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Abstract 

Beginning in 1883, Ontario was the first, and for many decades the only province in 

Canada that has continuously provided kindergarten as part of a public education. In 2010, 

Ontario made another innovative policy decision and introduced a new model of kindergarten, 

the Full-Day Early Learning–Kindergarten program (FDELK), extended to a two-year, full day 

play-based program instructed by a team of educators including a kindergarten teacher and an 

early childhood educator. Ontario is a leader in Canada in the field of publicly funded early 

childhood education and represents an interesting case of a program that has gone through many 

stages before reaching its current point. The success in establishing kindergarten may offer 

compelling evidence leading to changes to early years education policy in other jurisdictions. 

Although Ontario’s kindergarten has an almost 150 year history, it is scarcely represented in 

literature, especially its development between the 1960s and 2010. This thesis will attempt to fill 

this gap by analysing selected documents to trace the development of Ontario’s public 

kindergarten from its inception to the current FDELK, and will identify the evolving 

characteristics of kindergarten, trends, and paradigmatic changes in the analyzed period by using 

a longue durée approach and Quentin Skinner’s theoretical framework and his theory of 

interpretation. Using this method, this study explores the historical and intellectual foundations 

of the FDELK, power dynamics influencing the development of kindergarten, and the 

intersection of political agendas, ideologies, and economic and pragmatic considerations.  
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This is the place to start, for that is where the children are. For only a hard look 

at the world in which they live—a world we adults have created for them in large 

part by default—can convince us of the urgency of their plight and the 

consequences of our inaction. Then perhaps it will come to pass that, in the 

words of Isaiah, “A little child shall lead them.”  

Urie Bronfenbrenner (1970, p. 165) 
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CHAPTER I: Introduction 

In response to a growing body of evidence about the importance of early childhood 

education, in the fall of 2010 Ontario extended public kindergarten to the Full-Day Early 

Learning–Kindergarten program (FDELK) available to all four- and five-year-old children. The 

full implementation took place in 2014–2015. To be eligible for the program, the child must be 

four years old by December 31st in the year the program starts. As a result, some children who 

start the program are only three years old. The key components of the program include: children 

going to school all-day every-day from Monday to Friday, the use of a play-based curriculum to 

promote engagement with learning and self-regulation, a team-teaching approach to instruction 

involving a certified teacher and an early childhood educator (ECE), and the situating of 

extended care in the school setting to make transitions for young children easier (Ontario 

Ministry of Education, 2010). 

For the first four years, FDELK operated under the Day Nurseries Act (1990), which was 

replaced by the Child Care and Early Years Act in 2015. This new full day program, including 

junior kindergarten, was not consistent with the Day Nurseries Act in terms of classroom size, 

outdoor time, playground equipment, nap time, or staff to child ratio. The new Child Care and 

Early Years Act does not address these issues. Schools had to adapt to the needs of three- to five-

year-olds attending the program full time, but they have not been able to meet all these needs 

(providing nap or rest time, or staff supervision during lunch breaks). Childcare centres had to 

adapt to the needs of only younger children, and s a result, many of them were closing due to the 

financial effects of these adaptations (Winnick, 2013). To address this issue, the Ministry of 

Education committed in 2012 to provide assistance to childcare operators during the 

implementation of full day kindergarten in 2014–2015 (Ministry of Education, 2012).  
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Empirical studies and program evaluations of FDELK indicate some concerns: classes 

that are too big for the effective academic achievements assessments of students (DeLuca & 

Pyle, 2019) or for implementing more developmentally appropriate and child-directed activities 

(Karia, 2014); length of the full day program coupled with no provision for nap time (Gilboord, 

2014; Karia, 2014); possible “schoolification” of early learning and care (People for Education, 

2015); lack of extended year-round childcare in 59% of Ontario schools and lack of family 

support programs in 64% of schools (People for Education, 2015); confusion about the roles of 

ECEs and teachers in the classroom (Karia, 2014); and not utilizing the expertise of ECEs in 

program planning, implementation, and assessments (Nesbitt, 2019).  

The FDELK was introduced into a school system that was not fully prepared for it, 

especially for children in junior kindergarten. However, it was introduced at a time when only 

24% of preschool-aged children in Ontario had access to regulated childcare because of the lack 

of spaces available (Friendly & Beach, 2013). Under those circumstances, the majority of 

children were in unregulated childcare—not registered and not monitored—where childcare 

providers are not required to have any professional training or a criminal record check. 

Unregulated childcare operates with no public oversight—the province sets only the maximum 

number of children at certain age that may be cared for, but there are no set health and safety 

standards and no inspections, unless there is a complaint from the public. Was FDELK the only 

viable option to offer all four- and five-year-old children regulated care and education provided 

by fully qualified staff?  

These issues inspired me and raised some important questions that formed the research 

questions of this thesis: what are the historical and theoretical foundations of the present FDELK 

and how did public kindergarten develop in Ontario to result in the current program?  
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Understanding the history of early learning programs and specifically kindergarten has a 

critical role to play in answering my research questions. Present issues gain new perspectives 

from other times and voices, because “knowledge of the past is the key to the understanding of 

the present. History deals with the past, but this past is the history of the present” (Dewey, 1997, 

p. 214). Dewey also said in “The School and Society”: “To study history is not to amass 

information, but to use information in constructing a vivid picture of how and why men did thus 

and so achieved their successes and came to their failures” (Dewey in Wolfe, 2000, p. x). The 

historical reflection allows us to understand the present and the impacts of the changes incurred.  

Although kindergarten in Ontario has an almost 150-year-long history, it is scarcely 

represented in literature, especially its development since the 1960s. I did a systematic 

bibliographical search guided by the Head Education Librarians from Queen’s University and 

Ontario Institute for Studies in Education (OISE). The search resulted in only one title covering 

the period from 1887 to 1987 by Barbara Corbett and no literature discussing the development of 

kindergarten in Ontario from the 1980s to 2010. Therefore, I studied selected documents to add 

to the existing literature and to answer my research questions of this thesis. I interpreted all 

selected documents using the same approach and methodology, including the policy and program 

documents.  

Another limitation is related to early education in kindergarten for Indigenous children. 

The analysed literature does not embrace this subject, which is nevertheless too complex and 

deserves a much deeper analysis and reflection than this thesis would allow.  

Although it was not my intention to analyze the history of kindergarten teacher education, 

I included it in the history of kindergarten in Ontario since teachers’ training is an integral part of 

any educational program.  
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I used Quentin Skinner’s theoretical framework and his theory of interpretation to explore 

the power dynamics influencing the development of kindergarten, and the intersection of 

political agendas, ideologies, economic and pragmatic considerations. The longue durée 

approach to this study as put forward by historian Fernand Braudel (1980) allowed me to identify 

the evolving characteristics of kindergarten, some trends and patterns, and the points of 

conjunctures over the studied period. I moved from early theoretical foundations of kindergarten 

to contemporary issues through the analysis of the selected documents dated 1908, 1914, 1944, 

1966, 1968, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1978, 1980, 1981, 1985, 1993, 1994, 1998, 2006, 2007, 2009, 

2010, 2014, and 2016. 
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CHAPTER II: Literature Review  

“A Century of Kindergarten Education in Ontario” (1989) by Barbara Corbett is the only 

document I found that discusses the history of the kindergarten movement in Ontario. It covers 

the period from 1867 to 1987. The original work in the book was published in 1968 as Corbett’s 

doctoral thesis. The history of kindergarten is placed in the context of Froebelian philosophy, and 

other trends and influential theories are briefly mentioned only when they had a direct link with 

kindergarten in Ontario, like the child study movement and the Institute of Child Study in 

Toronto. Throughout the book, comparisons are made between Froebel’s kindergarten and 

Ontario’s kindergarten during each specified period. In writing the history of Froebel’s 

kindergarten, the author puts the emphasis on the Froebelian philosophy of unity and continuity 

as educational goals that should apply to all levels of education. This was Froebel’s message that 

has often been forgotten and disregarded in educational policies.  

The chapter “Kindergarten in the Case-Study Countries” of Larry Prochner’s “A History 

of Early Childhood Education in Canada, Australia, and New Zealand” (2009) contains a 

systematic analysis of the early development of kindergarten in Canada up to the 1930s. This text 

allows us to see Ontario’s kindergarten in the broader national perspective. A significant part of 

the text is dedicated to the province of Ontario—the work of James Hughes and the first 

kindergarten in public schools. Insightful examination of issues surrounding the New Education 

trend helps us to understand the transformation of kindergarten that occurred in the 1930s.  

The article “Building a Strong and Equal Partnership Between Childcare and Early 

Childhood Education in Canada” by Martha Friendly (2008) very convincingly illustrates that 

integrating, instead of splitting, kindergarten and childcare is more beneficial to children and 

their families. The author notes that this model is suggested by the Organisation for Economic 



6 

 

Co-operation and Development (OECD), and the results of such integration in countries like 

Sweden, Denmark, and Finland support this OECD recommendation. Seamless “full day 

learning through play” provides not only hours of care that better fit parents’ work schedules, but 

eliminates many transitions for children, which are often stressful and detrimental to their 

development. The article provides a very valuable resource in the form of the eight policy 

lessons learned from the OECD Thematic Review of Early Childhood Education and Care, 

which are meant to be taken as a whole, not separately, to meet challenges in the new policy 

initiative. Martha Friendly identifies these challenges in a Canadian historical context. 

Canadian provinces have already met most of these challenges and successfully 

overcome them, because since this article was written, the first steps to achieve the goal of full 

integration between two programs have been taken—the beginning of a full day kindergarten 

program across Canada, including junior kindergarten in many provinces. The next step was 

placing all childcare programs under the same regulatory body: The Ministry of Education. 

These steps build a foundation for the extension and integration of all programs.  
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CHAPTER III: Methodology 

Selected documents were studied to add to the existing literature about kindergarten, 

especially in relation to the period from the 1980s to 2010. They were interrogated with the 

research questions:  

1. What are the historical and theoretical foundations of the present FDELK?  

2. How did public kindergarten in Ontario evolve over time from its inception in 1883 to the 

present program? 

The following documents will be analysed: 

• “The School Law of Ontario” (McMurrich, 1894) 

• “Syllabus of Studies and Regulations for Kindergartens” (Ontario Department of 

Education, 1908) 

• “Syllabus of Courses and Regulations for Kindergarten-Primary Certificates” 

(Revised 1914–1915; Ontario Department of Education, 1914) 

• “Programme for Junior and Senior Kindergarten and Kindergarten-Primary 

Classes of the Public and Separate Schools” (Ontario Department of Education, 

1944) 

• "Kindergarten” (Ontario Department of Education, 1966) 

• "Living and Learning” (Ontario Department of Education, 1968) 

• “Curriculum Guidelines for Junior Kindergarten” (Ontario’s Teachers’ 

Federation, 1973) 

• “The Formative Years” (Ministry of Education, 1975) 
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• “Kindergarten Programmes: Effects of Regular Half-Day, Alternate Full Day, 

Daily Full Day Programmes” (Biemiller, 1978) 

• “Early Childhood Education. Perceptions of Programs and Children’s 

Characteristics” (Wahlstrom et al., 1980) 

• “To Herald a Child. The Report of the Commission of Inquiry into the Education 

of the Young Child” (LaPierre, 1981) 

• “Shared Discovery” (Ministry of Education, 1985) 

• “Report of the Early Primary Education Project” (Ministry of Education 1985) 

• “What Makes Exemplary Kindergarten Programs Effective?” (Corter, C. & Park, 

1993) 

• “For the Love of Learning: Report of The Royal Commission on Learning” 

(Ontario Royal Commission on Learning, 1994) 

• “The Kindergarten Program” (Ministry of Education, 1998) 

• “The Kindergarten Program. Revised” (Ministry of Education, 2006) 

• “Early Learning for Every Child Today” (Best Start Expert Panel on Early 

Learning, 2007) 

• “With Our Best Future in Mind. Implementing Early Learning in Ontario” 

(Pascal, 2009) 

• “Full-Day Early Learning–Kindergarten Program. Draft Version 2010–11” 

(Ontario Ministry of Education, 2010) 

• “How Does Learning Happen? Ontario’s Pedagogy for the Early Years” (Ontario 

Ministry of Education, 2014) 

• “The Kindergarten Program” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2016) 
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The selection of documents was made under the assumption that they will allow the 

identification of new trends and paradigmatic changes in the analyzed period.  

According to Bowen (2009), document analysis as a research method is particularly 

applicable to qualitative studies of a single phenomenon or program. Documents can provide 

data on the context of the program, as well as its historical background which allows “tracking 

change and development” (Bowen, 2009, p. 30). Documents can verify findings from other 

sources, however since they are context-specific, they should also be evaluated against other 

sources or other documents. The absence of documents or incompleteness suggests something 

about the subject of research study, for example that “certain matters have been given little 

attention or that certain voices have not been heard” (Bowen, 2009, p. 33). The selection of 

documents for analysis in qualitative research can be justified on many different grounds and on 

an individual basis, with the use of sampling to refine ideas and gain a particular insight into a 

process or phenomena (Prior, 2003). To analyze the documents, Quentin Skinner’s 

methodological framework and his theory of interpretation were used. 

Skinner’s theory calls for placing the texts in their historical setting and avoiding the 

retrospective imposition of modern conceptions. Historical texts reveal their own problems and 

answer their own questions, and we should not look in them for answers to our own problems, 

but instead for the variety of concepts in different societies under different circumstances 

(Skinner, 1969). Skinner argued that the text should be interpreted considering its illocutionary 

(communicative) and not locutionary (semantic) meaning. His idea of meaning focuses on the 

intention of the author of the text. He argues that “historical differences over fundamental issues 

may reflect differences of intention and convention” rather than differences in values (Skinner, 

1969, p. 52).  
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Skinner also critiques the myths of coherence (because of contradictions, ambivalence, 

and silence), and the mythodology of doctrines—fitting texts into predefined traditions or 

schools. He points out that based on our past experience, we approach the text analysis with 

certain preconceptions about what the author must have been saying (Skinner, 1969). He further 

warns: 

In our attempts to enlarge our historical understanding, is thus that our 

expectations about what someone must be saying or doing will themselves 

determine that we understand the agent to be doing something which he would 

not - or even could not himself have accepted as an account of what he was 

doing. (1969, p. 6) 

Using Skinner’s theoretical framework helped me to understand the intention of the 

author of the analysed documents. The framework was applicable and particularly useful when 

examining the original texts of Fredrich Froebel and James Hughes. This approach provided a 

more comprehensive answer to my research questions.  
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CHAPTER IV: Intellectual Theories Influencing the Development of Kindergarten—A 

Historical Perspective 

The Origin of Kindergarten  

Kindergarten originated in 1837 in Germany with Friedrich Wilhelm August Froebel’s 

idea of education, in which children learn by engaging in developmental, play-based activities 

under the direction of a specially trained teacher. Froebel was influenced by Jean Jacques 

Rousseau who revered childhood as a brief period of divinity and innocence, and believed that 

children were not fully understood by the adults who taught them (Wolfe, 2000). Rousseau 

emphasized the need for teachers to know the nature of each stage of child development in order 

to provide an environment that would allow children to reach their full potentials, at the same 

time supporting the unique nature of childhood. He wrote in “Emile”:  

Nature wants children to be children before they are men. If we deliberately 

pervert this order, we shall get premature fruits which are neither ripe nor well 

flavoured, and which soon decay. Nothing is known about childhood. With our 

false ideas of it the more we do the more we blunder. It is to this study I have 

given special thought in the hope that even if my method should prove false, 

there will always be profit in my observations. Begin then by studying your 

pupils better; for assuredly you do not know them. (Rousseau in Wolfe, 2000, p. 

40)  

These statements emphasize the value of childhood, and the value of observing children 

and learning about them, which initiated the child study movement. Rousseau’s works influenced 

the next generation of philosophers and educators. The same principle of education based on a 

child’s nature and careful observation of children can be found in Johann Pestalozzi’s works. 
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Pestalozzi maintained that children develop best when they are ready to move from one stage of 

development to the next, and he considered it necessary for children to master skills and 

knowledge before going to the next stage. Only a well-educated teacher knows by careful 

observation when this moment takes place. For that reason, Pestalozzi strongly supported teacher 

training and criticized the general public’s lack of interest in bringing education to the higher 

standards and the training of early childhood teachers (Wolfe, 2000).  

