college education do not. Supporting the idea that the differences in parental time 
investment are related to what happens at school, from the STUS we only observe that 
parents invest more time in helping their younger children with academic tasks when they 
are of school age, and not when they are of pre-school age.

Finally, we deepen our analysis by looking at gender differences. Here, we observe 
different gender patterns among children from high-SES families. On the one hand, 
younger boys from high-SES families do not seem to be able to overcome the school entry 
age disadvantage by the age of 15, and probably because they face a larger disadvantage 
they receive more parental help with homework and other academic activities. On the 
other hand, younger girls from high-SES families do not have different achievement levels 
at age 15 to their older peers, and probably because they face a smaller disadvantage, 
they do not receive more parental help than older girls from the same SES families. We 
find no such gender specific effect among children from low-SES families.

Our results highlight the importance of considering behavioral responses to policy 
for the impact evaluation literature based on reduced-form estimates. The reduced-form 
effects of a policy include both a direct (policy) effect and an indirect effect consisting of 
endogenous responses to the policy - in our case, parental responses to the school-entry 
age (Todd and Wolpin, 2003). To disentangle policy effects and production function 
parameters, we need to understand behavioural responses to policies. Surprisingly, there 
are few studies exploiting quasi-experiments that do this.

Specifically, we contribute to the ample literature on the effects of age at school entry. 
Here, we provide novel evidence on a mechanism behind the heterogeneous effect of age 
at school entry according to SES: differences in parental investment in terms of time and 
school choice. In a contemporaneous work, Dhuey et al. (2017) use data from the state of 
Florida in the United States to show that high-SES parents are more likely than low-SES 
parents to postpone the enrollment of their children in school by one year (a possible 
practice in that context). Their results support our findings: high-SES parents are more 
likely to help their children to deal with disadvantage.

We also contribute to the emerging literature on parental reactions to school policies 
(see Pop-Eleches and Urquiola; and Das et al., 2013).6 We contribute to this literature 
by highlighting how these reactions might vary according to parental SES and student's 
gender, and by providing more detailed evidence on parental responses. In the closest 
study to ours, Fredriksson et al. (2015) show that larger class sizes in Sweden increase 
the likelihood that high-income parents help their children with their homework and 
low-income parents move their children to a different school. Relative to this paper, we 
make two contributions. First, we use richer measures of parental investment, which 
allows to obtain a more comprehensive picture of changes in parental time investment

6On the thoretical side, Albornoz et al. (2016) develop a model in which parents compénsate for lower 
educational quality, i.e. public and private investments in a child’s human capital are substitutes.
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and school inputs, and to analyze how responses in parental time investments evolve over 
their children’s life cycle. Second, we look at whether parental responses depend on the 
interaction between parental SES and their children’s gender.7

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 elaborates on the relationship 
between age at school entry and student outcomes, and describes the institutional frame- 
work. Section 3 presents the data and Section 4 the identification strategy. Section 5 
describes the results for age at school entry, and Section 6 analyses of parental responses 
and the differences in these responses according to the child’s age and gender. Section 7 
concludes.
2 A ge at School E ntry
2.1 H ow  C an A ge at School E ntry A ffect Schooling O utcom es?
The specialized literature has devoted much attention to the issue of how age at school 
entry can affect student (and adult) outcomes (see, for example, Crawford et al., 2007). 
These effects are typically categorized as 1) age at starting school, 2) age at testing, 3) 
relative age and 4) length of schooling.

1. As age is a determinant of maturity, younger children at school entry might be 
less ready to acquire knowledge and, overall, to deal with the experience of formal 
schooling (Dhuey, 2016). Moreover, because of their age, older students are more 
likely to have accumulated a higher stock of skills at school entry than their younger 
classmates, which could also help them to learn more in school.

2. If all the children in a school cohort are examined on the same day, then students 
are examined at different ages and some students are always younger than their 
peers.

3. Younger students might perform worse because they are younger than their peers 
if, for example, differences in absolute performance due to maturity affect the ac- 
cumulation of skills like self-confidence.

4. The time students spend in the education system might depend on regulations 
about the timing when students can enter (leave) formal schooling.

The relevance of these effects in shaping student and adult outcomes might depend on 
the structure of the education system. For example, the level of maturity at school entry 
is likely to be more important in countries that teach the same (ambitious) curriculum to

7A related literature analyses how parental investment responds to health endowment at birth. The 
empirical evidence suggests that parental investment reinforces initial differences in health endowments, 
although there are some indications that high-income parents might be more prone to compensating 
behavior (see the literature review in Almond and Mazumder, 2013).
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all students independently of their achievement levels -  as is the case in Spain. The same 
story goes for contexts where grade retention is commonly used - such as Spain. Younger 
-  and less mature -  students might be more likely to repeat a grade, which might be 
detrimental to them if it is associated with negative stereotypes or a loss of self-esteem. 
The use of (rigid) tracking based on early achievement levels might set younger students 
on different educational trajectories -  ones with access to fewer school inputs -  than their 
older peers. Similarly, age at testing can affect educational trajectories if grades or other 
measures used to assess student performance are not adjusted for age. Grenet (2011) 
gives a more complete discussion of how the structure of education systems can amplify 
initial differences in performance due to age at school entry.

Summing up, their greater maturity and larger human capital at school entry, i.e. 
higher school readiness, can lead older students to perform better initially. If early learn- 
ing is complementary to later learning (dynamic complementarities) this initial difference 
in learning outcomes could place early entrants at a permanent disadvantage.

2.2 In stitu tion a l Fram ework
In Spain, children must begin primary school in the September of the calendar year 
of their 6th birthday. This is an inflexible rule, the birthday cut-off to enter school is 
January 1st and children are not allowed to postpone entry to school. Although it is not 
compulsory, almost every child attends kindergarten from the September of the year of 
their third birthday.

Grade repetition is allowed and common. Students can be obliged to repeat a grade 
once during primary education (grades 1-6), although some exceptions apply for students 
with special needs, who can be retained twice. Students can repeat (both) grades 7 and 
8; although the total number of repeated years is limited to two in grades 1 to 8. Grade 
retention is a common practice in both primary and lower secondary school. In fact, 
Spain is among the three OECD countries with the highest rates of repetition at the 
primary level (the others are France and Portugal). Similarly, almost a third of students 
in lower secondary school repeat at least one grade -  in contrast to only 0.5% of students 
in Finland (Eurydice, 2011). Thus, grade retention seems to be commonly used as a 
remedy for pupils in difficulty in primary and lower secondary education.
3 D a ta
We analyze data from five different sources. We use micro data from Spanish birth 
certificates to study birth seasonality. We rely on data from the OECD Programme for 
International Student Assessment (PISA) and the Spanish population census to analyse 
the medium- and long-term impacts of the school entry age, respectively. The PISA data 
also allows us to look at socioeconomic differences in the effect of being younger at school.
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To analyse the potential mechanisms explaining these socioeconomic differences, we use 
two different surveys with information about parental investment: the 2009 General 
Diagnostic Assessment (GDA, Evaluación General de Diagnóstico in Spanish) and the 
Spanish Time Use Survey (STUS). We use the first of these surveys to study school 
characteristics and parental help with homework, and the second to study parental time 
spent on monitoring, teaching and helping children with school-related tasks.

We restrict the analysis of all the datasets to the individuals born in Spain, because 
seasonality in births (an important element for our identification strategy) can vary across 
countries.

3.1 Spanish  B irth  C ertificates
We use micro data from the universe of Spanish birth certificates from July 2007 to 
June 2014. The Spanish National Statistical Institute compiles this dataset using the 
standardized form that families hand in at the time of birth registration. The dataset 
includes detailed information about the newborn baby (birth weight, method of deliv- 
ery, gender, an indication of premature birth, among others) and parental demographic 
characteristics.

We use data starting from 2007 because the information about parental education is 
only available from that year onwards. We exclude the last semester of 2010 and the 
first semester of 2011 because Borra, Gonzalez, and Sevilla (2015) show that a temporary 
policy (a cash transfer) implemented in these years induced changes in birth seasonality. 
We have 2,462,991 observations in the years included in the analysis and we are left with 
2,275,737 (92%) after taking into consideration missing values in the variables of interest. 
Table A.1 reports summary statistics.

3.2 Program m e for In tern ation al S tudent A ssessm en t
PISA is an international survey run by the OECD that assesses the skills and knowledge 
of 15-year-old students. We use Spanish data from the 2003, 2006, 2009 and 2012 waves 
to analyse the relationship between age at school entry and academic performance at 
age 15, and to study how this relationship varies with family background. In addition 
to test scores in mathematics and language and data on grade repetition, the survey 
has information on student socioeconomic characteristics: indices of economic, social and 
cultural status, parental education, and birthday among others.8 We obtain a data set 
with 75,082 observations after pooling the four waves of PISA, from which we keep 74,832 
(99.7%) after dropping observations with missing values. Table A.2 shows the summary

8PISA 2006, 2009 and 2012 included an optional questionnaire for parents. However, it was not 
carried out in Spain.
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statistics of the sample analysed.

3.3 Spanish  P op u lation  C ensus
We use micro data from the 2011 Spanish population census. We download the dataset 
(10% random sample) from the IPUMS project website, which collects harmonized census 
data from around the world. We restrict the sample to individuals aged between 30 
and 55 at the moment of the census. The database includes information about the 
individual’s education, employment status, marriage status, partner’s education (for those 
married) and month of birth. We obtain a total of 1,437,574 observations and 1,373,194 
(95,5%) after leaving out observations with missing values. Unfortunately, the census 
questionnaire does not include questions about parental background. Table A.3 reports 
summary statistics.

3.4 G eneral D iagn ostic  A ssessm en t
The Spanish Ministry of Education ran the GDA in 2009 with the purpose of evaluating 
the general competences of students in grade 4. As part of the assessment, a random 
sample of grade 4 students took standardized tests in 4 subjects (mathematics, reading, 
science and civic education), while parents, pupils and school principals answered ques- 
tionnaires. Our outcomes of interest are mainly those related to parental investment in 
their children’s education. We use information from the surveys of students and parents 
on whether parents help their children with doing homework, check students’ homework 
and attend school meetings. To analyse parental investment through school choice, we 
use information on school characteristics (public or private school, class size, teacher pro­
file, etc.) from the survey of school principals (who assess how motivated students and 
parents in the school are).

The dataset includes information on students’ birthdays and we use maternal educa- 
tion (an indicator of whether the mother has a college degree) as a proxy for household 
socioeconomic status. 887 schools were selected to participate in the study, which cov- 
ered all fourth-grade students in these schools. The GDA dataset contains 21,738 student 
observations and 18,583 (85.5%) after taking into account missing responses. Table A.4 
shows summary statistics.

3.5 Spanish  T im e U se Survey
We use data from the two waves of the Spanish time use survey (2003 and 2009). Each 
survey includes a representative sample of the Spanish population. We use information 
from the diaries of activities reported by all household members older than 10. Each 
household member older than 10 fills out a diary in which she reports her activities
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across the previous 24 hours, at 10 minute intervals. They also report whether a child 
aged 0-9 or another member of the household was present during the activity.

Our outcomes of interest are the time parents spent with their children on the follow- 
ing activities: teaching, reading and playing, and other childcare activities. We construct 
these variables by adding up the total time that parents report spending on these cat- 
egories according to their child’s age (0 to 9, and 10 to 17 years old). We also have 
information on individuals’ months of birth and their mothers’ education (an indicator of 
whether the mother has a college education). The sample analysed includes households 
with children (individuals younger than 18). This amounts to 6,286 households in 2003 
and 2,356 in 2009. We are left with a total sample of 13,045 children (96.8%) after taking 
into account missing responses in the variables of interest. Table A.5 shows summary 
statistics.
4 Em pirical S trategy
This section presents our empirical approach to analyze how the age at which children 
begin school affects their performance (at school and also in long-term outcomes), and, 
more importantly, to study how parents react to this.

4.1 M onth  o f b irth  and m édium - and lon g-term  ou tcom es
We start by providing evidence on the relationship between the month of birth and 
student outcomes. Using data from PISA, Figure 1 shows local means of grade repetition 
and test scores at age 15 by month of birth. There is a clear monotonic relationship 
between these variables. People born later in the year -  and hence who are younger at 
school entry -  tend to perform worse at school, both in terms of grade repetition and test 
scores. The size of the differences in academic performance between the youngest and 
the oldest children is large. For example, students born in December (the youngest) are 
around 10 percentage points more likely to have repeated a grade at age 15 than those 
born in January (the oldest); and to have test scores around 0.1 standard deviations (SD) 
lower in both mathematics and reading. These differences are similar to the gender gap 
observed in this dataset.

We then use the population census to look at the relationship between the month of 
birth and long-term outcomes. Figure 2 shows local means of the probability of having a 
college degree by month of birth. In contrast to the PISA data, the relationship between 
the month of birth and schooling is not monotonic. People born around the middle of the 
year are more likely to have a college education than others, although the magnitude of 
the differences between months is not large (up to one percentage point). This pattern is 
difficult to reconcile with a pure age effect -  people born in May are younger than people 
born in January -  and suggests the potential existence of seasonality in births. Before
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Figure 1: School Performance in Spain and Month of Birth
A . S tu d en ts w ho have rep ea ted  at least a 

grade by age 15 (%)
B . T est Scores in  m ath em atics and read ing  

(S D = 1 0 0 )

Notes: Data on Spanish students aged 15 assessed in PISA 2003, 2006, 2009 and 2012. The figures plot the 
share of students who have repeated at least one grade by age 15 and the means of test scores in maths and 
reading in PISA by month of birth. 95% confidence intervals are reported.

turning to explore such a pattern, we describe our econometric specification to clarify our 
discussion about the identification of the causal effect of age at school entry.