Friedrich Wilhelm Froebel was a student of Pestalozzi who also believed in professional 

training for teachers and caregivers, and in the power of observation in child study (Wolfe, 

2000). Froebel’s philosophy was also influenced by his own childhood experience filled with 

frustration and neglect both at home and at school (Wolfe, 2000). Assumed stupid by his parents 

and teachers, attending school based on rote memorization with no connection to the real world, 

he knew how harmful the lack of knowledge about a child can be to the child’s development 

(Wolfe, 2000). As a teacher, he tried educating children according to Rousseau’s model of 

natural learning that involved studying nature, gardening, and indoor modelling with natural 

materials, but he was not satisfied with the results of this education (Wolfe, 2000). He was 

frustrated with the fact that, despite his efforts, he could not offset the deficiencies of the early 

years. He became a student and a teacher at the Pestalozzi Institute. After years of studies and 

observations, he concluded that children entering school need guiding principles such as an 

orderly set of experiences to stimulate and organize mental activities (Wolfe, 2000). Utilizing his 

ideas, in 1836 Froebel opened the first institution for young children and he named it a 

Kleinkinderbeschäfttigungsanstalt, which in free translation means an institution where small 

children are occupied (Corbett, 1989). He kept thinking of another name for it and in 1840 he 

came up with the name kindergarten: a garden for children where they can flourish. Froebel was 
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highly influenced by Pestalozzi’s philosophy and like Pestalozzi, he believed that education was 

to follow the order of nature and the teacher should be like a gardener, helping children to unfold 

(Wolfe, 2000). When we compare Pestalozzi’s words: “But was is the true type of education? It 

is like the art of the gardener under whose care a thousand trees blossom and grow” (Pestalozzi, 

“Pestalozzi’s Address to My House” as cited in Wolfe, 2000, p. 63) with Froebel’s: “Note the 

moment, the proper place, for the introduction of a new branch of instruction …. The whole 

attention of the teacher must be directed to these budding points of new branches of instruction” 

(Froebel, 1908, p. 255), the influence of Pestalozzi is obvious. Pestalozzi’s ideas probably 

inspired Froebel to name his institution a “kindergarten.” As Wolfe (2000) notes, while thinking 

of the name he deliberately tried to avoid the name “school” and abolished all other terms he was 

also considering: German equivalents of “playschool,” “school for the psychological training of 

little children by means of play and occupations,” “institute for the self teaching of little 

children,” or “nursery school for little children.” The word “school” in his opinion implied that 

education is intended primarily for teaching and not for development. Froebel wrote:  

How different could this be in every respect, if parents were to view and treat 

the child with reference to all stages of development and age, without breaks and 

omissions; if particularly, they were to consider the fact that the vigorous and 

complete development and cultivation of each successive stage depends on the 

vigorous, complete and characteristic development of each and all preceding 

stages of life! (1908, p. 28) 

Froebel wanted the name to reflect the sense of a nursery where plants are nurtured 

according to their natural needs to foster their growth. His notion of the child as an integral part 

of nature is linked to the romantic philosophy, and the belief in nature rather than nurture, as the 
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basis of human development. As Linda Pound (2011) notes, the word “garten” in German also 

carries the sense of transformation or metamorphosis, and in fact spirituality is central to 

Froebelian philosophy. The connection with nature is evident in his focus on outdoor education 

and gardening activities; in his kindergarten children go on field trips to explore the environment 

and nature, and each child had a garden plot as well as a community garden shared with other 

children (Pound, 2011; Corbett, 1989; Wolfe, 2000). 

Froebel applied his concept of unity and harmony in the universe, which he referred to as 

“the law of connection” (Froebel, 1902, p. 272), to child development. Therefore, he designed 

his kindergarten curriculum to reflect this harmony and unity. The program was to nurture the 

heart, soul, mind, and body of the child and at the same time harmonize the child’s relationship 

with other people and nature. The curriculum included religion, physical health, training of the 

five senses, gardening and the care of animals, language, literature, mathematics, and 

dramatization (Corbett, 1989). It would develop with the child in order to help develop the child, 

maintaining a full harmony as stated by Froebel when he wrote about the play: 

They continue to unfold in the progressive course of the development and 

education of the child in a logical sequence; and yet, as it were in harmony with 

the growth of the child, and unfold themselves anew and generate new things 

from themselves in their use, in their application, and in a manner suited to the 

course and the then existing stage of the child’s development.” (1902, p. 146) 

This harmony between the child’s needs and curriculum, and Froebel’s understanding 

that all living forms grow outwardly from within, is expressed in his description of how a six-

year-old Lena learned how to print and read. For a long time, she wanted to be able to write to 

her father when he was away. So, she started by printing her own and family members’ names, 
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learning the sounds of each letter as she practiced. Lena’s inner need and desire to express 

herself by writing was, to Froebel, the most significant sign of readiness for learning how to read 

and write (Corbett, 1989).  

Now since reading and writing are of such great importance to man, the boy 

(when he begins to practise them) should possess a sufficient amount of strength 

and insight. The possibility of self-consciousness must have been developed in 

him; the inner need and desire to know them must have manifested itself clearly 

and definitely, before he begins to learn these arts. 

If he is to learn these arts in a truly profitable way, the boy must himself 

already have become self-conscious, instead of labouring to become conscious 

of what he has not yet come to be; otherwise, all his knowledge will be hollow, 

dead, empty, extraneous, mechanical. (Froebel, 1908, p. 225) 

Froebel’s self-activity concept was highly regarded by James Hughes, who wrote:  

No writer before his time conceived the idea, and few writers since have 

thoroughly understood it …. It is the spontaneous effort of the child to make 

manifest to itself and others the inner conceptions and operations of its own 

mind. In the true self-activity the motive and impulse that causes the action 

originates with the child itself. It makes the child an executive as well as a 

receptive and reflecting being, and thereby overcomes the most universal human 

weaknesses of failing to live and act up to the limit of individual knowing and 

thinking. It reveals the child to its teacher and to itself. (1897, pp. 6–7) 

Froebel used his observations of children during their spontaneous play to design 

curricula and teaching materials for them. He saw that children often take an object pretending 
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that it was another object. He felt that this process could be used to explain certain cosmic truths 

or realities, for example an abstract concept of unity (Corbett, 1989). Symbolism played a great 

role in Froebel’s ideas. Froebel used it to design teaching materials (Gifts) and activities 

(Occupations) for this new program to help children understand certain concepts, the idea of 

unity, and the relationship between the human being, universe, and nature, as well as develop 

manual dexterity (Corbett, 1989; Wolfe, 2000). 

Play was central to Froebel’s concept of learning, and he designed his curriculum using 

the child’s natural inclination to play and imitate. He believed that the child learns easily by this 

approach, but the adult’s responsibility was to guide the child’s attention to the good things to 

imitate (Corbett, 1989). Froebel considered a child’s play as  

the purest, most spiritual activity of man at this stage, and, at the same time, 

typical of human life as a whole—of the inner hidden natural life in man and all 

things. It gives, therefore, joy, freedom, contentment, inner and outer rest, peace 

with the world. (1908, p. 7) 

Froebel expected an adult to guide a child’s play by suggesting materials, topics, songs, 

or movements for indoor or outdoor play. The adult was to accompany children and talk with 

them about their play to offer explanation or help, to better understand the child, and to plan 

future activities.  

As Froebel started promoting kindergartens throughout Europe, he set up a training 

program for kindergarten teachers. He was the first who not only recognized the need for 

studying child development and setting up educational programs for young children, but he also 

designed, organized, and opened the first specialized training institution for early childhood 

educators (Wolfe, 2000). His program was a mix of theory and practice with children. Today’s 
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quality early childhood programs still include many of these elements: circle time, thematic 

songs, finger plays, or field trips. Froebel also believed that if mothers were going to be the sole 

educators of children until the school age, they needed specific training to adequately prepare 

their children for school. He published a resource book for mothers which contained an 

organized series of songs, games, and pictures to help educate children at home. 

Although Froebel’s ideas were spreading, they were also meeting with strong opposition 

from the ones who believed that teaching through play had no educational value in preparing 

children for school, but instead it would promote laziness and listlessness (Wolfe, 2000). 

Froebel’s ideas were discredited by many and he was often ridiculed and called “the old fool” 

who danced and played with village children (Wolfe, 2000). Despite this, he tirelessly and 

enthusiastically continued to work with and for children, even in his later life. A year before his 

death, his kindergartens and training programs in Prussia were closed for the next nine years 

because they were educating women, and were considered to be fostering atheistic and socialistic 

ideology (Wolfe, 2000). 

Child Study Movement  

The need for child study as a base for improving children’s health and education was 

already recognized in the 18th century by Rousseau. Pestalozzi and Froebel also believed in the 

value of studying the child and in the power of observation. The child study movement began 

gaining scientific status at the end of the 19th century due to the work of G. Stanley Hall who 

was fully committed to this field. According to Katz (1961), by 1895 there was already an 

extensive bibliography on this subject. The movement began to be influential in Canada in about 

1884, when the Ontario Education Association invited G. Stanley Hall to Toronto for a series of 

lectures which resulted in forming a child study section within the Association (Katz, 1961). Hall 
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believed that “there is nothing else in the world so worthy of love, reverence, and service as the 

body and soul of the growing child” (Hall in LaPierre, 1981, p. 10) and that child study will give 

directions for responding to a child’s nature and needs. His main concern was not children’s 

intellectual development, but their health, which he believed “can be affected by unwise barriers 

to playful tendencies” (Kliebard, 1986, p. 38). This concern remains valid in today’s early 

childhood education and the FDELK program.  

Child study started by Hall was received with scepticism and its results were often 

criticized for not being scientific enough, even though the studies were based on empirical 

philosophy and used mostly observations as methods. The most persistent critics like Robert 

Rusk argued that data and conclusions should be presented in quantitative terms in order to be 

objective and free of biases, and child study should be open to inquiries and experimentation 

(Brehony, 2009). As Brehony notes, the critique of the child study movement also had a gender 

dimension since it was supported and conducted mostly by women, while most academics were 

men.  

The child study movement gained new supporters like Maria Montessori who faithfully 

followed the positivists’ notion of measuring only the observable and ignoring the internal 

spiritual states of the child. This transition was paralleled with the shift in social theory, 

philosophy, economics, and the new methods of obtaining knowledge in the era of industrial and 

scientific revolution dominated by the rules of efficiency (Brehony, 2009). The child remained in 

the centre of the study, but mostly in the context of instrumental rationality guided by utility as 

defined by Max Weber (Brehony, 2009).  

The industrial revolution was bringing new social problems, and the emerging nation-

states and the construction of national systems of compulsory schooling all played roles in the 
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educationalization of social problems that started in the 18th century. Emphasis was placed on 

the child who was going to solve social problems—the education system was going to solve 

social inequalities, build a citizenry, and improve productivity (Bruno-Jofré, 2010). The 

educationalization of social problems provided the beginning of the modern education in 

Northern and Western Europe and in the United States in the 19th century—a modern education 

based on the premise that all present and future problems are educational concerns (Trohler, 

2013).  

What was obvious for many thinkers and educators in the past—putting children and 

their needs in the centre of theories and research, observing and listening to the children in order 

to meet their needs—seemed to be disappearing, being replaced by looking at the early 

childhood issues from the adult’s or society’s perspective. It is important to remember the words 

of Robert Owen, the social reformer and the founder of infant schools:  

I have long thought that the minds and feelings of young children are seldom 

duly considered and attended to, and that if adults would patiently encourage 

them to express candidly what they thought and felt, much suffering would be 

saved to the children, and much useful knowledge of human nature would be 

gained by the adults. (Owen in Wolfe, 2000, p. 150).  

The same notion is in Froebel’s call to study children and their needs in order to get 

direction for what is best for them, what approach should be used to meet their needs, how 

flexible or differentiated the children’s programs should be, because even children with similar 

experiences show “a different individuality” (Froebel, 1900). It is the responsibility of educators 

to recognize children’s needs and provide guidance accordingly. Therefore, wrote Froebel, 
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“education in instruction and training, originally and in its first principles, should necessarily be 

passive, following, not prescriptive, categorical, interfering” (1908, p. 7).  

At the turn of the 20th century, the institutes of child study were formed in the United 

States to study the child and provide findings to parents and educators. In Ontario, the first 

Institute of Child Study (initially known as St. George’s School for Child Study) was opened at 

the University of Toronto in 1925 with Dr. W. E. Blatz (a medical doctor) as a program director. 

It included a nursery school, a kindergarten that children attended for a full day, and the primary 

grades. Its foundation was based on John Dewey’s laboratory school in Chicago and its focus 

was on the individual child, his experience and needs (Christou, 2012). The institute researched 

all aspects of the child’s development (physical, social, emotional, intellectual), but a major part 

of the institute’s studies was on the child’s mental health guided by maturationist principles 

(Corbett, 1989; Christou, 2012). W. E. Blatz became a well-known researcher in his field, mainly 

owing to his theory of security as a state of mind allowing one to accept the consequences of 

one’s decisions (Christou, 2012). Blatz believed that security should be a primary goal of the 

human being (Wright in Prochner & Howe, 2000). He claimed that in order to develop 

independent security, children have to experience dependent security (a complete trust in their 

caregivers), which would give them the courage to experiment, explore, make mistakes, and 

accept failures (Wright in Prochner & Howe, 2000). The instructions and explanations given to 

the children were supposed to be given in a non-authoritarian way, in the form of statements not 

commands, giving them freedom to choose to conform or not (Wright in Prochner & Howe, 

2000). The consequences of the action had to be logical, consistent, and applied (where needed) 

in a non-judgemental way, avoiding punishments. The children had to be respected by adults as 



21 

 

learners who make mistakes. This gradual process, according to Blatz, would lead to 

emancipation, responsibility, and self-control.  

In the 1930s and 1940s, Blatz and his theories were almost revolutionary and very 

controversial. He was against any kind of punishment or extrinsic rewards for compliance, as 

these created superficial and temporary change, but not “real learning and development” (Wright 

in Prochner & Howe, 2000). Blatz believed that children should not be taught obedience but 

instead critical thinking about authority, which is essential in a democratic society (Wright in 

Prochner & Howe, 2000). This included the choice of telling the truth or not. Blatz was 

definitely ahead of his time with his theories, which were implemented in his institute with 

remarkable success, and beyond comprehension of his contemporaries who believed in 

authoritarian methods of control over children. Even if Blatz’s philosophy and the work of his 

Institute (“his” institute until 1960 when he retired) did not change pedagogical practice in other 

schools, it probably stirred and inspired the early childhood community by questioning the status 

quo and paving the way to the alternative methods to educate young children.  

 

Educational Theories from the Late 19th Century Onwards 

John Dewey 

The period from the second half of the 19th century up to the Second World War was 

marked by many new and progressive approaches to education. One of the most influential 

figures was John Dewey, the proponent of progressive education with its pragmatism. Dewey 

propagated purposeful activities with clear objectives. Learning, according to him, needs time to 

think, experiment, reflect, and investigate further (Wolfe, 2000): “Right answers alone could 

never be the goal” (Wolfe, 2000, p. 209). Dewey believed that education should be seen not as a 
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preparation for life, but as part of life itself. He criticized the child-centred approach and he saw 

a need for the teacher to be “the intellectual leader of a social group” (Dewey in Pound, 2011, p. 

22). Like Froebel, he believed in active learning that followed the children’s interests. Froebel 

expected that a child’s creativity will unfold through a process of imitative activities. Dewey, in 

contrast, sharply criticized imitating teacher-initiated activities: “Imitation and suggestion come 

in naturally and inevitably, but only as instruments to help him carry out his own wishes and 

ideas” (Dewey in Weber, 1969, p. 52). Instead, he considered constructive work, music, art, 

studying nature including gardening, field trips as the most important activities in generating 

interest and provoking thinking and response (Weber, 1969). 

Dewey also rejected Froebel’s idea of children as just individuals but rather considered 

them members of a society. He promoted child study and investments in childhood with the 

intent to influence the society. The kind of society and its needs should set the goals for 

educators: “The conception of education as a social process and function has no definite meaning 

until we define the kind of society we have in mind” (Dewey in Wolfe, 2000, p. 211). Today’s 

research on early childhood seems to follow this pragmatic notion, which lacks the focus on a 

child’s experience, health, and well-being in early childhood care and education programs. 

Instead, most reports and studies focus on achievements in preparation for future success, and on 

societal problems like poverty, parental struggles, or economic consequences in the context of 

early childhood programs. 

A critical pedagogy perspective is needed to look at a child’s experience, examine it, and 

reflect on an alternative approach. Paulo Freire and his works “Pedagogy of the Oppressed” and 

“Pedagogy of Freedom” became influential in the discussion on children’s right to have an 

influence.  
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It is through reflection on our lived experiences, especially in classrooms with 

young children, that we can choose to see commonplace patterns, or we can 

choose to look more introspectively as if into a prism and visualize how the 

commonplace could be further interpreted by each of our students or coworkers 

and try to accept life from their perspectives. (Christensen & Aldridge, 2013, p. 

5, referring to Freire’s “Pedagogy of Freedom”).  

Freire also claimed that “only dialogue, which requires critical thinking, is also capable 

of generating critical thinking. Without dialogue there is no communication, and without 

communication there can be no true education” (1974, p. 81); “Dialogue further requires an 

intense faith in man, faith in his power to make and remake, to create and re-create, faith in his 

vocation to be more fully human” (1974, p. 79); and finally: “To alienate men from their own 

decision-making is to change them into objects” (1974, p. 73).  

Dewey’s notion of democracy and agency, if used in this context, calls for restoring the 

focus on children and their voices in all the matters that affect them. Applying Dewey’s idea, 

children as the agents of change should be given opportunities to exercise their agency and 

enhance their own being by being included in the research and educational policy process.  

The latest literature on childhood stresses the need to listen to the children’s own voices 

to learn more about children’s needs before making recommendations for educational practice 

(Andresen et al., 2010; Canella, 2002; Jover & Thoilliez, 2010; Ringsmose & Cragh-Muller, 

2017). Gonzalo Jover and Bianca Thoilliez (Andresen et al., 2010) explain why listening to 

children’s own voices is essential and justified from three different perspectives: 

epistemological, ethical, and pedagogical. From the epistemological point of view, knowledge of 

childhood experience cannot be based solely on adults’ interpretations and meanings given to 
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that experience (Andresen et al., 2010). Ethically, we acknowledge that children have rights to be 

heard on matters concerning them. From a pedagogical perspective, children should be treated as 

agents of their own learning process (Andresen et al., 2010). Also, an essential element of the 

education is to know the learners and their needs in order to help them learn and foster healthy 

development (Andresen et al., 2010). 

The United Nations adopted the Convention on the Rights of the Child in November 

1989:  

States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own 

views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, 

the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age and 

maturity of the child. (UN, 1989, p. 3)  

This document states that children should be given the right to be heard in all matters 

affecting them.  

In Denmark, the law requires that children’s views of everyday life in childcare 

must be collected once a year …. These required interviews provide children in 

Denmark the opportunity to discuss and influence their lives in child care and 

provide important information for parents in making decisions about child care. 

(Ringsmose & Kragh-Muller, 2017, p. 134) 

and 

Investigating children’s perspectives of child care not only provides a way to 

gaining understanding of young children, but also provides an avenue for them 

to influence their lives in child care and thus, through participation, learn about 

democracy. (Ringsmose & Kragh-Muller, 2017, p. 135) 



25 

 

Analogously, the United Kingdom’s Childcare Act of 2006 states that local authorities 

must include the views of young children in the planning and delivering of services. As a result 

of this Act, early childhood education began providing opportunities for young children to make 

decisions about matters that directly affect them. Children under the age of eight are not too 

young to show us what is important to them, and they can be consulted very effectively about 

their own experiences through various art methods and active communication (Jones & Walker, 

2011).  

Dewey’s progressive ideas included not only child agency or learning from experience 

through active engagement. For Dewey, education starts in early years and it is a continuous, 

open-ended, and lifelong process. Therefore, he promoted equal salaries for all levels of teachers 

in public schools—from early childhood educators to university professors, as they are all 

equally important jobs needed by society (Wolfe, 2000). This notion remains wishful thinking 

for early childhood educators in Canada, who are mostly women and at the very bottom of the 

salary scale for educators. Their important role in the current FDELK is not recognized by 

salaries equal to the teachers’ salaries. For the ones who work in early childhood programs 

outside of the public school system, the difference is even higher.  

Rudolf Steiner 

Rudolf Steiner, a contemporary of John Dewey, offered an alternative approach to early 

years education including kindergarten. The authors of “The Guide to the Early Years 

Foundation Stage in Steiner Waldorf Early Childhood Settings” offer an explanation of Steiner’s 

theory:  

The Steiner Waldorf early childhood approach takes as given the 

interdependence of physical, emotional, social, spiritual and cognitive 
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development. It takes account of the whole child, including his/her soul 

qualities, and believes that children’s learning flourishes in a calm, peaceful, 

predictable, familiar and unhurried environment that recognizes the child’s 

sensory sensitivities. (Steiner Waldorf Education in Pound, 2011, p. 35) 

Steiner designed an education system based on three developmental stages, each lasting 

seven years. He believed that for the first seven years of life, through play and physical activities 

and a focus on hand rather than head, children should develop strength of will, which would be 

the best preparation for successful learning at a later stage (Pound, 2011). He was concerned 

about the psychological well-being of young children, which depends on adults being present but 

“holding back” (Pound, 2011), not being the intellectual leaders of a social group like Dewey 

proposed. Steiner’s principles translate into practice with emphasis on play and imagination, 

including practical experiences like cooking or gardening, and no introduction of print until the 

age of six or seven (Pound, 2011). Pound notes that this late introduction to literacy has been 

criticized by many English early childhood practitioners, but recent research studies show no 

significant differences in reading ability by the age 11 between children who learn to read at five 

and those at seven years of age; the most important factors in future reading ability are play and 

interactions with adults, and taking time away from these may disadvantage children in the 

longer term (Suggate, 2009b; Paley, 2004 in Pound, 2011). This is reflected in, for example, the 

current Finish model of education. Although children in Finland do not learn to read until the age 

of seven, they consistently perform better than children from other countries in early literacy 

standards (Pound, 2011).  

Similarly, children in Denmark start kindergarten in the school system in the term after 

their sixth birthday. In other Nordic countries, children also start school at the age of six or 
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seven, and school readiness is not a main focus and a less-used concept (Ringsmose & Kragh-

Muller, 2017). In England, children start compulsory school at age five, but free schooling for 

four-year-olds means that 98% start school when they are four years old (Ringsmose & Kragh-

Muller, 2017). Yet, an international comparative study, Progress in International Reading 

Literacy Study, shows similar national average scores between Danish and English children’s 

reading development at the age of 10 (Ringsmose & Kragh-Muller, 2017). However, when 

comparisons are made between the countries, context and its complexities should not be ignored. 

Robin Alexander, one of the leading scholars in comparative education, states that each 

country’s inherited ideas and values, social structures, politics, and demography are “the very 

features with which we must engage if we are to understand education elsewhere, explain why 

one country outperforms others” (2012, p. 2).  

Maria Montessori 

Maria Montessori’s approach to early childhood education has attracted attention of 

theorists and educators since her book “A Montessori Method” was translated into English in 

1912. A pediatrician from Italy (and the first woman to study medicine in Italy), she was very 

critical of the education system where “the children, like butterflies mounted on pins, are 

fastened each to his place, the desk, spreading the useless wings of barren and meaningless 

knowledge which they have acquired” (Montessori, “The Montessori Method” cited in Wolfe, 

2000, p. 226). She believed in the freedom for children and their spontaneous self-mastery of the 

environment in the process of learning (Logan & Logan, 1974). Her first school was for children 

with special needs, and she soon became an expert in the field of special education. She then 

used her methods in regular schools and extended her program into program for all children 

beyond early childhood. Montessori influenced kindergarten with her theory of freedom in 
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selecting activities, sensory training preceding reading and writing, and educating parents about 

health and hygiene (Logan & Logan, 1974). 

In 1913, the Ontario Department of Education asked for a report on Montessori’s 

methods (Corbett, 1989). The report criticized individual activities over social interactions, the 

lack of oral language in the program, and teaching writing and reading to a four-year-old child; it 

appreciated, however, the use of sensory activities. It concluded with the opinion that Ontario’s 

kindergarten program was much superior to the Montessori system, and recommended that only 

some of the Montessori didactic apparatus might be adapted and “supplied to the Normal 

Schools for experimental purposes” (Corbett, 1989, p.75).  

Lori Malaguzzi  

An educational theory that influenced Ontario’s kindergarten since the 1960s was the 

Reggio Emilia approach to early childhood education. It was developed after the Second World 

War in the small village of Reggio Emilia in Italy by pedagogist Lori Malaguzzi. It views 

children as curious, capable, and resourceful individuals with powerful potential. According to 

Malaguzzi, children have “100 languages” to express themselves and their understanding of 

concepts. This child-centred pedagogy giving “voices” to children is built on documenting 

children’s work, taking photographs, videotaping, then inviting children to revisit the 

documentation and studying it with them to understand children's thinking and enhance the 

curriculum for them. This method is based on the notion that educators and parents are co-

learners and children as citizens are full and active participants in their education and in society 

(Rinaldi, 2004). The quality of space, the environment where learning takes place, was equally 

important for Malaguzzi; he considered the environment “the third educator” (Rinaldi, 2004). He 

believed that children have the right for the physical space to meet their needs, and the adult’s 
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role is to collaborate with them to create an environment where they can express their potential, 

utilize their skills, and develop competence; the quality of space equals the quality of the 

learning (Rinaldi, 2004).  

Psychological Theories 

The kindergarten movement from the second half of the 19th century to the Second 

World War occurred at a time when psychology emerged in the scientific field with the first 

psychological theories about human development and emotions. The 20th century marked the 

emergence of psychodynamic theories that explained the reasons for human behaviour. Although 

psychodynamic theories are considered to have little impact on the theories and direct practices 

of early childhood education, Linda Pound (2011) notes they showed the connection between 

early childhood experiences and adult life. One of the most influential theories of that time was 

Sigmund Freud’s, which inspired other theories in psychodynamics and developmental 

psychology. Freud’s theory highlighted the importance of early experiences and their impact on 

the child’s future life. It showed human development to be “shaped by the conflict between 

biological drives and society’s restrictions on the expression of these drives” (Keenan and Evans 

in Pound, 2011, p. 60). The impact of psychodynamic theories on early childhood education is 

seen in a better understanding of emotions, and the importance of children’s feelings in 

promoting their well-being.  

Another influential stream of psychological theories developing at the same time was 

behaviourism and constructivism, which saw the child and their development differently. The 

behaviourist child is mouldable and can be shaped to conform to a culture and desired behaviour; 

the constructivist child is an active participant in the learning process that occurs when they 

interact with the environment and the people around them (Siegler et al., 2011). In the “nature or 
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nurture” debate, behaviourism is the most extreme theory, and considers that learning and 

development are shaped entirely by nurture. Behaviourist Edward Thorndike developed a theory 

that the primary means of learning is through trial and error, and that educators should assist in 

reducing errors by connecting stimuli with the correct responses (Siegler et al., 2011). In the first 

half of the 20th century, the Law of Effect theory was developed, which suggests that any 

behaviour that has positive consequences will be repeated. Thorndike addressed his ideas 

directly to kindergarten teachers in his 1903 “Notes on Psychology for Kindergartners,” saying 

“The truth is that a human life is a bundle of habits; that what we mean by knowledge is habits of 

sequence among ideas; that what we mean by capacity is the possibility of forming a certain set 

of habits,” thus the teacher should “adopt the custom of working directly for concrete habits and 

measuring his success by their attainment” (Thorndike in Weber, 1969, p. 54). The famous Law 

of Effect was especially applicable to kindergarten, as kindergarten age was considered the best 

time for forming a habit. Thorndike’s theory treated the mind not as a separate entity, but rather 

as the typical response of the organism to the stimuli from the environment, which differed 

drastically from Froebel’s view and the Froebelian principles of kindergarten (Weber, 1969).  

Another behaviouristic theory—classical conditioning introduced by B. F. Skinner—

suggests that conditioning happens when rewards follow an action (Weber, 1969). Skinner 

proposed an approach to teaching known as programmed learning, where the material is 

presented “through the careful sequencing of instructional content coupled with immediate 

positive reinforcement for adequate responses” (Doxey, 1990, p. 73).  

Behaviourism has had a powerful influence on adults’ perceptions of childhood and on 

the early childhood education practice. “The ideas that we conform to our culture as we learn, 
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and that praise, positive rewards such as ‘gold stars’ can reinforce positive behaviours and assist 

children in learning are widespread” (MacNaughton, 2003 in Pound, 2011, p. 94).  

As much as behaviourist ideas were popular, they have also met with a lot of criticism. 

The main critique is that human behaviour is too complex to be explained by such a simple 

theory. Others, like Kohn in his book “Punished by Rewards,” see incentives and rewards as 

counterproductive to effective independent learning, and believe they can often reduce 

achievement (Kohn, 1993). Taylor points out that when children are trained to be controlled, and 

denied opportunities to think, reflect, and make mistakes, they never learn to control their 

environment wisely, for their environment has controlled them (Taylor in Doxey, 1990). 

According to LaPierre (1981), behaviourist methods resulted in dependency, victimization, over-

consumption, and the incapacity to think critically, which has characterized the generations of 

the 20th century.  

The theory of child development that also influenced kindergarten was the maturationist 

theory developed by Arnold Gesell in the 1920s and 1930s. Maturationists believed that 

children’s mental health and moral well-being are the base of their development, that knowledge 

exists within the child, and by unfolding these innate abilities as children mature, they develop 

an understanding of the world. Accordingly, time for growth is the only means to achieve school 

readiness for children (de Cosa, 1997).  

One of the most influential constructivist theorists in the first half of the 20th century was 

the Soviet psychologist Lev Vygotsky. His sociocultural learning theory views a child as a 

product of their culture, and the society as a crucial agent in a child’s development. His 

education concept known as “the zone of proximal development” is the difference between what 

the child can do without help and what they can do with help. Vygotsky believed that fantasy 
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play had immense value in helping children to identify solutions to real-life problems, and that in 

their play, children act at a higher stage than in real life (Pound, 2011). Ellias and Berk (Pound, 

2011) bring an example that this is consistent with some research showing that children who use 

complex rules in their play are better able to follow rules imposed by teachers when they start 

formal education (Pound, 2011). Vygotsky’s theory was largely unknown outside the Soviet 

Union and the countries of the Soviet block until the 1970s (Siegler et al., 2011), however the 

Toronto Board of Education listed his “Thought and Language” as a Reference Book in 

“Kindergarten Guidelines” from circa 1967 (the publication year is uncertain for OISE library). 

Another psychological theory recognizing the value of play as fundamental to cognitive 

development was from Jean Piaget. According to Piaget, play is a systematic process of learning 

from birth to adulthood. His theory of play (also known as developmental stage theory) is based 

on the idea of four stages of cognitive development (sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete 

operational, and formal operations stage) that require the appropriate stimuli and environment at 

the right time. The right time depends on the child’s own cognitive development, and it is the 

responsibility of an adult to recognize that moment and help children to achieve their potential.  

Although Piaget and his theory were well known in North America in the 1970s, the 

actualization of his ideas was not that popular in the Canadian school system.  

While Piaget’s child is inner-oriented, a self-starter and the determinator of the 

process and the rate of his development, Ontario’s child is generally outer-

oriented. He is subject to the agenda of the adults about him, and his 

achievement consists in meeting the requirements of this agenda. The 

achievement of Piaget’s child, on the other hand, lies in being himself. These 

differences in philosophy have led to the continuation and the intensification of 
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testing and measuring children, of keeping them in a system that is grade-locked 

and subjects them too often to programmes unrelated to the natural processes of 

their development (LaPierre, 1981, p. 11). 