Figure 2: Long-term Outcomes: Month of Birth and College Education

Notes: Data from the 2011 Spanish population census (IPUMS). The sample includes Spanish individuals aged 
30 to 55. The figure plots the share of individuals with a college degree. 95% confidence intervals are reported.

4.2 E conom etric specification
Our identification strategy exploits the variation in age at school entry generated by 
the combination of using a single birthday cut-off (1st of January) to regulate school 
entry and the fact that children are born throughout the calendar year. This means 
that children born after the birthday cut-off (e.g. in January) are older at the moment 
they start school than children born before the cut-off (e.g. in December). With this 
relationship in mind, we write the following econometric model:

Ti = «o+diYoungi + ^ 2High S E S i + oungi * High S E S  + dkX  + + e¿ (1)
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where Ti is a measure of school performance or effort/time investment made by parents 
of child i, Young i  is a normalized scalar that indicates individual i ’s month of birth, 
Collegemotheri  indicates whether individual i ’s mother has completed college and c is a 
vector of birth cohort dummies included when more than one birth cohort is available in 
the data. The vector X’ includes an indicator for whether i is a female and other controls 
according to the data set used, like the survey year in the case of PISA and STUS, and 
the date of the interview and household composition for this latter study. The coefficients 
Pi and P3 are the parameters of interest and indicate the effect of school entry age on 
the outcomes analyzed for individuals with parents from low (Pi ) and high-SES families 
(Pi+P3), proxied by the mother’s education.

Interpretation of (differences in) the month of birth as (differences in) the age at school 
entry depends on parents not manipulating the effective age at which their children start 
school. In principle, some parents could do this if they are sufficiently concerned about 
the negative effects associated with the age at school entry. However, this strategy is not 
feasible in the Spanish context. Schools enforce a strict birthday cut-off for school entry 
so even if they wish to, parents cannot choose this option. In other words, children’s 
predicted school entry age according to their birthday equals their actual age at school 
entry in Spain.

Causal interpretation of the coefficients Pi and P3 depends on independence between 
the age at school entry conditional on maternal education and the error term. Broadly, 
the main threat to identification is that within SES there might be a connection between 
the month of birth and parental characteristics. This could happen either because some 
(concerned) parents may plan or postpone births after the birthday cut-off, or, more likely, 
if mothers with certain characteristics are more likely to give birth in specific months of 
the year. In this case, the estimated effects of age at school entry would be confounded by 
birth seasonality. For instance, Buckles and Hungerman (2013) show that in the United 
States there is such a pattern, as winter births are disproportionally common among 
teenagers and the unmarried.

Finally, it is worth noticing that we do not include school fixed effects in our specifi- 
cation, unlike other studies on the effects of school entry age on school performance. As 
we show in Subsection 6.2, school choice is one possible channel through which parents 
can respond if their children are among the youngest. Therefore, we do not control for 
school characteristics.

4.3 B irth  seasonality: M aternal and B irth  C haracteristics
Ideally, we would like to study birth seasonality using data from the same birth cohorts 
for which we observe outcomes. Unfortunately, the available data is too recent for such 
an analysis and we must limit ourselves to studying the cohorts born from the year 2007
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onwards, under the assumption that birth seasonality remains fixed across cohorts. As 
outlined in the previous subsection, we are primarily concerned about potential season­
ality in births according to socioeconomic status (SES). Therefore, we look first at the 
relationship between the month oh birth and SES (proxied by maternal education).

Figure 3 plots the local means of maternal education (defined as having a college de- 
gree) for children born in each month of the year. We centre the graph around the school 
entry cut-off (January 1st). As we expected from Figure 2, we find suggestive evidence 
of birth seasonality by socioeconomic status. Children born from April to June tend to 
have better educated mothers, while those born in August and September tend to have 
less educated mothers. However, children born in January and December, close to the 
birthday cut-off for school entry, have on average mothers with similar levels of educa­
tion (the 95%-percent confidence intervals of these months overlap). Furthermore, the 
regression estimate of the difference in average maternal education between the children 
born in December and January is close to zero (0.002) and is not statistically significant 
at conventional levels (the standard error is 0.002).

Figure 3: Share of Newborns with College-Educated Mothers by Month of Birth

Notes: Data come from Spanish birth certificates. The sample includes the universe of babies born from July 
2007 to June 2010 and from July 2011 to June 2014. Local means are represented by dots and 95% confidence 
intervals are in gray.

Even if there is no observable connection between maternal SES and the month of 
birth close to the birthday cut-off for school entry, it is possible that there is a relationship 
between newborn characteristics and the month of birth within SES if parental character- 
istics or environmental (institutional) conditions vary by month. To study this possibility, 
Figure 4 displays the means of several birth characteristics (low weight, premature birth 
and delivery by c-section) of children born in each month from mothers with (Panel A) 
and without (Panel B) a college degree. In line with Figures 2 and 3, being born around
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the middle of the year is associated with more positive outcomes. However, the birth 
characteristics of children born around the birthday cut-off for school entry seem to be 
similar both for children from college and non-college-educated mothers. We confirm this 
pattern with Table 1, in which we report precisely estimated zeroes for the differences in 
monthly means by SES of birth characteristics of children born in December and January. 
Therefore, from now on we focus our analysis on children born in December and January.

Figure 4: New-born Characteristics and Month of Birth
A . C h ild ren  o f  n o n -co llege-ed u ca ted  m oth ers

N otes: D a ta  from  S panish  b ir th  certifica tes. T h e  sam ple includes th e  universe o f S pan ish  bab ies b o rn  from  
non-college g ra d u a te  m o th ers  (first th re e  figures) or from  college ed u ca ted  m others  (las t th re e  figures) in th e  
period  from  Ju ly  2007 to  Ju n e  2010 an d  from  Ju ly  2011 to  Ju n e  2014.. T h e  figures p lo t, by  m onth  o f b ir th , th e  
p ercen tage  of new borns w ith  a  low b ir th  w eight, th e  p ercen tage  o f bab ies b o rn  by cesarean , an d  th e  percen tage  
o f p re m a tu re  bab ies. T h e  m eans are  rep resen ted  by  d o ts  an d  95% confidence in tervals are  in gray.
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Table 1: Birth Characteristics: Children born in January vs December by SES

N otes: D a ta  from  S panish  b ir th  certifica tes, period  2007-2014 (excep t D ecem ber 2010 an d  J a n u a ry  2011). T h e  sam ple includes S panish  in d iv iduáis b o rn  in 
D ecem ber an d  Jan uary . F irs t 3 co lum ns show th e  re su lts  for th e  sam ple o f bab ies  o f non-college m o th ers  an d  th e  last 3 co lum ns for th e  sam ple o f bab ies  b orn  
from  m o th ers  w ith  a  college degree. S ta n d a rd  erro rs a re  in paren theses. *** p < 0 .0 1 , ** p < 0 .0 5 , * p < 0 .1 .



5 T he Effect o f B ein g  th e  Y oungest
In this section, we present the reduced-form effects of age at school entry on student 
and adult outcomes. Our main specification only includes individuáis born in January or 
December to avoid problems related to birth seasonality in children and maternal char- 
acteristics. First, we examine the average effects on medium- and long-term outcomes, 
using data from PISA and Spanish population census, respectively. Then, in Subsection 
5.2, we analyze whether these effects vary by socioeconomic status.

5.1 P oor L ittle Children: Short and Long-Term  E ffects o f B eing  
th e  Y oungest

Columns 1-3 in Table 2 present the results of regressing several measures of school per­
formance (grade retention, maths and reading test scores) on an indicator of whether 
the student was born in December or in January, an indicator for being a female and an 
indicator for coming from a family with a high socioeconomic status (in the top 25% of 
the distribution of the SES index). All the regressions include vectors of dummies for 
the year of birth and the PISA survey year. Remember that the oldest children in a 
class are born in January (Young =  0) and the youngest children are born in December 
(Young =  1).

Along the same line as the visual evidence, younger students do worse in school than 
their older peers. The youngest children in their cohort are 10 percentage points more 
likely to have repeated a grade at age 15 than the oldest children (Column 1). This gap 
is similar to the gender gap in grade retention (see row 2, also in Column 1), and around 
2/5 of the estimated gap for socioeconomic status (see row 3). In the same fashion, there 
is a clear age gap in student achievement as measured by standardized test scores. On 
average, the youngest students have lower test scores in mathematics (-0.14 SD) and in 
reading (-0.11 SD). All the results discussed are statistically significant at the one percent 
level.

Columns 4-6, also in Table 2, present the results for the long-term effects of being 
an early entrant to school using data from the Spanish population census. The sample 
analysed includes individuals born in December and January. We do not include infor- 
mation on parental SES because we do not observe this information in the census data. 
All the regressions include birth cohort dummies. Note that the birth cohorts here are 
defined to compare individuals born in adjacent months (we cannot do this for the PISA 
data because we would compare students in different grades). We find that people born 
in January (the oldest at school entry) are more likely to have a college degree (by 0.6 
percentage points) and to have a more educated partner (one with a college degree, by 0.7
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percentage points) than people born in December (the youngest at school entry). Both 
results are statistically significant at the 1 one percent level. We do not find statistically 
significant differences in the probability of being employed. Summing up, Table 2 docu- 
ments that -  in line with the international literature - people who are younger at school 
entry tend to have worse student outcomes, which seems to translate into the long term. 
We now move on to analyse differences by parental SES.

Notes: The data analysed in columns 1 to 3 come from Spanish students aged 15 assessed in PISA 
2003, 2006, 2009 and 2012. In these first three columns the outcome variables are indicators of school 
performance. Grade retention (Column 1) indicates whether the student repeated a grade at least once, 
and maths and reading scores (columns 2 and 3) represent the student’s performance in the PISA tests. 
The data analysed in columns 4 to 6 come from the 2011 Spanish population census. In Column 4, 
the outcome variable is an indicator of whether the individual is a college graduate, in Column 5 it is 
an indicator of whether s/he is employed, and in Column 6 an indicator of whether her/his spouse is a 
college graduate. The sample includes Spanish individuals born in December and January. “Young” is 
an indicator variable that equals one if the student was born in December and equals zero if s/he was 
born in January. The regressions presented in columns 1 to 3 include year of birth dummies and those 
presented in columns 4 to 6 include cohort dummies, where the cohorts are defined as being born from 
July to June of the following year. Robust standard errors are in parentheses. * p<0.10, ** p<0.05,
*** p<0.01.

5.2 S ocioecon om ic S tatu s and th e  D isadvantages o f B ein g  Younger: 
P oor (Poor) L ittle C hildren

Table 3 shows the results of regressing measures of student performance on an indicator 
of whether the student was born in December or January, an indicator for being a female, 
an indicator for coming from a family in the top 25% of the distribution of the SES index, 
and an interaction term between these two indicators (Young * top 25% ).
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Table 3: School performance, entry age and socioeconomic status

Notes: Data from Spanish students aged 15 assessed in PISA 2003, 2006, 2009 and 
2012. The outcome variables are indicators of school performance. Grade retention 
(Column 1) indicates whether the student repeated a grade at least once, and maths 
and reading scores (columns 2 and 3) represent the student’s performance in the PISA 
tests. “Young” is an indicator variable that equals one if the student was born in De- 
cember and equals zero if s/he was born in January. All regressions include year dum- 
mies as controls. Robust standard errors are in parentheses. * p<0.10, ** p<0.05, ***
p<0.01.

We find clear differences in the effect of age at school entry by socioeconomic back- 
ground. Being young is significantly worse for the poor. Young students from a low 
socioeconomic background are 12.7 percentage points more likely to have repeated a 
grade at age 15 than older students from the same socioeconomic background (see row 
1 in Column 1). However, this age effect is significantly smaller for children with a high 
socioeconomic background, by 8.7 percentage points. A qualitatively similar argument 
can be made about achievement at age 15, as measured by test scores in maths and 
reading. Young students from a low socioeconomic background have -0.16 SD (-0.14 SD) 
lower maths (reading) test scores than their older counterparts (see row 1 in columns 
2-3), while this age effect is significantly smaller for privileged children: 0.1 SD in both 
subjects. These results are statistically significant at the one percent level.9

Therefore, families with a high socioeconomic status seem to buffer the negative effect 
of being relatively young on their children’s outcomes, while those with a lower socioeco­
nomic background do not. In Section 6 we discuss two potential mechanisms behind this 
result and analyse data on parental involvement in their children’s education to study 
whether parents respond differently to age at school entry depending on their SES.

9We find similar results when using the Index of SES as a continuous variable. See Figure B.1 in the 
online Appendix.
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6 P arental R esp on ses
Two channels could explain why entry age effects are greater among children from low- 
SES families. First, high-SES children might actually be ready to start school irrespective 
of their age. Note that high-SES children are likely to be more ready to start school than 
low-SES children, because of the well-established correlation between family SES and pre- 
school investment. This explanation implies that what puts young children at a learning 
disadvantage is being below a minimum level of achievement (maturity) on the first day 
of school and that growing up in a more nurturing environment makes it more likely that 
even the youngest children are above this minimum level.