This practice is contrary to the substantial literature on the importance of providing the 

environment to accommodate the needs of individual learners. Ada Schermann (Doxey, 1990) 

uses the term “environmental readiness,” where children should be allowed to take different 

routes to common goals, as individual differences are natural to human beings and these 

differences should be respected when designing the environment. Chronological age is a measure 

of time, not of development. The responsive environment is the one that adjusts to the child 

rather than forcing the child to conform to adults’ expectations and goals.  

Urie Bronfenbrenner’s theory of child development has also influenced kindergarten in 

Ontario since the 1980s. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model of child development is composed 

of a series of nested structures, each inside the next (Siegler et al., 2011). These structures 

include the microsystem (the immediate environment with which the child directly interacts), the 

mesosystem (connections between various microsystems such as family, peers, and school), the 

exosystem (social settings that child is not a part of, like a parent’s workplace), and the 

macrosystem (cultural context in which all other systems are embedded). In the centre of this 

model is the child with his or her individual biological, physical, and psychological 

characteristics (Siegler et al., 2011). Bronfenbrenner emphasizes that every level of the system 

has an impact on a child’s development, as they all are interconnected and affecting one another. 

According to Bronfenbrenner’s theory, parents’ involvement in the school and the community, 

and support for parents from these organizations, affect child’s development positively. The 

analyzed documents from the 1980s onwards emphasize these benefits and recommend 
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strengthening the link between the school and the family, as well as with the community 

(LaPierre, 1981; Ministry of Education, 1985; Pascal, 2009; Ontario Ministry of Education, 

2010; Ontario Ministry of Education, 2016), and some reports (Ministry of Education, 1985b; 

Corter & Park, 1993) refer to or quote Bronfenbrenner directly. 
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CHAPTER V: Kindergarten in North America 

Kindergarten started spreading outside of the German states (which were unified in 1871) 

and was slowly replacing infant schools in England and in North America during the second half 

of the 19th century. Jennifer Wolfe (2000) found this transformation interesting, especially when 

kindergarten and infant schools had similar programs. In her opinion, the main reason that 

kindergarten started replacing infant schools was the part-time nature of kindergartens. They 

allowed the mother and the family to maintain a prominent role in a child’s upbringing. Froebel’s 

kindergarten concept considered the mother as the most important figure in a child’s 

development and provided an educational program for mothers that included a detailed resource 

book. This conception was consistent with the Victorian idea of women’s roles in the family, 

therefore it quickly gained public support. The foundation for that concept was laid earlier by 

Pestalozzi, who, according to Trohler (2013), considered mothers responsible for the 

educationalization of social problems. Pestalozzi saw loving mothers as “preservers of the good 

in people” (Trohler, 2013, p. 71) who can successfully teach morality and religiousness in the 

corrupt world. 

Froebel’s kindergarten started spreading to other countries around the world at the time 

when nation-states were forming. Kindergarten philosophy was usually transformed and adjusted 

to the cultural and political needs of local societies. Kristen Nawrotzki (2007) uses Daniel T. 

Rodger’s network model to illustrate how communication and interactions shaped Anglo-

American network of kindergarten advocates. Network participants formed a community 

dedicated to the universal provision of Froebelian kindergarten, connected “via transatlantic 

travel of key figures as well as via the exchange of text” (Nawrotzki, 2007, p. 224). “Although 

transatlantic travel helped to establish connections between people interested in the kindergarten, 
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the real work of idea brokering, and the establishment of the Anglo-American network was done 

through co-publication and the sharing of texts” (Nawrotzki, 2007, p. 228). This network and 

shared ideas contributed not only to establishing kindergartens, but later also to revising 

Froebel’s original kindergarten according to the new science of child study and new concepts of 

education (Nawrotzki, 2007). 

Roberta Wollons (2000) presents 11 case studies from different countries that show how 

the kindergarten philosophy spread, the role of kindergarten in various cultures, and the 

transformation of the ideas that were necessary to gain support from the local society. Despite 

differences between the cultures, in all of them kindergarten had a dual purpose: to educate and 

to socialize. The balance between these two roles is a very interesting aspect in the studies 

presented in the book.  

Wollons (2000) claims that the way in which kindergarten was introduced to the nation 

determined its character and purpose. Initially, kindergartens were introduced by the original 

students of Froebel, who after the failure of 1848 revolution, fled Germany to North America, 

Britain, and western Europe. Wollons (2000) explains that three forms of diffusion took place: 

primary, by direct acquisition, and the closest to Froebel’s original teaching; secondary, taken 

from kindergartens that had already gone through transformation; and tertiary, taken from 

models transformed twice already. After the acquisition, kindergartens were institutionalized and 

incorporated into a national education system. According to Wollons (2000), women were the 

main promoters of kindergarten. They communicated through an international network of 

newsletters, journals, and conferences, where ideas about kindergarten were discussed and 

debated (Wollons, 2000).  
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In the United States, primary acquisition took place. It started after the Revolution of 

1848 when many Germans, including Froebelians, emigrated to the United States (Wollons, 

2000; Shapiro, 1983; Wolfe, 2000). Froebel (who never visited the United States himself) 

believed that America was a fertile ground for spreading his ideas and establishing kindergartens. 

He wrote in Shapiro (1983):  

We must emigrate to the country that offers all the conditions for the existence 

of the genuine human family life which renders the development of pure 

humanity possible, where such a life is at least sought and can freely develop. 

All those conditions we find in America. (p. 27) 

In 1851, the Prussian government accused Froebel of spreading atheism and socialism 

through his kindergartens, and banned them in Prussia (Shapiro, 1983; Wolfe, 2000). Devastated 

by this order, Froebel wrote: “I will go to America where a new life is unfolding itself and the 

new education of man corresponding with it will find footing” (Froebel in Shapiro, 1983, p. 27). 

Despite Froebel’s high hopes for the easy establishment of kindergartens in the United States, the 

kindergarten movement started spreading there only after a series of changes adapting the 

original Froebelian ideas to the American culture that occurred between 1848 and 1872 (Shapiro, 

1983; Wollons, 2000).  

Shapiro points out that in order to understand the initial resistance to kindergarten and its 

gradual acceptance, we must understand the religious ideologies it challenged (Shapiro, 1983). 

For almost 200 years, Calvinism determined the attitudes of American parents and education 

(Shapiro, 1983). Calvinists believed that a man from birth is totally depraved and ignorant, 

however God elected some children for salvation. Accordingly, most Calvinist parents insisted 

on early education to break the ignorance and potentially lead to salvation, even though not 
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guaranteed as it could only be granted freely from God (Shapiro, 1983). The new Lockean 

psychology, assuming that a child’s mind is a blank tablet but plastic during the early years, was 

welcomed as advice to begin an early education focused not on emotions but on reason and 

discipline (Shapiro, 1983). By 1830, Scottish Common Sense philosophy and a growing number 

of Evangelical Protestants argued that although the child is predisposed to evil actions, its nature 

was perfectible and immaturity was simply a lack of early training or education (Shapiro, 1983). 

The evangelical childrearing emphasised habit formation and the absolute parental authority in 

early years; the same elements are found in the future behaviouristic theory. The Common Sense 

philosophy was giving the parents, and ultimately the mothers, responsibility over the child’s 

moral education. It validated the transformation of the mother’s role in the family from mainly 

working in home-based production to that of a stay-at-home childrearing parent, while the father 

was working away from home in a rapidly industrializing economy. However, the new American 

Romantic reform and the experimental Transcendental education were giving way to the growing 

notion of the total innocence of early childhood as a symbol of human potential (Shapiro, 1983). 

By 1860, few approved the Calvinist innate depravity, will breaking, and the primacy of literacy, 

however most Americans still refused to accept the innocence of childhood and declined to make 

spiritual self-knowledge the primary goal of early education (Shapiro, 1983). Kindergarten was 

appealing in the Victorian era because of its support for the mother’s role and the new gentle 

approach to child rearing, but also because it was based on order, work well done, self-

sufficiency, and the necessity of a spiritual element in life. 

Some best-known American supporters of early kindergarten were Elizabeth Peabody, 

William T. Harris, and Susan Blow. They were members of the Concord School of Philosophy, 

and they were all inspired by German Idealism, which also influenced Froebel (Weber, 1969). It 
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is not surprising that they were enthusiastic about Froebel’s philosophy of kindergarten, for “in 

its idealistic base they foresaw boundless possibilities for the education of the young child” 

(Shapiro, 1983, p. 23). For Harris and his Hegelian philosophy, it meant developing a self-acting 

individual by disciplining the will in correct habits (Shapiro, 1983). He claimed that through 

imitation and assimilation, the child grew into originality, and for that reason he highly regarded 

and supported Froebel’s Gifts and Occupations (Shapiro, 1983). Harris, a Superintendent of 

Public Schools, opened the first kindergarten class in St. Louis, Missouri in 1873. Susan Blow, 

who became acquainted with kindergarten in Germany, was the first kindergarten teacher in that 

school (Shapiro, 1983).  

In the 1860s and 1870s, when kindergarten was introduced by German kindergarten 

advocates and run by German teachers, it faithfully followed Froebelian pedagogy. At that time, 

the biggest challenge in promoting play-based Froebelian kindergarten among American parents 

was their demand to have their four- and five-year-old children instructed in academic skills. So, 

the curriculum was transformed by adding American patriotism and reading instructions to the 

learning program; only then did kindergarten start gaining more popularity (Wollons, 2000). 

At the end of the 19th century, during the industrial revolution that was bringing new 

societal problems, “Progressive Era concerns about poverty and family pathology and the 

Froebelian concept of kindergarten as a bridge between home and school merged” (Wollons, 

2000, p. 47), changing the curriculum and the goal of kindergarten. Daily, urban lives themes 

were introduced to the curriculum, and urbanization of kindergarten began (Wollons, 2000). At 

the same time, new emerging ideas in psychology began changing the character of play in 

kindergarten to open-ended free play, and the manipulative Occupations were replaced by more 
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imaginative activities. Froebel’s Gifts and Occupations were modified to encourage individuality 

rather than conformity to rigid rules of using them (Wollons, 2000). 

The American kindergarten was evolving along two paths: geared to the middle-class to 

give children an educational preparation for school, and geared to immigrant and poor children 

who, according to the contemporary educators, needed to be controlled and Americanized 

(Wollons, 2000). Gradually, the Americanization of kindergarten also involved multiculturalism 

and new emerging canons in education and developmental psychology.  

Corbett (1989) explained, from a different perspective, the difficulties that the beginning 

of kindergarten had to face in North America. In the United States, the first public school 

kindergarten in St. Louis, although it was based on Froebelian philosophy, differed from 

Froebel’s kindergarten in many ways. Froebel’s kindergarten was for children aged three to 

seven who attended for a full day, usually with 12 to 24 children in one group. The American 

kindergarten was for children aged four to six, for half a day, with as many as 75 children in one 

room. The first kindergartens in Ontario had similarly high numbers of children in one class. 

Corbett noted that these differences were limiting the implementation of Froebelian principles 

and practices, which could contribute to the difficulties that the kindergarten movement faced in 

the United States and later in Canada. However, according to Corbett, the biggest challenge for 

this movement was created by its own supporters who split into the loyal Froebelians and the 

Reconstructionists, who advocated a progressive approach. The latter, with educator Patty Smith 

Hill as the leader of the movement, advocated changes to kindergarten according to the new 

psychological findings from the child study movement and the educational theories of John 

Dewey, who would educate a child to be socially useful and able to change the environment 

according to societal needs. To Froebelians, such a socialized and utilitarian program 
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emphasized the centrality of humankind, taking away the notion of unity with God and nature, 

and shifting the inner process of child development to the end result of the child’s activity. 

Reconstructionists advocated free play in place of Froebel’s singing games and play, which they 

viewed as too restrictive. To Froebelians, these games were based on the universal and natural 

play of childhood as observed by Froebel, who used them to further child development. Free 

play, Froebelians claimed, could leave the development too much to chance. Different views on 

the future of kindergarten was dividing the kindergarten movement so seriously, that the 

International Kindergarten Union appointed the Committee of Nineteen to study the 

philosophical differences and prepare a report of findings (Corbett, 1989; Prochner, 2009).  

The split in the kindergarten movement lasted many years, slowly transforming the early 

Froebelian kindergarten by removing the metaphysical aspect of the program, replacing guided 

play with free play, and replacing small toys and materials with larger ones to be used in 

different ways. Over the years, “the ideal American kindergarten became a miniature society 

where each activity served a useful purpose, and where each child learned self-control through 

social co-operation” (Corbett, 1989, p. 15). 
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CHAPTER VI: Kindergarten in Ontario 

Ontario’s Kindergarten in Canadian Context  

In Canada, secondary acquisition of kindergarten took place; the idea came from the 

United States, after it was already transformed there (Wollons, 2000). Kindergartens were first 

established in larger cities in Canada as private institutions. The first one was opened in in the 

Wesleyan Methodist Church in Charlottetown in 1870 (Prochner, 2000). Kindergartens were 

replacing infant schools by offering an alternative form of education based on Froebel’s 

philosophy with a child-centred approach. As private institutions charging material fees, they 

were serving mostly wealthy families. However, kindergarten soon expanded beyond the middle- 

and upper-class clientele as Free Kindergartens became a vehicle of mission work and social 

reform (Prochner, 2000). Free kindergartens were helping older children to attend school at a 

time when it was not compulsory by providing a program for their younger siblings who would 

otherwise be under their care while their parents had to work.  

Kindergartens in Canada were introduced at the time of rapid industrialization, 

urbanization, and an upsurge in immigration. People in large numbers were migrating to towns 

and cities to be employed in service and industry. These forces were changing people’s 

occupations, and accordingly the needs of the families. They were affecting every aspect of 

people’s lives, including education. The “Syllabus of Studies and Regulations for Kindergartens” 

states that  

there would seem to be a demand in many instances that the school assume 

further responsibility because of recent changes to our mode of life. Congested 

housing conditions in certain sections make an unsafe city street the only 

available playground for young children. The entrance of women into industry 
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precludes the possibility of full-time mother care. (Ontario Department of 

Education, 1908, p. 6) 

In Ontario, attending schools until the age of 12 for at least four months of the year 

became mandatory in 1871. When the Ontario Truancy Act of 1891 made school attendance 

mandatory for a full school year from the age 8 to fourteen, the goal of kindergartens was “to 

rescue young children from the dangers of the streets” (Prochner, 2000, p. 39) while their parents 

were at work and older siblings at school. In addition, they were serving the purpose of lowering 

the number of children in Grade 1 to relieve overcrowding (Prochner, 2000).  

For many decades, Ontario was the only province that embraced the idea of kindergarten 

as a permanent part of a public education. In the rest of Canada, there was little interest in 

publicly funded kindergarten until the mid 20th century. For example, British Columbia reached 

the same point of introducing kindergarten into all public schools across the province 90 years 

later than Ontario, in 1972. One reason for the low interest in establishing public kindergartens 

was the role of the private sector in early childhood care and education in the provinces. 

According to statistics from 1968–1969, private kindergartens played a significant role across 

Canada, with the enrollment reaching around 50% of the four-and five-year old population in 

provinces like Nova Scotia, Quebec, Ontario, or Manitoba (Dominion Bureau of Statistics in 

Logan & Logan, 1974). In Ontario, despite the existence of publicly funded kindergartens, the 

percentage was the highest at 62.3% (Logan & Logan, 1974).  

One private kindergarten in Ontario remained faithful to the Froebelian idea for almost 

five decades. In 1970, Barbara Corbett opened a private model kindergarten and school in 

Mississauga (at 1576 Dundas Street W), based on Froebel’s theories and practice. The program 

expanded, and in 1990 The Canadian Froebel Education Centre was established. It had 
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kindergarten (ages three to seven as in Froebel’s original kindergarten), a Froebel school (Grades 

3 to 8), and the Froebel Institute for teacher training (Wolfe, 2000). Although slowly adapted to 

the times, Froebel’s original Gifts and activities were always used in kindergarten, as reported by 

one of the teachers working there (Wolfe, 2000). The Froebel Education Centre was closed in 

2017, the year Barbara Corbett passed away.  