Second, high-SES parents might increase their investment when their children are 
among the youngest at school entry to compensate for their learning disadvantage. Par­
ents with higher SES are likely to be more prepared in terms of financial resources, 
human capital and information to invest in their children in reaction to a negative shock. 
A dominance of channel one implies that among high-SES families one should not observe 
differences in parental investment according to the child’s age at school entry. A domi- 
nance of channel two implies the opposite. In this section, we analyze data on parental 
involvement in their children’s education to study whether parents respond differently to 
age at school entry depending on their SES.

We begin the study of parental time investment by using data from the Spanish Time 
Use Survey (STUS) and the General Diagnostic Assessment survey (GDA). Then, using 
the second of these surveys, we analyze whether parents choose schools with different 
inputs when their children are younger at school entry. Finally, we investigate whether 
parental responses vary according to the age and the gender of children.

6.1 P arental T im e In vestm ent
Our main estimates on parental time investment come from data from the two waves of the 
Spanish time use surveys. The STUS reports detailed use of the time that parents spend 
participating in activities directly related to their children’s human capital development.

Table 4 reports the estimated coefficients from Equation 1 using as outcomes measures 
of the time (in minutes) that parents spend teaching their children, reading and playing 
with them, and on other childcare activities. These coefficients represent the effects of 
age at school entrance on parental time investments and how such effects interact with 
family socioeconomic status (i.e. whether the mother has a college education or not).

In households with non-college-educated mothers, the school entry age does not seem 
to affect parental time investment in activities related to children’s human capital devel­
opment. The coefficient for being the youngest in the three regressions presented has a 
small magnitude and is not statistically significant at conventional levels. In contrast,
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households with university-educated mothers do spend significantly more time with their 
children on activities related to teaching (+ 5 minutes per day, significant at the five 
percent level) than their older peers from similar types of families. There are not statisti- 
cally significant differences according to children’s month of birth in the time that highly 
educated parents spend on the other childcare activities. Thus, more educated parents 
compensate by investing more time in teaching activities when their children are among 
the youngest in their school cohort. Interestingly, this effect seems to be larger during 
the school months (see Table B.4 in the online Appendix).

Table 4: Parental Time investment

N otes: D ata from th e  Spanish Tim e Use Survey 2003 and 2009. The sample consists of children aged 0 to  17 
born  in December or January  in Spain. The outcome variables indicate the m inutes parents spent daily w ith 
their children doing different activities: ones re la ted  to  teaching (Column 1), reading and playing (Column 
2), and o ther childcare activities (Column 3). “Young” is an indicator variable th a t equals one if the student 
was born  in December and equals zero if she was born  in January. T he variable “college m other” takes value 
1 if the m other of th e  student has a college degree and zero otherwise. All the reported  models include a 
vector of dummies for b irth  cohort, and quarter and day of interview. S tandard  errors are clustered a t the 
household level. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

We complement these results with data from the General Diagnostic Assessment sur- 
vey. Here, using self-reported statements, we analyze whether parents respond to school 
entry age by changing their behaviour regarding helping children with their homework, 
checking their homework, or by attending school meetings more frequently (as reported 
by the students). As before, we examine whether the parental responses depend on 
maternal education.

Table 5 presents the estimated coefficients from Equation 1 in which the outcome 
variables are indicators of different dimensions of parental involvement. As in the time use 
data, we do not find that households with non-college educated mothers invest differently 
if their children enter school at a younger age (first row of Column 1); and, we do 
find differences in households with college-educated mothers. Children from university- 
educated mothers are significantly more likely to receive help to do their homework (+ 
8 percentage points, significant at the 1 percent level) and to have their parents check 
their homework (+7.6 percentage points, significant at the five percent level) than their 
older peers from similar types of family (see the coefficient for the interaction Young * 
College mother in columns 1 and 2). It also seems more likely that their parents go to
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school meetings, although the effect is imprecisely estimated (Column 3). Summing up, 
this evidence shows that more educated parents compensate for school disadvantage by 
putting more effort into helping their children with their with academic tasks..

Table 5: Parental Involvement

Notes: The data comes from the General Diagnostic Assessment survey of 2009. The sample includes Spanish students enrolled 
in 4th grade who were born in December or in January. The outcome variables are different measures of parental involvement in 
children’s education: a variable indicating whether parents help their children with the homework (Column 1), an indicator variable 
of parents checking children’s homework (Column 2), and a variable indicating whether parents frequently go to school meetings 
(Column 3). “Young” is an indicator variable that equals one if the student was born in December and equals zero if she was born in 
January. The variable “college mother” takes value 1 if the mother of the student has a college degree and zero otherwise. Standard 
errors are clustered at the school level. * p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01

6.2 School C hoice
We now analyse whether parents respond to school entry age by sending their children 
to schools with different levels of inputs, and whether these reactions vary according to 
the level of maternal education.

Using the General Diagnostic Assessment, we look at differences in several school 
inputs between the schools that students born in December and January attend. To do 
this, we rely on the principal and teacher survey questionnaires. Table 6 presents the 
coefficient estimates from Equation 1. In the first column, the outcome is an indicator 
variable of whether the student attends a concertada school: a privately-managed school, 
which may offer a more customized education environment than regular schools. We do 
not find that entry age significantly affects school choice regarding this specific feature, in- 
dependently of the mother’s education. However, younger children with college-educated 
mothers are more likely to attend schools with smaller class sizes (- 0.6 students, signif- 
icant at the 10 percent level), more motivated peers (+ 7 percentage points, significant 
at the five percent level), with better teachers (+ 0.1 SD in a teacher quality index sig­
nificant at the five percent level) and with parents more involved in the school (+ 0.1 
SD in a parental involvement index, significant at the five percent level) than their older
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peers from similar types of families. In contrast, we do not observe significant differences 
in the characteristics of the schools attended by children from mothers without a college 
education (see the first row in columns 1-4). In the online Appendix we provide the dis- 
aggregated effects of the variables that constitute the Teacher Quality and the Parental 
Involvement indexes, plus a School Quality Index, which aggregates the nine variables 
analysed (which shows results consistent with those presented in Table 6). Therefore, we 
find that more educated parents are more likely to send their children to schools with 
better inputs when they enter school at an earlier age.10

Overall, these results are consistent with the idea that more educated parents com- 
pensate when their children start school at an earlier age by spending more time helping 
their children with school and sending their children to schools with better inputs. Along 
the same lines, we do not find that less educated parents change their patterns of in- 
vestment in their children to compensate for or reinforce the effects of entry age. This 
socioeconomic difference in compensating behaviour helps to explain why the detrimental 
effect of being young at school entry is greater for low-SES children.11