 James Hughes and First Public School Kindergarten in Toronto 

The first kindergarten in a public school in Canada opened in Toronto in 1883 as a result 

of many years of tireless promotion of kindergarten by James Hughes, chief inspector for public 

schools in Toronto. Hughes, like other kindergarten proponents of that time, was first introduced 

to kindergarten in the United States during a trip in 1874 (Prochner, 2000). He learned more 

about the American application of the concept from Elizabeth Peabody who established the first 

English-speaking kindergarten in Boston (Carter, 1966). He also visited Susan Blow’s 

kindergarten in St. Louis and invited her to give a lecture in Toronto. In 1876 he visited a school 

in New York, and the teacher from that school, Ada Marean, was delegated to help establish the 

kindergarten in Toronto (Carter, 1966).  

Owing to Hughes and Marean, Toronto was the second city in North America (after St. 

Louis, Missouri), where kindergarten was established as an integral part of a school system 

(Johnson, 1968). Initially, Ada Marean opened a private kindergarten in Toronto in 1877 

(Prochner, 2009). It claimed to have the advantage of offering a “thorough course in English” 

(Prochner, 2009, p. 146) and a regular kindergarten program, as well as lower fees than in any 

kindergarten in America. At the time of rapidly increasing immigration to Ontario and limited 

financial resources of a new working class, these claims were very attractive. Over the next few 

years, Hughes and Marean—with the support of Susan Blow, an orthodox Froebelian and a 
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director of kindergartens in St. Louis—were advocating for public kindergarten in Toronto 

(Prochner, 2009). When they succeeded in 1883 and the first public kindergarten in Canada was 

opened in Louisa Street Public School, it was met with great enthusiasm. In the following years, 

however, enrollment was fluctuating considerably—from 80 children initially enrolled to only 

six in 1886, but increasing steadily after that (Prochner, 2009).  

Ada Marean married James Hughes in 1885 after his first wife died and left him with the 

young children (Corbett, 1989). In the same year, she resigned from the position of kindergarten 

director but she continued working in the field, actively promoting kindergarten and Froebel’s 

ideas through various professional organizations including the Ontario Educational Association, 

where she was president in 1900, and the International Kindergarten Union, where she became 

president in 1905 (Prochner, 2009). As a member of the Committee of Nineteen, she 

understandably sided with the Froebelians who were led by Susan Blow (Prochner, 2009). 

Although kindergarten elsewhere was going through changes in the first two decades of the 20th 

century, in Toronto it differed little from its initial approach and from Froebel (Prochner, 2009), 

probably because of a very strong leadership and the influence of James and Ada Hughes, the 

orthodox Froebelians.  

Hughes was convinced of the advantages of kindergarten education, and the obligation of 

each school board to provide kindergarten to all children as part of the public education system. 

He wrote: “Attempts to treat kindergarten as a separate institution, having aims and methods of 

its own different from those which should prevail in other schools, have often in America and 

Germany proved unsuccessful” (Hughes, 1897, p. x). In his speech he stated:  

The State has no right to assume the duty of giving an education unless it 

provides the best possible training and culture for its children. It is unjust …. If 



46 

 

the kindergarten be truly the most stimulating educational process at a certain 

period of a child’s development, then all children are entitled to its advantages. 

(Hughes in Carter, 1966, p. 314)  

However, as long as material fees were charged by school boards, kindergarten was 

popular mostly among the middle class (Prochner, 2009). From 1886, Hughes tried to have the 

fees waived so the children who most likely needed the benefit of kindergarten could also attend, 

and the fees were eventually eliminated in 1892 (Mathien, 2001). The Public School Act of 

1891, which includes kindergarten in its decrees, states: “All Public Schools shall be free 

schools, and every person between the age of 5 and twenty-one years shall have the right to 

attend some school. Pupils may attend Kindergarten Schools from four to seven years of age” 

(McMurrich and Roberts, 1894). 

Hughes argued that Froebel’s principles were applicable not just to kindergarten, but that 

every level of education should be based on self-activity, manual training, community of spirit, 

and individuality. He wrote: “The principles upon which the kindergarten processes are based are 

fundamental principles that should guide the teacher in the work of teaching and training the 

child throughout its school course” (Hughes, 1897, p. ix). Consequently, Hughes proposed many 

changes to the school curriculum to incorporate these principles in art, music, physical education, 

or nature study (Carter, 1966). He considered Froebel’s kindergarten as the most significant 

method in education in the 19th century and credited it with the growing child study movement, 

recognition of the educational value of self-activity and manual training, promotion of physical 

education, introduction of art and music in schools, the improvements in discipline because of 

emphasis on self-control, and equal rights given to women as professionals (Carter, 1966). In 

fact, kindergarten was a basic element of the New Education Movement, which emphasized 
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learning by doing rather than by lectures, books, and rote learning used by Old Education 

(Prochner, 2000).  

It is not surprising that Hughes, an active Methodist, was attracted to Froebel’s ideas and 

his concept of the unity of humans, nature, and God. Froebel understood education as growth 

from within the child that leads to harmony with God, humankind, and nature (Bruno-Jofré & 

Jover, 2011). The growing child would reflect God’s image in self-activity and creativity that 

would remain for life. He wrote:  

By education, then, the divine essence of man should be unfolded, brought out, 

lifted into consciousness, and man himself raised into free, conscious obedience 

to the divine principle that lives in him, and to a free representation of this 

principle in his life. (1908, pp. 4–5) 

Conversely, Hughes states in his creed that God is “the essence of life which gives it the 

power of evolution to higher life, and the center of universal unit,” so the goal for education 

should be “to aid in the complete development of individuality as the true basis for the 

community of humanity and the unity of humanity with God” (Bruno-Jofré & Jover, 2013, p. 7). 

In the letter written to the graduating teachers’ class Hughes wrote:  

In all your teaching, think of the child, not of the knowledge. The child is the 

power; knowledge is not power. You must make the child your chief study; not 

the knowledge you are to give him and how to give it to him. (1890, p. 10). 

Hughes was strongly opposed to academic instructions too early and presented two 

theories on which he was adamant but not successful in implementation: he believed that 

children should be taught to read at a later time than was being practiced, and that for the first 
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years they should only be reading silently for comprehension, not aloud (Hughes, 1890). He 

wrote: 

The child’s life should be so full of play in its varied phases of constructive 

experiments with the material things of his environment that he may become 

conscious of his own powers, and his capacity for transforming plans, and of the 

joy of ever deepening and ever widening acquaintance with the mysteriously 

attractive processes of Nature, that he will not have any time left for reading till 

he is nine years of age. (Hughes in Carter, 1966, p. 387) 

The same tone can be found in another statement of his: “Hot-house education causes 

premature and undesirable ripening. The child is forced to flower too soon and gives little good 

fruit” (Hughes in Carter, 1966, p. 475). He further states that the role of the teacher is “to show 

them the best means of obtaining the fruit, but he should not pluck it for them” (Hughes in 

Carter, 1966, p. 475). He considered, for example, a supervised playground (another field of his 

and his wife’s advocacy) as an ideal educational environment where there is no element of 

adult’s supremacy or instruction, and adults are only ensuring safety, adjusting differences and 

equal rights (Carter, 1966).  

Hughes was considered an authority on Froebel, and his ideas were gaining much interest 

not only in Canada, but also in the United States (Carter, 1966). In 1903, 200 kindergarten 

teachers from Detroit came to Toronto to be shown around the schools and to learn more about 

kindergarten from Hughes and others (Carter, 1966). After his trip to Europe in 1907, where he 

visited nearly 38 schools on the continent, Hughes pointed out that the kindergarten movement 

there was far behind what was being done in America, and Toronto kindergartens were of the 

genuine kind:  
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Herbartian Kindergartens, which are not kindergartens at all, Pestalozzian 

kindergartens, which are mere object-lesson-giving places, and genuine 

kindergartens, which put the child in the midst, and relate things to him so that 

he may use them, not that he may be stuffed with them. (Hughes in Carter, 1966, 

p. 379) 

However, he saw Canada behind the times in the area of corporal punishment and the use 

of examinations in schools (Carter, 1966).  

Owing to passionate work and efforts of James and Ada Hughes, Toronto was the leading 

force in introducing kindergarten throughout Ontario and across Canada. The success of this 

leadership should also be seen in the context of the economic and demographic conditions which 

were very favorable for Toronto at the end of the 19th century. Julie Mathien (2001) notes 

“Toronto's economic preeminence among all of the nation's cities …. Toronto's growth in both 

capital and gross and net value of production between 1900 and 1921 was both impressive and 

steady” (2001, p. 1). Mathien adds that “Neil Sutherland identifies Toronto as the major location 

for childhood reform” (2001, p. 3). Toronto’s middle-class city dwellers, “first expressed the 

new ideas on childhood and family life and organized the many associations, campaigns and the 

like which tried to put the theory into practice” (Sutherland in Mathien, 2001, p. 4).  

Instituting Kindergarten in the Province  

In 1885, the Ontario Public School Act issued an amendment allowing funding for school 

boards that wished to open kindergartens and provide kindergarten teacher’s training (Prochner, 

2009). In 1886 the Ontario Minister of Education issued a Departmental Circular urging school 

boards to establish kindergartens across the province (Corbett, 1989). The document promoted a 
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unified school system starting from an early age and recognized the value of qualified 

kindergarten teachers called kindergarteners: 

The humblest kinder-gartener is the greatest force that comes in contact with 

these pupils from day to day, and she need not take second place with the 

president of a university. This is a profession that has no gradations. There are 

no jealousies in our ranks. The University takes up the work where the High 

School leaves it, … each department being facile princeps within its own sphere. 

This is the work in which we engaged; we give intellectual life to the whole 

nation. (Ontario Educational Association Proceedings, 1895, in Corbett, 1989, p. 

44) 

Kindergarten was formally legislated in Ontario in 1886, and in 1887 the system of grants 

was put in place (Corbett, 1989). Since then, kindergartens grew rapidly—in 1895 there were 

kindergartens in 40 public schools (Corbett, 1989) and by 1900 there were 166 kindergartens in 

Ontario attended by over 11,000 children (Johnson, 1968). The school boards initially admitted 

children from age five to seven, but the age range was later narrowed (Prochner, 2000). In 1892, 

the Kindergarten Section of the Ontario Educational Association was formed (Corbett, 1989). 

In 1886, kindergarten training was offered at the Normal Schools in Toronto and Ottawa, 

and the Inspector of Kindergartens for the province was appointed. The inspections found that 

where the teachers had no specialized training, the program looked more like primary classes 

with the exception of the materials used. Kindergarten - “a garden for children to grow”- was 

often not understood by educators who did not learn about Froebel’s idea (Corbett, 1989).  

The early curriculum was Froebelian and it was supposed to help the child grow; growth 

became the main slogan and goal of the early kindergarten (Corbett, 1989). The program was 
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expected to be a link between home and school, and provide educational foundations through the 

child’s play: “The kindergarten preserves the freedom and play spirit of early childhood and at 

the same time prepares the child to be an intelligent, orderly, and industrious pupil of the school” 

(Ontario Department of Education, 1908). Early curriculum included “Christianity, physical 

health, sense training, Froebel’s games and finger plays, nature study, language and literature, 

mathematics, music, art and crafts (the Occupations) and play with the Froebel Gifts” (Corbett, 

1989, p. 56). The session started with children marching to the music and forming a circle for a 

“circle time” which included a hymn, a prayer, songs, and discussion. Two periods were usually 

devoted to play with the Gifts and to Occupations. The children were taken on field trips, nature 

walks, some kindergartens had gardens and pets, and most had indoor plants. Music and 

rhythmic movement were always part of a program with the use of pianos (Corbett, 1989). The 

inspections of kindergartens revealed, however, that the methods and activities used in 

kindergartens were not successful in fostering the child’s creativity, and little attention was paid 

to that role of the program (Corbett, 1989).  

Early kindergartens often experienced difficulties with following the true Froebelian 

philosophy. One of the reasons was that they were introduced in Ontario schools where a 

traditional practice was for the teacher to instruct and the children to listen (Corbett, 1989). 

Froebel’s method was the reverse of that practice—the child was engaged in self-activity, while 

the teacher was only observing and guiding. The children were to develop and grow from within 

during this self-activity, which was play. Not all educators had the same understanding of these 

principles and some directed lessons were also used in kindergartens. In some, children were told 

what to do, instructed how to use Gifts and put the blocks together instead of discovering it 

themselves (Corbett, 1989). At that time, the value of play in a child’s development was not 



52 

 

widely understood and often criticized. “Many found it difficult to accept play as the first method 

of education, especially when combined with the thought that the kindergarten should be the 

foundation of the educational system. Opponents wanted that foundation to be work!” (Corbett, 

1989, pp. 64–65). This is why Maria Montessori’s ideas were more attractive to them, because 

she claimed that children in her school learned to work (Corbett, 1989). By 1913, the Inspector 

of Kindergartens admitted that “the Froebelian method of play had met with defeat” (Corbett, 

1989, p. 65). One reason for that was the high number of children in the room which limited the 

use of Froebel’s principles to give individual children the freedom and attention they required. 

The kindergarten classes with often as many as 50 to 60 children were usually held during the 

mornings only. Some cities with higher enrollment also opened afternoon classes to avoid 

overcrowding. In some kindergartens there were up to 100 children in a class. The children were 

taught by a kindergartner and usually one assistant and unpaid students. Kindergartners 

wondered how they could maintain discipline and order, at the same time allowing children to 

execute their own plan for the activity as claimed by Hughes (Corbett, 1989). Thus, some began 

using more directed group activities which tended to become mechanical, lacking the joyful 

spirit of a true Froebelian kindergarten (Corbett, 1989). 

Another reason for difficulties in following Froebelian philosophy was probably low 

attendance in the program, usually around 50% (Mathien, 2001). The attendance was higher in 

the warmer months and lower in the winter; interestingly, when enrollment increased, the 

attendance decreased (Corbett, 1989). The cold weather during the winter probably prevented 

some children from walking to school, and parents were possibly concerned about health risks in 

overcrowded classrooms. This inconsistent attendance must have disrupted the participation in 

sequential and integrated Froebelian activities, also affecting children’s outcomes.  
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In 1914, the new training for a Kindergarten-Primary Certificate was designed for 

teaching the combined kindergarten-primary class, which was a combination of a Grade 1 

program with kindergarten activities (Corbett, 1989). The intention was to introduce the 

kindergarten philosophy into primary grades (Corbett, 1989). Instead, the opposite took place, 

and many kindergartens adopted the kindergarten-primary program (Corbett, 1989). The boards 

across the province could decide if they wanted the combined kindergarten-primary class. In 

schools with kindergartens, few combined classes were introduced. Toronto, for example, had 

too many kindergartens to establish combined classes. From the 1930s to the 1950s, many 

kindergarten-primary classes became “reading classes” for children who attended kindergarten 

but were not ready to start Grade 1 (Corbett, 1989). In the 1950s, the kindergarten-primary 

classes were discontinued (Corbett, 1989). 

Barbara Corbett (1989) reflects on their influence on the development of kindergarten. 

She states that kindergarten-primary classes were the sign of following the true Froebelian idea 

of educating young children in harmony and unity without lapses, and in mixed-age classes 

(Corbett, 1989). This idea was not continued in public schools, and in the early 1980s 

kindergarten was found operating not as the continuity of education, but separately from the rest 

of the school (Ministry of Education, 1985b).  

Kindergarten Teacher Training During the Early Period of Kindergarten Development 

In the 19th and into the 20th century, teaching kindergarten was considered a women’s 

natural vocation—and training was only directing it into the Froebelian philosophy. Canadian 

kindergarten teachers were initially receiving training by working as kindergarten teachers’ 

assistants in the United States, learning there about Froebelian philosophy and practices. 