Table 6: School Quality

Notes: T h e  d a ta  com e from  th e  G enera l D iagnostic  A ssessm ent su rvey  2009. T h e  sam ple  includes S pan ish  s tu d e n ts  enrolled  in 
g rade  4 w ho w ere b o rn  in  D ecem ber or Jan u a ry . T h e  ou tcom e variab les are  d ifferent school cha rac te ris tic s: a  concertada school 
in d ica to r  (C olum n 1), class size (C olum n 2), an  in d ica to r  of w h e th e r th e  teach er rep o rts  th a t  th e  s tu d e n ts  in her class a re  very 
m o tiv a te d  (C olum n 3), a  T eacher Q u a lity  Ind ex  (C olum n 4) an d  a  P a re n ta l Invo lvem ent Ind ex  (C olum n 5) “Y oung” is a n  in- 
d ic a to r  variab le  th a t  equals one if th e  s tu d e n t w as b o rn  in D ecem ber a n d  equals zero if she w as b o rn  in  Ja n u a ry . T h e  variab le 
“college m o th e r” takes value 1 if th e  m o th e r of th e  s tu d e n t has a  college degree a n d  zero otherw ise . S ta n d a rd  e rrors a re  c luste red  
a t  th e  school level. * p< 0 .1 0 , ** p< 0 .0 5 , *** p< 0 .01

10Also in the General Diagnostic Assessment, both parents and students declare (in separate surveys) 
if the student is enrolled in her current school because she lives in the school’s catchment area. We use 
this information as an indicator that parents choose (or not) to send their young children to different 
schools from the default option. We find that children from mothers without a college education seem 
to go to their neighborhood school regardless of the month when they were born, while young children 
from college-educated mothers seem to be more likely to attend a different school to the default option 
than the older children from similarly educated mothers. Table B.1 in the online Appendix reports the 
results.

11 To investigate how parents react when one compensation channel (school choice) is less available, we 
split the sample into large and small localities (with above/below 50,000 inhabitants). In large localities, 
we find that high-SES parents compensate both in terms of involvement and school choice. In small 
localities, we do not find that high-SES parents are more likely to send their younger children to a school 
with better inputs (as expected), although a larger proportion help their children with homework. The 
results are available from the authors on request.
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6.3 H eterogen eity  A nalysis
6.3.1 Parental Time Investment according to Age
Using data from the Time Use survey, Table 7 reports the estimated coefficients from 
Equation 1 for three age groups: children younger than 6 (who are below school age at 
the moment of the survey), children aged 6 to 12 (who are of primary school age), and 
children aged 13 to 17 (who are of secondary school age). Table 4 shows that young 
children with highly educated mothers spend more time with their parents on activities 
related to teaching than their older peers. If these results are driven by a mere age effect 
and not by what is going on in school (i.e. not by a negative early entry age effect), 
we might expect a similar pattern if we analyse the sample of children who are outside 
of compulsory school age. However, as shown in Table 7 (row 3 in columns 1-3), the 
coefficient for the interaction Young*College Mother is not significantly different from 
zero when estimated using the sample of children aged 0 to 5. In contrast, the coefficient 
for this interaction is positive and statistically significant when we analyse the sample 
of children who are above school entry age, i.e. aged 6 to 12 (Column 4) and 13 to 17 
(Column 7).

Interestingly, the magnitude of the point estimate in the sample of children aged 6 to 
12 seems to be larger than that in the sample of children aged 13 to 17. While in the 
former sample the youngest children from households with university-educated mothers 
spend 10 minutes more a day with their parents on activities related to teaching than their 
older peers, in the latter sample the corresponding figure amounts to only 7 minutes. This 
pattern is consistent with the ideas that 1) parents react to their realization that their 
child has a school disadvantage, and 2) that the returns on investments at earlier ages 
are larger. This is only suggestive evidence as we do not have enough statistical precision 
to rule out that both parameters are of the same magnitude. As Table B.4 in the online 
Appendix shows, the compensating effect becomes larger when we exclude the summer 
months, which reinforces the idea that parental reactions are driven by what is going on 
in school. Once more, across the three age groups we observe that in households with 
more lowly educated mothers entry age does not seem to affect parental time investment 
in activities related to children’s human capital development.
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Table 7: Parental Time Investment by Age Groups

Notes: D ata from the  Spanish Time Use Survey 2003 and 2009. The sample is of children aged 0 to 17 born in December or January  in Spain. The first 3 columns include only children younger than  6, columns 4 to 6 include 
children aged 6 to  12 and the last 3 columns include children aged 13 to 17. T he outcome variables indicate the m inutes a day parents spent w ith their children doing different activities: ones related to teaching, to  reading 
and playing, and other childcare activities. “Young” is an indicator variable th a t equals one if the  student was born in December and equals zero if she was born in January. T he variable “college m other” takes value 1 if the 
m other of the  student has a college degree and zero otherwise. All the reported models include a vector of dummies for b irth  cohort, and quarter and day of interview. S tandard  errors are clustered a t the  household level. 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1



6.3.2 Gender Differences
Finally, we analyse whether the responses from highly- and poorly-educated parents vary 
according to the student’s gender. To do this, we first analyze whether the age effect 
on student outcomes, as measured by PISA, differs with gender. We find some evidence, 
which is reported in Table 8, that this is the case. As before, we observe that being 
among the youngest at school entry has a significant negative effect among children from 
low-SES families, both for boys and girls (see row 1, columns 1-6). However, the story 
seems to be different for children from high-SES families. It is less clear whether boys 
from high-SES families manage to overcome the age disadvantage (see row 3, columns 1­
3). The coefficient for grade repetition is statistically significant at the five percent level, 
while the coefficient for the maths test score is not statistically significant at conventional 
levels and the one for the Spanish score is statistically significant at the ten percent level. 
In contrast, we do not observe a gap in student outcomes among high-SES girls. The 
magnitude of the coefficients reported in row 3, columns 4-6 resembles that of those in row 
1, columns 4-6. Therefore, at age 15, there are no differences in academic performance 
between December- and January-born girls who come from advantaged families.