Kindergarten teachers were called kindergartners during this early period, while they were 
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receiving specialized training in Froebel’s philosophy, according to which nurturing child 

development is far from “schooling.” Gradually, from the 1920s onwards, kindergartners were 

referred to as kindergarten teachers (Corbett, 1989). The first schools for kindergartners in 

Canada opened in the late 1880s in Ontario. The one-year program based on Froebel’s 

philosophy ended with the examination for the assistant certificate (Varga in Prochner, 2000). 

The program director certificate required finishing a Normal School and at least one year of 

work as a kindergarten assistant. The 1908 syllabus document for the assistant’s course includes 

readings of Froebel, James Hughes, and Susan Blow; a study of Froebel’s life; theoretical 

foundation and application of Gifts and Occupations; and guidelines for a physical training 

(Ontario Department of Education, 1908). The program director course also included a history of 

education and child study, and music “as a means of self-expression and of aesthetic culture” 

(Ontario Department of Education, 1908, p. 21). 

By 1910, the number of women taking the kindergarten program started to decline. 

Donna Varga (Prochner, 2000) suggests two reasons for that: the program could be bypassed by 

getting a practical kindergarten experience and then passing the exam, and the program was 

limiting students to future work in kindergartens only. This limitation also included kindergarten 

directors who could only work as assistants in grade school classes. To increase enrollment in the 

program, the Ontario Department of Education abolished the option of bypassing the program, 

and in 1914 established a new program preparing for work in both kindergartens and the early 

grades (Ontario Department of Education, 1914). Readings included Froebel, Dewey, and the 

Montessori Method (Ontario Department of Education, 1914). For kindergarten, the Froebelian 

principles remained the same as in the 1908 document (Ontario Department of Education, 1914). 

The expanded modules (Form I, Kindergarten and Form I) were to establish  



55 

 

a closer connection between the courses of the Kindergarten and those of the 

Elementary School … [and they included] …(1) A discussion of the significance 

of the Kindergarten plays, games, and occupations in relation to the primary 

grades; and (2) The methodology of the Reading, Oral and Written 

Composition, Literature, Writing, Arithmetic, and Seat Work of Form I. 

(Ontario Department of Education, 1914, p. 24) 

Although the new kindergarten-primary certification program retained some elements of 

Froebelian child-centred activities, secularization took hold and it shifted the focus away from 

the Froebelian, almost spiritual, aspect of kindergarten philosophy and the emphasis on self-

activity, toward preparing the child for school and for a modern workforce (Bruno-Jofré & Cole, 

2014). According to the Ontario Department of Education document from 1914, the goal was to 

prepare children to become “an orderly and industrious pupil of the elementary school” (1914, p. 

7). The consolidation of elementary and kindergarten teacher education contributed to the 

increased subject orientation in kindergarten classrooms, as the curriculum was very similar to 

that of elementary-teacher education (Varga in Prochner, 2000). 

In 1939, the Toronto Teacher’s College introduced the primary Specialist Course, which 

included education from kindergarten to Grade 2 (Corbett, 1989). Corbett (1989) considered this 

change a positive indication of the growing harmony in early childhood education. Soon, 

however, kindergarten-primary education was extended to include the elementary years beyond 

first grade (Varga in Prochner, 2000). This change resulted in teachers having less specialized 

knowledge of the early years. The tremendous difference in children’s abilities and 

developmental needs between age five and eight were overshadowed by the general approach to 

education. 
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The importance of specialized training for young children was already recognized by 

Rousseau, Pestalozzi, and Froebel, and from the 1920s it gained more support due to the child 

study movement and psychological theories about the significance of the early childhood 

experience. As a result, provincial regulators started introducing changes to the educational 

requirements for early childhood caregivers. The Ontario 1946 Day Nurseries Act required that 

the supervisor must “have a specialized knowledge of and adequate experience in the pre-school 

methods of child guidance” (Varga in Prochner, 2000, p. 85).  

Kindergarten teacher education continued to change over the 20th century according to 

new ideas about child development, education in general, and the purpose of kindergarten. It was 

moving further and further away from Froebelian philosophy, being replaced by the progressive 

education ideas of John Dewey or by the behavioural concepts of Watson and Skinner (Varga in 

Prochner, 2000). 

Kindergarten from 1920 to 1944 

The 1920s mark the beginning of important transformation of kindergarten, with plans to 

drastically modify the curriculum to include more academic work, replace the kindergarten 

supervisor with the primary supervisor, and link kindergarten with the school rather than with 

home (Prochner, 2000). The Primary Teacher Association, which previously supported 

kindergarten teachers in their efforts to establish their professional status, called for testing 

children for readiness before they could enter Grade 1 (Prochner, 2000). This call was not only 

undermining kindergarteners’ professional qualifications but was directing kindergarten’s goals 

toward academic preparation for school. The kindergartners, although initially fiercely opposed 

these plans, slowly succumbed and adapted to the primary school expectations (Prochner, 2000). 

Patty Smith Hill considered this a “survival” strategy to secure a permanent place in the school 
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system, especially considering that throughout Canada, kindergartens began experiencing a 

declining support (Prochner, 2000), due in part to new theories in psychology and education, 

criticizing some Froebelian methods.  

During the 1920s, the child study movement and new psychological theories caused 

many changes to the Froebelian equipment and materials. The small Gifts and Occupations like 

sewing or weaving were criticized as unsuitable for young children whose large muscles develop 

before the development of their fine muscle coordination. The Gifts were either replaced by their 

larger versions or abandoned. Other toys like dolls, trains, puzzles, and playhouses were 

introduced, along with the free play idea that started replacing the guided play in Froebelian 

kindergarten. However, the conflicting ideas about play lasted until 1940s. Some kindergarten 

teachers continued to guide child’s play, some fully adopted free play, and others were directing 

child’s play (Corbett, 1989).  

During World War II, kindergartens across Canada experienced a period of stagnation 

(Prochner, 2000). During this period, there was a growing need for full day childcare to support 

poor wage-earning mothers of young children who worked in war-related industries. The number 

of working women in Canada increased from 200,000 in 1939 to 1,000,000 in 1944 (Prochner, 

2000). The federal and provincial governments responded by opening wartime nurseries across 

the country. 

Between 1942 and 1946, 28 publicly funded wartime nurseries operated in Ontario 

(Prochner, 2000). In 1939, the only public school kindergartens outside Ontario were in Halifax, 

Montreal, and Regina (Prochner, 2000). In the same year in Ontario, close to 15,000 children 

were attending kindergarten and over 8,000 children were attending kindergarten-primary classes 

(Prochner, 2009). Establishment of junior kindergarten was legislated in 1939, but the first one 
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opened in Ottawa in 1942, and two years later Toronto started opening junior kindergarten 

programs (Ontario Teachers’ Federation, 1973).  

A Program for Junior and Senior Kindergarten and Kindergarten-Primary Classes 1944 

In 1944, the Ontario Department of Education issued a Program for Junior and Senior 

Kindergarten and Kindergarten-Primary Classes (Ontario, Department of Education, 1944). 

Corbett (1989) considers this to be a milestone in Ontario’s early childhood education history, 

since for the first time it was presented as an integrated, unified whole. It was indeed declaring 

“following the age of Rousseau, Pestalozzi, and Froebel, during which the child had emerged as 

a control figure in the drama of education, and kindergartens were established as part of a 

continuous training programme” (Ontario Department of Education, 1944, p. 6). And further:  

It is the purpose of the following programme to make provision for those 

entering school at the permissive ages of three and four as those entering at five; 

to integrate the work of the kindergarten and that of the regular grades. (1944, p. 

8) 

The main goals were socialization and the development of language. The half-day 

program started with free play followed by group games, singing or listening to stories, outdoor 

time, a served snack, and a rest time on pads placed on the floor (Corbett, 1989). A typical full 

day program included a sleeping routine from 12:40 to 2:30 p.m. in junior kindergarten, from 

12:40 to 2:00 p.m. in senior kindergarten, and from 12:30 to 1:30 p.m. in kindergarten-primary 

class. During this time, junior kindergarten children “are expected to settle down without play 

and to lie quietly. The majority of the group will sleep” (Ontario Department of Education, 1944, 

p. 24). In senior kindergarten, children place their mats on the floor in a room “that should be 

darkened, all draughts eliminated and all disturbances quieted. While many will drop off into 
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short naps, the chief educational purpose of the period is to afford training in the art of utter 

relaxation” (Ontario Department of Education, 1944, p. 40). The typical half-day program had a 

provision for 15 minutes rest time, when “the children are directed individually from the 

organized or free activity to get their mats. They are expected gradually to learn to lie reasonably 

quiet and without talking. Quiet music may be played” (1944, p. 24).  

The program in junior kindergarten was supposed to provide the experience and 

preparation for future instructions—the specific subjects were only suggesting how they form a 

natural part of a daily routine, but they cannot be separated in practice (Ontario Department of 

Education, 1944). The subjects in the program were health, safety and physical development, 

English, social studies and citizenship, natural science, arithmetic, music, arts, and crafts 

(Ontario Department of Education, 1944). Reading as a program component appeared for the 

first time in the kindergarten-primary class.  

Kindergarten in the 1960s  

The 1944 program was not revised until 1966. The Department of Education issued a list 

of reference materials for kindergarten teachers, and some boards in Ontario published and 

collected their own program books (Walhstrom et al., 1980). A research report for the Ministry 

of Education (Walhstrom et al., 1980) notes that the Ministry provided only general guidelines 

and objectives for early years, but programs were the result of the individual teacher’s planning.  

The 1966 revision was expanded from kindergarten to Grade 6 (Ontario Department of 

Education, 1966). Donna Varga suggests that this revision diminished the focus on the 

distinctive early years, focusing instead on general principles of education (Prochner, 2000). 

However, the “Kindergarten” document (Ontario Department of Education, 1966) does not 

stipulate any planned and teacher-directed activities in kindergarten except for speaking, auditory 
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discrimination, and teacher reading to pupils. The document includes numerous citations from 

Pestalozzi and Froebel that emphasize the individual needs of each child that should be met by 

the program: “The nature of each child must determine all the details of his education and the 

educational institution must be so organized as to afford room for adaptation to the inclination 

and needs of the individual pupil” (Pestalozzi cited in Ontario Department of Education, 1966).  

This is also the first document that recognized the need to include children’s voices in planning 

the activities for them: “as children gain in maturity they should be involved in the planning and 

organization of the learning centres” (1966, p. 20).  

Junior and senior kindergarten are not separated in this document due to variations in 

children’s readiness, but instead there are provisions for extended development (Ontario 

Department of Education, 1966). A child’s readiness is defined as the moment when a child is 

able to experience success in a certain activity (Ontario Department of Education, 1966). “The 

school program should not become highly formalized and devoted to ‘reading readiness’ 

because, by its nature, readiness is broad in scope and comprehensive in development” (Ontario 

Department of Education, 1966, p. 88). Consequently, the program does not include reading in 

kindergarten.  

In planning the kindergarten day, the document continues (subsequent to the 1944 

program) recommending enough time for relaxation in early years, including a nap. “If a child 

needs a rest, there should be provision for him to stretch out and sleep” (Ontario Department of 

Education, 1966, p. 12). In addition, it stipulates that a considerable part of a kindergarten day 

should be devoted to “activity time” which is defined as “a highly individualized experience 

which allows for much self-initiated, self-selected, self-directed and self-evaluated activity …. 

This part of the Kindergarten program is known as ‘activity,’ ‘play,’ ‘free play,’ ‘self-directed 



61 

 

activity,’ or ‘pupil-directed activity’” (Ontario Department of Education, 1966, p. 17). Citations 

from Froebel in this document are fully justified by its stance on child development and the role 

of the teacher: “For each child, whatever his maturity and ability, the impulse comes from within 

to learn, to achieve, to find out, and to experience the joy and excitement of discovery” (Ontario 

Department of Education, 1966, p. 17). The teacher’s role is: 

to stimulate, to commend, to guide, to assist where she is needed, and to 

encourage links with the development of language. As she works with the 

children individually and in small groups, she has an excellent opportunity to 

observe each one and to gain information about his total growth and abilities. 

(Ontario Department of Education, 1966, p. 17) 

The use of the word “growth” creates another connection with Froebelian philosophy. 

Further associations appear in the subject program that starts with kindergarten and ends with 

junior grades in a horizontal format to reflect the continuity of education, as well as in the term 

“extended development” in suggestions for more advanced activities, as for Froebel the 

education was first and foremost for development not for learning.  

Likewise, the “Living and Learning” report (Ontario Department of Education, 1968) 

states that the  

kindergarten program should be free from the more formal aspects of the 

learning program. The Committee is convinced that its fundamental role as an 

introductory experience to learning places it within the spectrum of the total 

school program, available to all children at the age of five. The term 

kindergarten should be retained, since it describes the function of this 
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introductory period and serves to resist pressure to apply the rigors of schooling 

too early to young children. (Ontario Department of Education, 1968, p. 81) 

The rationale for keeping the name kindergarten is consistent with Froebel’s idea of a 

“garden to grow” intended primarily for development and not for schooling. 

The 1960s saw a change in the kindergarten program in America; the curriculum was 

becoming more academically oriented with prescriptive outcomes (Weber, 1969). This change 

was influenced by a political climate—the cold war and the launching of Sputnik by the Soviet 

Union in 1957. The perceived need for a scientific advance to surpass the Russians in space and 

technology was calling for a change in the education system (Shapiro, 1983). To some, an early 

academic start, beginning in kindergarten, was the answer to this call (Shapiro, 1983). There is 

no indication that Ontario’s kindergarten in the 1960s was influenced by this urge to make the 

program academically oriented; there was, however, a significant increase in the number of 

schools offering kindergarten and children attending them. In the 1960s, education was the main 

focus on the social and political agenda, and the largest single budget item in the public sector 

(Ontario Royal Commission on Learning, 1994). In the 1960s, kindergartens started to be 

established in rural areas mainly due to the school consolidation project that allowed for it 

(Corbett, 1989; Prochner, 2000). Until then, even the percentage of urban children attending 

kindergarten was not large (Katz, 1961); one reason was that there were not enough spaces 

available. In Toronto in 1960–1961, the demand for junior kindergarten exceeded the number of 

spaces available—36 of the 86 schools provided a junior kindergarten but only 37% of the 

children served by those schools could be accommodated (Toronto Board of Education, 1965).  
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Kindergarten in the 1970s 

According to statistics, the enrollment in schools was gradually declining in the 1970s 

(Walhstrom et al.,1980). The Ministry of Education funded a special report on this issue 

prepared by the Commission on Declining School Enrolments in Ontario, which was published 

in 1978 under the title “The Missing Pupils in the Schools of Ontario Today and Tomorrow. A 

Statement of Conditions, Causes & Issues.” According to this report, the main reason for the 

declining enrollment was the low birth rate in Canada after the “baby boom” period of 1946–

1961, and Ontario was no exception. The mid 1970s were also the years of cutbacks imposed by 

the provincial government; as a result, some schools were forced to close and lay off teachers 

(Ontario, Royal Commission on Learning, 1994). 

Only 30% of school boards were offering junior kindergarten programs—half of them on 

the very limited basis and the other half extensively (Wahlstrom et al., 1980). The major 

limitations to establishing junior kindergartens were financial constraints, the debatable value of 

junior kindergarten, and parental attitudes (Wahlstrom et al., 1980). In some rural boards, the 

cost of transportation and the lengthy travel time for young children were also deterrents 

(Wahlstrom et al., 1980).  

In 1969 there were 109,815 children attending kindergartens in public schools; in 1977 

this number was 86,875 (Wahlstrom et al., 1980). At the same time, the enrollment in private 

schools was increasing steadily: in 1969 there were 997 children enrolled in kindergarten and in 

1977 that number was already 1,733 (Wahlstrom et al., 1980). Wahlstrom’s report (Wahlstrom et 

al., 1980) helps identify some reasons for the declining enrollment in publicly funded 

kindergartens. One of them was the lack of continuity in childcare and education services and 

programs (Wahlstrom et al., 1980). Project CHILDCARE revealed a strong demand for childcare 



64 

 

for three- to five-year-olds and “great difficulties encountered by parents seeking good group 

childcare and those forced to accept second and third choices for children because of the lack of 

desired care” (Wahlstrom et al., 1980, p. 163). The fragmentation of early childhood programs 

and services was not meeting the needs of working parents, and the employment of women was 

steadily increasing. Half-day kindergartens were not an ideal solution, especially since according 

to Wahlstorm’s et al. report (1980), most boards did not wish to provide before and after school 

programs. It is not surprising then, that there was a growing interest in the full day kindergarten 

program as indicated in the research for the Ministry of Education by Andrew Biemiller (1978). 

The reasons were mostly academic (to provide “expanded academic and physical educational 

opportunities for young children”) but also the growing childcare needs of working mothers 

(Biemiller, 1978, p. 3).  

The decreasing enrollment in junior kindergarten can also be linked to the debatable 

value of junior kindergarten and to parents’ attitudes (Wahlstrom et al., 1980). The main goal of 

the junior kindergarten was socialization and the development of language, but not learning how 

to read (Ontario’s Teachers’ Federation, 1973). “Curriculum Guidelines for Junior Kindergarten” 

from 1973 follows the 1966 Program and states that “the school program should not become 

highly formalized and devoted to ‘reading readiness’ because, by its nature, readiness is broad in 

scope and comprehensive in development” (Ontario’s Teachers’ Federation, 1973, p. 34). For 

this reason, junior kindergarten was perhaps perceived by many as not different enough from 

some daycare programs.  

At the same time, in both junior and senior kindergartens, there was no consistency in 

goals and practice, because the Ministry of Education articulated only broad goals for the 

programs and shifted the responsibility for programming to the local school boards (Wahlstrom 
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et al., 1980; Ministry of Education, 1975). The formulation of a rationale and practice for 

kindergarten was as diversified as the number of school boards in Ontario (Wahlstrom et al., 

1980). Some of them had an evident child-centred focus, others were teacher-centred with the 

goal “to get as many of the class through a readiness workbook before June and perhaps have 

them reading from a pre-primer as well” (Wahlstrom et al., 1980, p. 70), some were a 

combination of both and some were “thought to be a babysitting service” (Wahlstrom et al., 

1980, p. 61). Only some investigated programs were rich in resource literature that was 

translated into appropriate goals for a specific age group (Wahlstrom et al., 1980). 

The existence of these few excellent documents contrasts with the desire of 

many boards for Ministry guidelines at the JK-K level and with the insufficiency 

of documents completed. The paucity of programs is surely some indication of 

the lack of resources (personnel and financial) of some boards in writing 

programs and the advantage of others in affording Early Childhood educators to 

compile and guide such a project …. This report proposes that those program 

books developed by various boards should be made available in a systematic 

way to boards who are handicapped by lack of expertise in writing such 

materials. Surely thousands of children should not be deprived of a well 

developed program because the school board is lacking resource personnel in 

this area or is not aware of the core curriculum documents already compiled 

which could serve as a model for developing its own. There is serious imbalance 

of core curriculum documents in use for kindergarten. (Wahlstrom et al., 1980, 

p. 165) 
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Although most children attended regular half-day programs, some school boards were 

also providing alternate full day junior and senior kindergartens (AFD), as well as full day senior 

kindergarten programs (FD). In AFD programs (with enrollment of six percent of the total 

kindergarten population), children attended school every other day: Monday, Wednesday, and 

Friday one week, and Tuesday and Thursday the next (Biemiller, 1978). The enrollment in FD 

kindergarten was 4% percent of the total kindergarten population (Biemiller, 1978). The FD 

programs were implemented to provide more academic time for reading, mathematics, writing, 

and/or bilingual education (Biemiller, 1978). The Ministry of Education funded a study to assess 

the effects of half-day (HD), AFD, and FD kindergarten programs on children’s constitutional 

capacities, skills, and emotional and behavioural development (Biemiller, 1978). AFD programs 

devoted more time to free play and physical and physiological activities than HD programs did; 

FD programs devoted much more time to physical and physiological activities, but also to 

teacher-directed activities (Biemiller, 1978). Some results of the study suggest that AFD children 

(especially in junior kindergarten) and FD senior kindergarten were experiencing stress at school 

and were more tired at home after being away from home between seven to nine hours 

(Biemiller, 1978). Teachers in the study preferred the HD program as it offered as much school 

time as children this age need or can handle without difficulty (Biemiller, 1978). Although FD 

programs provided more academic activities, there was no evidence that children were more 

advanced in the language and academic skills that were assessed (Biemiller, 1978). Therefore, 

Biemiller (1978) recommended further research “before implementing FD programs for 

academic reasons on a large scale” (1978, p. 91). However, he adds 

There are a number of other reasons for considering the operation of full day 

kindergarten programmes including particularly the growing number of working 
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mothers and single parents, and the deficiencies of many home environments 

(e.g., apartments) for stimulating physical, social, and in some cases, intellectual 

growth. (1978, p. 95) 

During the same period in the 1970s, multiple entry in junior kindergarten as well as 

family group kindergartens were experimented with (Wahlstrom et al., 1980). The multiple entry 

program allowed children to start school in September, January, or April, and they could be 

moved to a higher group when they were ready, without waiting until September (Wahlstrom et 

al., 1980). The rationale for the multiple entry program was that children born in the last quarter 

of the year appeared to be at a disadvantage, competing with peers who were almost a year older 

(Wahlstrom et al., 1980).  However, some financial deterrents involving grants, and subsequent 

classes not operating in the same way, did not allow the idea to continue (Wahlstrom et al., 

1980). Classes were either too large or too small to operate effectively, and children were either 

accelerated or decelerated with negative consequences to their development (Wahlstrom et al., 

1980).  

During the same time, the multi-age group kindergarten was chosen by some school 

boards in Toronto area because of declining enrollment and because educators believed in 

developmental benefits of a mixed-age group of children between the age 3.5 and 6.5 

(Wahlstrom et al., 1980). These classes allowed children to work at their own level in the same 

class for more than one year without being accelerated or slowed down because of their 

chronological age. 

To Herald a Child 

In November 1977, Laurier L. LaPierre was asked by the provincial Teachers’ 

Associations to chair a commission of inquiry into the education of children aged three to eight 
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and to make recommendations for their education. This task was for LaPierre “a marvellous 

discovery—the discovery of the universe of children” (1981, p. 2). In his journey across Ontario, 

he visited schools and enjoyed often spontaneous and affectionate conversations with children 

and their parents and teachers, and admired children’s creativity in their art and activities of all 

sorts. Only then, as he says, “the living of children emerged” (LaPierre, 1981, p. 2). Only then 

did he discover that children live in an overpowering presence of adults; they seem to be only 

temporary users of the institutions designed by adults.  

Yet the child has the inalienable right to be a full participant in at least his 

family and school. How to let him live that right fully has become the most 

important need of and challenge to our post-industrial society. (LaPierre, 1981, 

p. 2)  

LaPierre further states that his entire report is based on the principle that children have 

their own rights that “supersede those of parents and of society at large.” The title of his report 

speaks for itself: “To Herald a Child.” It is the children who must determine what society will 

put together to meet their needs and to further their growth and their development. The assistance 

of adults is necessary through the family and the school: “Their expectations, however, are only 

interesting guidelines” (LaPierre, 1981, p. 17). As LaPierre (1981) notes, the children’s views on 

what they want as they live their “education” are rarely sought, nor are they consulted. The 

adults in the society place them and direct them where they decided—their intentions are good, 

but “vested in themselves, in their image, in their acceptance, in their profit, in being right” 

(LaPierre, 1981, p. 19).  

The echo of LaPierre’s call to seek children’s views on their education is found in the 

Ministry of Education document published in 1985. The title of this publication, “Shared 
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Discovery,” should speak for itself when setting the expectations for teachers planning and 

implementing activities for children.  

Planning involves setting program objectives based on interpretations of 

observations of the child and a knowledge of developmental growth (growth 

strands) and of how learning takes place. In planning an individualized program, 

the teacher will have to answer the following question: ‘What knowledge, 

cognitive-skill, affective-development, and psychomotor-skill objectives should 

I set for the child?’ The teacher should also involve the child in the planning of 

his/her learning activities. (Ministry of Education, 1985, p. 15). 

“Shared Discovery” was issued as a supportive document to “Formative Years” which 

was published in 1975. The expectation to include children’s opinions in planning was already in 

that document: “Individual teachers have the responsibility of selecting strategies, resources, and 

activities appropriate to the needs of individual children, who should then be involved in setting 

short-term objectives, in devising ways and means of accomplishing tasks, and in choosing 

activities” (Ministry of Education, 1975. p. 3).  

The same expectation for program planning and delivery appears in “The Kindergarten 

Program” document published by the Ministry of Education in 1998. It states that “It is also 

important for teachers to seek children’s own views” (1998, p. 11). In evaluations, “student self-

evaluation and peer evaluation may also be valuable. With assistance, Kindergarten children can 

learn to reflect upon their own activities and those of their classmates” (Ministry of Education, 

1998, p. 11). The revised Program (Ministry of Education, 2006), however, does not mention the 

need to include children’s voices.  
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The human capital theory views the child as a person to be shaped to meet society’s 

needs, yet child’s rights and child well-being arguments require present conditions and concerns 

to be addressed (Penn, 2011). Sociologist Luc Boltanski powerfully stated: “To be concerned 

with the present is no small matter. For over the past, ever gone by, and over the future, still non-

existent, the present has an overwhelming privilege: that of being real” (1999, p. 192). In other 

words, children’s daily experiences are real and deeply felt, and as such should surpass any other 

considerations in programming for children.  

LaPierre’s report recommends play as the essential part of the day for all children; 

kindergarten children “should be given large blocks of time and activities in which they become 

totally immersed without constant interruption” (LaPierre, 1981, p. 86). His study found few 

concerns in the application of kindergarten’s principle of learning through play as stated in the 

Ministry of Education document:  

Play is an essential part of learning. It is free from the restrictions of reality, 

external evaluations, and judgement. Children can try out different styles of 

action and communication without being required to make premature decisions 

or being penalized for errors. Play provides a context in which the teacher can 

observe children’s handling of materials and social situations, assess their stage 

of development, and encourage experiences that further their growth. (The 

Ministry of Education quoted in LaPierre, 1981, p. 25) 

In practice, however, teachers appear to be torn between providing a program dominated 

by freedom, creativity, and play, and a program with more structured activities (LaPierre, 1981). 

LaPierre sees the reason for these dualities in school boards not having personnel trained in early 

childhood education (LaPierre, 1981). He recommends introducing a mandatory specialist 
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certification for those teaching kindergartens to Grade 3. Bringing more attention to the specific 

needs of the early years would also increase the status of kindergarten teachers who reported that 

they often felt undervalued, their classes were perceived as less important, and they could use 

school equipment or services for their classes only if they were not needed by older students        

(LaPierre, 1981).    

LaPierre’s report brings attention to the effects of regular HD, AFD, and daily FD 

kindergarten programmes. Although most children attend regular HD kindergarten, an increasing 

number of children go to school every other day to reduce costs of bus transportation and to 

provide time for more academic kindergarten activities (LaPierre, 1981; Biemiller, 1978). After 

consulting the teachers of the regular HD and AFD kindergartens, his Commission suggests “that 

unless the school can provide all elements of care and recreation as well as education, full day 

Kindergartens should be avoided” (Lapierre, 1981, p. 25). This suggestion is consistent with 

Biemiller’s (1978) research findings and recommendations.  

Another concern was the number of children in the class. The Commission’s research 

indicates that 33% of kindergarten classes had more than 30 students, which makes difficult or 

even impossible for the teachers to familiarize themselves with the individual needs or interests 

of the child, to individualize activities, or to evaluate and report (LaPierre, 1981). According to 

LaPierre, class size not only affects the child-oriented philosophy of education, grading does as 

well. The Commission’s view is that the grading system being used is more oriented to “product” 

than to “process.” It finds it inconsistent that if in principle the children learn at their own speed, 

in practice they might be penalized if they do so (LaPierre, 1981). In addition, many landmarks 

in a child’s development are tied to age and evaluated accordingly. Under these circumstances 
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LaPierre finds that “the absence of play and the emphasis on grades makes a mockery of child-

oriented education” (LaPierre, 1981, p. 29).  

LaPierre was not the first to voice concerns about grading system. The “Living and 

Learning” report of the Provincial Committee on Aims and Objectives of Education in the 

Schools of Ontario (Ontario Department of Education, 1968) recommended two major changes 

to the school system: “complete abolition of the graded system throughout the school” (Ontario 

Department of Education, 1968, p. 76) and the use of examinations only at the student’s request 

or when necessary for planning individual programs (Ontario Department of Education, 1968).  

As LaPierre (1981) notes, his comments about deficiencies in early childhood education 

are also addressed to the private or independent schools.  

Since the education of a child is not a business, all schools, including day care 

centres, nursery schools, kindergartens, established for whatever purpose must 

be non-profit organizations in accordance with laws of the province and of 

Canada to be eligible for the funding. (LaPierre, 1981, p. 30)  

He proposes that financial public assistance should be made available to these schools if 

the role they perform in the society cannot be carried out by the public or separate systems 

(LaPierre, 1981). He recommends that such schools must accept the supervision of the Ministry 

of Education “which would oversee the carrying out of the educational mandate” (LaPierre, 

1981, p. 29).  

LaPierre envisioned a Centre for the Family and Education of the Young as the essential 

instrument for the education of the young child, which would link early childhood education 

with families and local communities. The centres would provide integrated and comprehensive 

education along with a wide range of services in all aspects of care, health, nutrition, and 
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education (LaPierre, 1981). They would replace existing day care centres and kindergartens, and 

Grades 1, 2, and 3 would also be available (LaPierre, 1981). 

LaPierre’s report undertook a special study of Indigenous children attending school 

programs. The Commission found that Indigenous children’s education was lacking an 

appropriate curriculum that would provide Indigenous perspectives on their history, group-

oriented learning, out-of-classroom experiences, and social and emotional support for the child in 

the White, ethnocentric school system.  

Kindergarten in the 1980s and 1990s 

The “Report of the Early Primary Education Project” (Ministry of Education, 1985b), 

prepared only a few years after LaPierre’s, looks at the Ontario’s early childhood education from 

a different perspective. It puts less focus on the child and more on societal needs and 

expectations. Sociocultural changes, like the weakening stability of the family, single parenting, 

and the growing isolation from traditional support systems, created problems for families that the 

schools were expected to solve. The report points to the results of early compensatory education 

that are both convincing and promising. Additionally, accumulating evidence indicated that 

young children have a remarkable learning capacity that educators must take into account 

because “carefully designed and administered cognitive stimulation early in life can make 

substantial differences not only to children’s intelligence but also to the strengthening of their 

self-confidence and social competence” (Ministry of Education, 1985b, p. 18). The report 

proposed a new approach to early childhood education that would use these opportunities. 

Findings from the research of the HighScope Educational Research Foundation in Michigan and 

from the Institute for Developmental Studies at New York University were used to support this 

proposal (Ministry of Education, 1985b). According to these findings, good early childhood 
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education leads to lower delinquency rates later in life, much higher productivity, self-

sufficiency, employability, and positive participation in economic life. “These gains lead to 

substantial economic benefits for the community. The HighScope researchers have calculated 

that for every $1,000 society invests in early primary programs of high quality, the return to 

society is $7,000” (Ministry of Education, 1985b, p. 20). This economic calculation used to 

support the recommendations is the sign of a new approach to reforms in early childhood 

education in the 1980s, an approach based on accountability and focused on clear and 

measurable outcomes, as noted by Bruno-Jofré and Hills (2011). It was consistent with the 

emerging discourse in English-speaking countries, termed by Peter Moss (2017) “a story of 

quality and high returns.” This discourse, successfully globalized, is based on and submerged in 

a particular neopositivistic view that the concepts of the natural sciences (objective truth and 

knowability) as well as their methods (including measurement methods) are applicable to the 

social sciences (Moss, 2017). When applied to early childhood education, it treats children 

instrumentally and expects predefined outcomes determined by experts who had researched 

“what works” and calculated a rate of return on investment (Moss, 2017).  