Table 8: School Performance by Student Gender

Notes: D a ta  from Spanish stu den ts aged 15 assessed in PISA  2003, 2006, 2009 and  2012. T he first 3 colum ns correspond to th e  analysis of the  
sam ple of boys and  the  last 3 to  the  sam ple of girls. T he  outcom e variables are  ind icato rs of school perform ance. G rade re ten tio n  (Colum n 1) 
indicates w hether th e  s tu den t repea ted  a  grade a t least once, an d  m aths an d  reading scores (colum n 2 and  3) represent the  perform ance of the  
s tu den t in the  PISA  tests. “Y oung” is an ind icato r variable th a t  equals one if the  s tu den t was bo rn  in December an d  zero if she was bo rn  in 
January . All regressions include year dum m ies as controls. R obust s tan d a rd  errors are  in parentheses. * p<0 .10, ** p< 0 .05, *** p<0.01

Using the Spanish time use surveys, Table 9 shows that young boys from households 
with university-educated mothers spend significantly more time with their parents on 
activities related to teaching (+ 15  minutes every day) than their older male peers from 
similar types of families. There are no significant differences in the responses on parental 
time investment in the case of boys in households with poorly-educated mothers. In the 
case of girls, the coefficient for Young * College mother is not statistically significant in 
any of the three regressions (columns 4 to 6). However, both highly- and poorly-educated 
parents devote more non-educational time to girls when they are among the youngest in 
their class (Column 6).
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Table 9: Parental Time Investment by Student Gender

Notes: D a ta  from th e  Spanish T im e Use Survey 2003 an d  2009. T he sam ple is of children aged 6 to 17 bo rn  in December or Janu a ry  in Spain. T he  first 
3 colum ns correspond to  th e  analysis of the  sam ple of boys and  the  last 3 to  the  sam ple of girls. T he  outcom e variables ind icate  the  m inutes a  day paren ts 
spent w ith the ir children doing different activities: ones rela ted  to  teaching, to  reading and  playing, an d  o ther childcare activ ities. “Y oung” is an  indicator 
variable th a t  equals one if the  s tu den t was bo rn  in D ecem ber and  zero if she was bo rn  in January . T he variable “college m o ther” takes value 1 if the  m o ther of 
the  s tu den t has a  college degree and  zero otherwise. All th e  reported  m odels include a  vector of dum m ies for b ir th  cohort, an d  q u arte r and  day of interview. 
S tand ard  errors are clustered  a t the  household level. *** p<0 .01, ** p< 0 .05, * p<0.1

We obtain results along the same lines using data from the General Diagnostic As- 
sessment, which again shows that the differential compensating effect on time investment 
found among high-SES parents is mainly present in male students (see the results in 
Table B.5 in the online Appendix).

In contrast, the results for school choice are less conclusive. As Table 10 shows, the 
estimates for the coefficient of interest (row 3 in Panels A and B) are very imprecise and 
do not allow us to identify any gender pattern in terms of school choice.

To summarise, we do not find that the student outcomes or the parental responses 
for boys and girls from low-SES families differ according to the age at school entry. In 
contrast, we observe different gender patterns among children from high-SES families. 
On the one hand, younger boys from high-SES families do not seem to be able to over- 
come the age at school entry disadvantage by age 15, and probably because they face a 
larger disadvantage they receive more parental help with homework and other academic 
activities. On the other hand, younger girls do not have different achievement levels at 
age 15 to their older peers, and probably because they face a smaller disadvantage, they 
do not receive more parental help than older girls from the same SES families. Maybe 
girls mature faster than boys, or receive more investment than boys, and do not face 
a learning disadvantage at school entry, or they are able to overcome this disadvantage 
faster. We cannot say which of these explanations is true, but these results indicate, like 
those presented before, that high-SES parents invest more in their children when they 
are at a disadvantage at school.
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Table 10: School Choice by Student Gender

Notes: The data come from the General Diagnostic Assessment survey 2009. The sample includes Spanish students enrolled in 4th grade who were born in December or 
January. Panel A analyses the sample of boys and Panel B the sample of girls. The outcome variables are different school characteristics: a concertada school indicator 
(Column 1), class size (Column 2), an indicator of whether the teacher reports that the students in her class are very motivated (Column 3), a Teacher Quality Index 
(Column 4) and a Parental Involvement Index (Column 5). “Young” is an indicator variable that equals one if the student was born in December and zero if she was 
born in January. The variable “college mother” takes value 1 if the mother of the student has a college degree and zero otherwise. All reported models include a vector 
of dummies for birth cohort, and quarter and day of interview. Standard errors are clustered at the household level. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1



7 C onclusions
To understand inequality in human capital it is necessary to understand how parental 
investment varies according to socioeconomic status. Our results contribute to this goal 
by providing evidence on how parents react to a widely-used school policy that puts 
younger children at a learning disadvantage. They show that parental responses vary 
with socioeconomic status.

Highly-educated parents compensate when their children enter school at an earlier 
age by spending more time helping their children with learning activities and choosing 
schools with better inputs for them. We do not find a similar pattern among less educated 
parents. This socioeconomic difference in compensating behavior can explain why the 
disadvantage of being young at school entry is greater for children from disadvantaged 
backgrounds. Interestingly, the response of highly educated parents is particularly present 
in the case of boys.

There is a well-established empirical relationship between parental socioeconomic sta­
tus and student (and longer-term) outcomes. Genetics and differences in planned invest­
ment paths are likely to play a key role in this. Our results highlight an additional 
channel: differences in investment due to different responses according to parental back- 
ground to policies (or potentially life shocks) that put children at a learning disadvantage. 
In other words, we find evidence that more educated parents are more prepared to handle 
disadvantage and can then protect their children from it by increasing the resources they 
allocate to them.

Our findings call for the design of public policies targeting those who need support 
the most: young children from low-SES families, presumably with a focus not only on 
the children, but also on parents and schools.

The results presented in this paper are also informative about the effects of teaching 
the same curriculum to children with different achievement levels., which is a common 
practice across countries. Our findings suggest that the task of dealing with a unique 
curriculum from the position of a learning disadvantage can be particularly daunting 
for children from low-SES families. Policies aiming to allow schools to teach at the right 
level (using some degree of tracking or supplementary activities according to achievement 
level) are worth exploring.
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A p p en d ix
Tables: Sum m ary S ta tistics

Table A.1: Spanish Birth Certificates: Summary Statistics

Notes: Data from Spanish birth certificates from July 2007 to 
June 2014 (except for July 2010-June 2011). Column 1 reports 
means and standard errors, in parentheses, for the full sample and 
Column 2 for those born in December and January.
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Table A.2: Programme for International Student Assessment: Summary Statistics

Notes: Data on Spanish students aged 15 assessed 
in PISA 2003, 2006, 2009 and 2012. Repeater is an 
indicator of whether the student repeated a grade 
at least once, and maths and reading scores rep- 
resent the performance of the student in the PISA 
tests. Column 1 reports means and the standard 
errors, in parentheses, for the full sample and Col- 
umn 2 for those born in December and January.
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Table A.3: Spanish Population Census: Summary Statistics

Notes: Data from the 2011 Spanish Census (IPUMS). The sample 
includes Spanish individuals born in December and January aged 30 
to 55 at the moment of the census. The variables are indicator dum- 
mies of whether the individual is a college graduate, whether s/he is 
married, and whether s/he was employed at the moment of the cen­
sus. Column 1 reports means and the standard errors in parentheses 
for the full sample and Column 2 for those born in December and 
January.
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Table A.4: General Diagnostic Assessment: Summary Statistics

Notes: The data comes from the General Diagnostic Assessment survey 2009. The sample in- 
cludes Spanish students enrolled in 4th grade. The variable “college mother” takes value 1 if 
the mother of the student has a college degree and zero otherwise. “Concertada school” takes 
value 1 if the school is privately managed and is zero otherwise. Class size indicates the num- 
ber of students in the class. The rest of the variables are indicators about parental involment 
in their children education (measured in a student survey) and school inputs (measured in sur- 
veys to parents and school principals). Column 1 reports means and standard deviations in 
parentheses for the full sample and Column 2 for those born in December and January.
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Table A.5: Spanish Time Use Surveys 2003 and 2009: Summary Statistics

Notes: Data from the Spanish Time Use Survey 2003 and 2009. The 
sample is of children aged 0 to 17 born in Spain. The variable “col- 
lege mother” takes value 1 if the mother of the student has a college 
degree and zero otherwise. The other variables indicate the minutes 
a day parents spent with their children doing different activities: ones 
related to teaching, reading and playing, and other childcare activities. 
Column 1 reports means and standard deviations, in parentheses for 
the full sample and Column 2 for those born in December and January.
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O nline A p p en d ix
Figure B.1: School Performance at age 15: Young vs. Old According to SES

Repeater

Maths score Reading score

Notes: Data on Spanish students aged 15 assessed in PISA 2003, 2006, 2009 and 2012. For young (born in 
December) and old (born in January) students the figures plot the predicted marginal effect of socio-economic 
status on: the probability of having repeated at least one grade (top), and the mean test score in maths and 
reading at PISA (bottom). Point estimates and 95% confidence intervals.
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Table B.1: School Choice

N otes: T he d a ta  come from th e  General Diagnostic Assessment survey 2009. 
T he sample includes Spanish students enrolled in 4 th  grade who were born  in 
December or January. The outcome variables is an indicator of w hether the 
parent (Column 1) or the student (Column 2) declare (in separate surveys) if 
th e  student is enrolled in her current school because s /h e  lives in the school's 
catchm ent area. “Young” is an indicator variable th a t equals one if the stu- 
dent was born  in December and zero if she was born  in January. The variable 
“college m other” takes value 1 if the m other of the student has a college de- 
gree and zero otherwise. S tandard  errors are clustered at the school level. * 
p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01
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N otes: T h e  d a ta  com e from  S panish  b ir th  certifica tes. T h e  sam ple includes th e  universe o f S panish  new borns (first five 
figures), S panish  bab ies b o rn  from  non-college g ra d u a te  m o th ers  (four figures in th e  m iddle) or from  college ed u ca ted  
m o th ers  (las t four figures) in th e  period  2007-2014 (excep t for Ju ly  2010-June 2011). T h e  figures p lo t, by m onth  of b ir th , 
th e  p ercen tage  of bab ies b o rn  from  m o th ers  w ith  a  college degree, from  S panish  m others , from  m o th ers  living in a  couple, 
an d  th e  average age o f th e  m o th ers  o f th e  new borns or th e  average num b er o f ch ildren  o f th e ir  m o thers.. M eans are  
rep resen ted  by  d o ts  an d  95% confidence in tervals a re  in gray.g
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Table B.2: School Quality Index

Notes: The data come from the General Diagnostic Assessment survey 2009. The sample includes Spanish students enrolled in 4th grade who were born in December or January. The outcome variables are an Index of School Quality (Column 1) and the different school character- 
istics tha t are included in such index: a concertada school indicator (Column 2), class size (Column 3), an indicator of whether the teacher reports that the students in her class are very motivated (Column 4), variables related to teacher quality (columns 5 to 7) and to parental 
involvement (columns 8 to 10). “Young” is an indicator variable tha t equals one if the student was born in December and zero if she was born in January. The variable “college mother” takes value 1 if the mother of the student has a college degree and zero otherwise. Standard 
errors are clustered at the school level. * p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01



Table B.3: Parental Time investment - Summer excluded

N otes: D ata from the Spanish Tim e Use Survey 2003 and 2009 (summer excluded). T he sample 
is of children aged 0 to  17 born  in December or January  in Spain. The outcome variables indi- 
cate th e  m inutes a day parents spent w ith  their children doing different activities: ones related  to 
teaching (Column 1), reading and playing (Column 2), and o ther childcare activities (Column 3). 
“Young” is an indicator variable th a t equals one if th e  student was born  in December and zero if 
she was born in January. T he variable “college m other” takes value 1 if th e  m other of th e  student 
has a college degree and zero otherwise. All the reported  models include a vector of dummies for 
b irth  cohort, and quarter and day of interview. S tandard  errors are clustered at the household 
level. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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Table B.4: Parental Time Investment by Age Groups - Summer excluded

Notes: D a ta  from the Spanish Time Use Survey 2003 and 2009 (sum mer excluded). T he sample is of children aged 0 to  17 born in December or January  in Spain. T he first 3 columns include only children younger than 
6, columns 4 to 6 include children aged 6 to 12 and the last 3 columns include children aged 13 to  17. The outcome variables indicate the  m inutes a day parents spent w ith their children doing different activities: ones 
related to teaching, to  reading and playing, and other childcare activities. “Young” is an indicator variable th a t equals one if the student was born in December and equals zero if she was born in January. T he variable 
“college m other” takes value 1 if the  m other of the  student has a college degree and zero otherwise. All the reported models include a vector of dummies for b irth  cohort, and quarter and day of interview. S tandard  errors 
are clustered a t the household level. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1



40

Table B.5: Parental Involvement by Student Gender

Notes: T he da ta  comes from the General Diagnostic Assessment survey 2009. The sample includes Spanish students enrolled in 4th grade who were born in December or in January. Columns 1 to 3 analyse the  sample of boys
and columns 4 to  6 the  sample of girls. T he outcome variables are different measures of parental involvement in children’s education: a variable indicating w hether parents help their children with their homework (Column 1), an
indicator variable of parents checking children’s homework (Column 2), and a variable indicating w hether parents frequently go to school meetings (Column 3). “Young” is an indicator variable th a t equals one if the  student was 
born in December and zero if she was born in January. T he variable “college m other” takes value 1 if the  m other of the student has a college degree and zero otherwise. All the reported models include a vector of dummies for
b irth  cohort, and quarter and day of interview. S tandard  errors are clustered a t the household level. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1