The new proposed model of early education claims to benefit all children, regardless of 

the socioeconomic status of their families (Ministry of Education, 1985b). The report calls for 

more attention to the value of play in a child’s learning and it quotes some comments and 

recommendations on this subject from LaPierre’s (1981) study. The child’s curriculum should be 

a lifelong project of exploration and growth, and it should provide continuity between home and 

school (Ministry of Education, 1985b). Yet the report finds kindergartens operating separately 

from the rest of the school and from services for families and children, with little involvement of 

parents in the program. The central recommendations made in the report are that junior 
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kindergarten to Grade 3 be organized as an integrated unit, providing continuity in programming, 

flexibility in progression and entry age, and close links with the families and the community. 

Another recommendation to the Ministry of Education is to investigate the feasibility of 

introducing extended full day kindergarten as particularly advantageous for some children who 

are lacking the enriched experiences at home.  

The report identifies the problem with teacher’s training for early childhood education: 

“teachers who have little or no training in early primary education are frequently assigned to the 

early years of the primary Division, namely, junior kindergarten and kindergarten” (Ministry of 

Education, 1985b, p. 44). The committee offers a number of suggestions and recommendations 

on how to utilize early childhood diploma graduates in kindergarten programs and how to 

develop bridging programs and cooperation between colleges and faculties of education to 

enhance pre-service and in-service early childhood education.  

In 1989 the Liberal government announced that all school boards in Ontario are required 

to provide half-day junior and senior kindergarten programs. In 1990 the newly elected NDP 

government implemented the Liberal policy and supported it with additional funding for junior 

kindergarten programs (Karia, 2014). During the early 1990s, research studies were 

commissioned by the Ministry of Education to prepare for the expansion of kindergarten 

programs to include junior kindergartens and extended day programs in schools. One of them 

was “What Makes Exemplary Kindergarten Programs Effective?” (Corter & Park, 1993). The 

report was prepared by a research team including members from faculties of education, early 

childhood education programs, child development researchers, and teacher-practitioners (Corter 

& Park, 1993). They note that traditional theoretical orientations to child development focus on 

the individual child, but the emerging developmental theories like Bronfenbrenner’s emphasize 
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the social context for child development, which calls for a broad social ecology perspective when 

trying to understand kindergarten and children in kindergarten. One of the elements in the 

ecology of kindergarten is out-of-school care (Corter & Park, 1993) where “child care workers 

move between the kindergarten class and childcare space to develop connecting and 

complementary programs” (Corter & Park, 1993, p. 6).  

Despite the Liberal and NDP governments’ commitments to introduce junior 

kindergarten across all school boards in Ontario, in 1995 the new Progressive Conservative 

government reversed the 1989 policy and announced that school boards do not have to provide 

junior kindergarten programs, at the same time reducing grants to these programs by 50% (Karia, 

2014). When analyzing this abrupt change, the link should be made between the political 

ideology represented by the provincial government and educational policy development. The 

tensions and difficulties in developing kindergarten programs for younger children can be 

explained by the growing support for neoliberalism with its deregulations, privatizations, and 

reductions in public spending, as well as its instrumental, calculative, and economistic rationality 

that was already noticeable in the 1985 “Report of the Early Primary Education Project” 

(Ministry of Education, 1985b). New educational policies were marked by the neoliberal focus 

on standardization and preparing children for school and employment, treating children as an 

investment in the future labour market, and attempting to shape the obedient uncritical follower 

of the neoliberal principles. 

This shift in educational goals is evident when the reports and program documents from 

the 1960s and the 1970s are compared with those from the 1990s. In the former, there is no 

indication of economic competitiveness. The latter were already framed by the major political 

and economical changes caused by the end of communism in Europe in 1989 and the emerging 
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faith in neoliberalism and the free market. The global and international pressures are clearly 

reflected in the 1993 Victoria Declaration which put education and economic globalisation on 

the national agenda, focusing on standardization and testing (Bruno-Jofré & Hills, 2011). Bruno-

Jofré and Hills (2011) consider the 1994 “For the Love of Learning” report as setting the stage 

for the new view of education—driven by accountability or evaluation. The report recommended 

creating a new office—an Office of Learning Assessment and Accountability—which was 

quickly established by the newly elected Progressive Conservative government led by Mike 

Harris (Bruno-Jofré & Hills, 2011).  

A different approach was taken by the Conservative government toward another 

recommendation that called for introducing a consistent and unified full day program for all 

three- to five-year-olds:  

Because there is powerful evidence that early education alters the amount and 

kind of learning students engage in, and because this is most true for children 

whose potential is otherwise most likely to be unrealized, we believe early 

education is one of the most powerful engines for transforming our educational 

system. This is why one of the four major recommendations for this 

Commission is that a school readiness program be created for three- to five-

year-olds for the full day, closely modelled on that in France.  

While we appreciate the need to proceed gradually, we are convinced 

that early childhood education must be part of public education, offered as an 

option for all three- to five-year-olds for the full day, with the option of a half-

day schedule for those parents who may prefer it. (Ontario, Royal Commission 

on Learning, 1994, pp. 123–124) 
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The French model mentioned above was explained in the same document as the école 

maternelle for three- to five-year-olds—a universal, free, public education where the staff is led 

by teachers and the age-appropriate curriculum is designed to prepare children academically and 

socially for school. Recommendation 1 in the same document:  

We recommend that Early Childhood Education … be provided by all school 

boards to all children from 3 to 5 years of age whose parents/guardians choose 

to enroll them. [Early Childhood Education] would gradually replace existing 

junior and senior kindergarten programs and become part of the public education 

system. (Ontario, Royal Commission on Learning, 1994, p. 124)  

The proposed school program would start at the age of three and would last through 

various academic stages until the child graduates (Ontario, Royal Commission on Learning, 

1994).  

These recommendations were never realized, and the new kindergarten program was 

issued in 1998, followed by the revised document in 2006 (Ministry of Education, 1998; 

Ministry of Education, 2006).  

1998 and 2006 Kindergarten Programs  

The 1998 program was shifting the developmentally oriented kindergarten to a more 

academic one, with clearly expressed skills that children should gain before they start Grade 1. 

The updated 2006 program took this shift even further. According to Russell (2011), “a 

developmental logic frames the purpose of kindergarten as supporting the individual child’s 

social, emotional, and cognitive development, while the academic logic emphasizes academic 

skills and content” (Russell, 2011, p. 239). The comparison between the two programs illustrates 

this shift at the accelerated speed.  
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Both the 1998 and 2006 programs contain specific expectations for different areas of 

learning (language, mathematics, science and technology, personal and social development, the 

arts), and the updated program also lists health and physical activity. In both documents, the 

learning expectations in all these areas are expressed by the word “will” in every section: “By the 

end of kindergarten, children will: ….” An example:  

By the end of kindergarten, the children will recognize that words often consist 

of beginning, middle, and final sounds; will print most of the letters of the 

alphabet, their own name and names of family members, and some short words; 

will recognize and write numerals from 1 to 10.” (Ministry of Education, 1998, 

pp. 15–16) 

The word “will” leaves little if any room for children who may not be developmentally 

ready to meet these expectations. Although both programs acknowledge that “children develop at 

different rates and in different ways” (Ministry of Education, 1998, p. 9; Ministry of Education, 

2006, p. 2) they further assume that all children will achieve same level of academic skills.  

“The expectations are not designed to address Junior and Senior Kindergarten separately” 

(Ministry of Education, 2006, p. 5), but specific examples indicate the two stages of achievement 

by the words “initially” and “eventually.” The 2006 program has expanded the learning 

expectations to 30 pages from eight in 1998 document, with specific sample problems directed 

by the teacher and examples of how children will respond to them:  

Sample Problems: “Look at the objects in the sorting circle. Can you guess the 

rule I was using to sort them? What other objects could we put in the circle? Use 

three strips of paper to show me a triangle. Use your strips to show me 

something that is not a triangle.” 
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Student Talk: “We sorted our shapes into ones that are round and ones 

that have points.” “It is a weird, long triangle but it has three sides. It looks like 

a triangle that is all stretched out.” (Ministry of Education, 2006, p. 46)  

The 1998 program expects children to achieve readiness skills for reading by identifying 

most of the letters of the alphabet and understanding that they represent sounds, using language 

patterns and sound patterns to identify words and to predict the next word. The 2006 Program 

expects them to “eventually: read patterned and simple texts” (Ministry of Education, 2006, p. 

38).  

With Our Best Future in Mind 

The growing evidence of the importance of early childhood education—an OECD study 

showing Canada significantly behind most other countries in early childhood services spending 

(Beach, et al., 2009), studies showing that 27% of Ontario children fall significantly behind their 

peers when they start Grade 1 (Pascal, 2009), and the lack of universal childcare and early 

education programs—all led to the development of proposals to replace the half-day kindergarten 

with the full day program. 

In January 2007, a framework Early Learning for Every Child Today (ELECT) for 

Ontario early childhood settings was prepared and published by the Best Start Expert Panel on 

Early Learning (Best Start Expert Panel on Early Learning, 2007). In the same way as the 

previous reports (“For the Love of Learning,” Ontario Royal Commission on Learning, 1994; 

“To Herald a Child,” Lapierre, 1981; “Report of the Early Primary Education Project,” Ministry 

of Education, 1985b) it does not address the kindergarten program separately, but includes it in 

the guidelines for the consolidated early childhood programs for children from birth to Grade 1, 

situating children “within the context of a developmental continuum rather than evaluating their 
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performance against age-related expectations” (Best Start Expert Panel on Early Learning, 2007, 

p. 4), and recognizing that care and learning are inseparable concepts. The public usually thinks 

of kindergarten as education, not childcare. The custodial care provided by the universal 

education system is rarely considered. Although working parents often have difficulties juggling 

the component of kindergarten with before and after school care, they do so in the belief that the 

educational element of kindergarten is more beneficial to the child than the stability of one 

program. Yet kindergarten programming and activities are very similar to those in quality early 

childhood care and education programs. Therefore, it is not surprising that the Expert Panel did 

not make separate recommendations for the kindergarten programs.  

Similarly, the Report to the Premier by the Special Advisor on Early Learning, Charles E. 

Pascal (2009) does not refer to kindergarten, but to an early learning program. Pascal was asked 

to recommend how to best implement full day learning for four-and five-year-olds. He points out 

that to fully benefit from the full day learning for children of this age, we must develop a 

continuum of services for children from birth to age 12 (Pascal, 2009). He warns that “it would 

be ineffective and costly to layer the new program on top of a web of unsolved problems” 

(Pascal, 2009, p. 5). These unsolved problems are the fragmented and chaotic mix of early 

childhood services operated by different providers under various auspices that do not serve the 

best interests of children, frustrate families and educators, and waste resources (Pascal, 2009). 

“Too often programs are not available. Childcare settings are rarely linked to parent support 

programs, and neither are linked to schools” (Pascal, 2009, p. 20). Pascal’s (2009) report shows 

UNICEF’s data on a number of benchmarks for Early Learning and Care met by country 

(UNICEF, 2008 quoted in Pascal, 2009). The countries and the number of benchmarks met are as 

follows, and they show Canada at the end of the rank:  
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• Sweden (10) 

• Iceland (9) 

• Denmark (8) 

• Norway (8) 

• France (8) 

• UK (5)  

• Germany (4)  

• Japan (4)  

• United States (3) 

• Canada (1; Pascal, 2009, p. 4).  

Studies indicate that the most successful countries in providing early childhood services 

are the ones that integrate education and childcare under one auspice (Pascal, 2009). In Canada 

and Ontario, kindergarten is historically viewed as part of the public education system, whereas 

childcare is defined by the general public as childminding and by the government as a service to 

support working parents. Yet professionals in the early childhood field define quality childcare 

as a program that educates as much as it cares (Pascal, 2009). Pascal’s report strongly 

recommends transferring responsibility for the care and development of children from the 

prenatal period through to adolescence to one governing body: The Ministry of Education. He 

points to the Toronto First Duty as the model program that integrates family and child services 

and provides 

a seamless continuum of supports, beginning with prenatal and postnatal 

information and nutrition resources, parents-child activities … health screening, 

special needs interventions, family counselling, and employment, immigration, 

and housing services. By integrating their staffing, resources, administration, 

and facilities, the school, public health, municipal, and community partners are 

able to provide children with an invisible cocoon of support and nurturing. 

(Pascal, 2009, p. 17) 
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Pascal proposed a two-year program for all children who turn four by December 31. This 

Early Learning Program would be integrated into Best Start Child and Family Centre that would 

provide extensive parenting support programming to strengthen the links between the school and 

families and communities. Parents would have a choice to send children for either a full or half 

day. This program should include extended before and after school programming (for a fee with 

subsidies available) for children aged six to eight, and after school programming for children 

nine to 12 at the request of at least 15 families in a school. The extended day program would not 

be an add-on but an integral part of an Early Learning Program, following same pedagogical and 

curriculum approach, and delivered by qualified educators using the same space and resources. It 

would eliminate the existing fragmentation of early years services, which was the result of the 

historic divide between education and childcare. “Separated by legislation, funding, and delivery 

structures, Kindergarten with its education roots is viewed as contributing to the public good 

whereas child care is mired in its social welfare status” (Pascal, 2009, p. 16). Yet internationally, 

the most successful countries in providing early learning and care are the ones that do not 

separate childcare and education. In Pascal’s (2009) proposal, the schools would become “true 

community hubs for children and their families” as they would include pre and postnatal support, 

playgroups, and parent resources instead of being a single-function space. The new system 

would operate under the Ministry of Education leadership, direction, and accountability (Pascal, 

2009).  

The curriculum, pedagogical framework, the ongoing individual observation and 

documentation, guidelines for facilities and outdoor spaces, as well as behaviour guidance 

practices, is recommended to be based on the ELECT document (Pascal, 2009). ELECT should 
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be also adapted in collaboration with Indigenous educators and organizations, to reflect 

Aboriginal content in programming (Pascal, 2009).  

Throughout Pascal’s report, the interests and concerns of Aboriginal peoples are 

consistently highlighted as not only equally, but distinctively important. There are over 50,000 

Aboriginal students who attend provincially funded elementary and secondary schools (Pascal, 

2009). The author recognizes the unique struggles of Aboriginal communities that include 

“coping with the devastating impacts of a range of initiatives such as residential schools” 

(Pascal, 2009, p. 6). He recommends that the new program should engage Aboriginal families, 

hire more Aboriginal educators who understand and value Aboriginal history, and ensure that 

adequate funding is available for either accommodating full day learning in on-reserve schools or 

covering the fees for children going to off-reserve schools.  

Staffing recommendations for the new program insist on educators skilled at applying 

child development knowledge (Pascal, 2009). After thoroughly exploring different staffing 

models for the full day learning program, Pascal recommended teams of certified teachers and 

registered early childhood educators as the best choice. However, all teachers who do not have 

early childhood knowledge should be required to complete an early childhood Additional 

Qualification course within five years (Pascal, 2009).  

The title of the report under discussion “With Our Best Future in Mind” reveals the 

“selling features” of the recommended program: “a cost-effective return on our early learning 

investment [which] will be clear to all Ontario taxpayers” (Pascal, 2009, p. 7). The author further 

indicates that “public policy commitment to improving children’s development will have 

transformative social and economic effects” (Pascal, 2009, p. 10) by reducing poverty, violence 

and crime rates, behavioural, emotional, and health problems, and by paying “huge dividends for 
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the success and well-being of individuals and our society. Simply put, there is no wiser 

investment for our best future” (Pascal, 2009, p. 12). The report uses the results of studies done 

by the world recognized economists like James Heckman (a Nobel laureate in economics) who 

calculated a 7:1 return on public investment for programs for young children, the HighScope 

Ypsilanti, Michigan study showing $17 savings for every $1 spent on the program, or Canadian 

studies showing a 2:1 payback from developmentally enriched early childhood programs (Pascal, 

2009). These claims were in line with the common discourse of “quality and high returns” and 

the growing trend of situating education in relation to economic gains and addressing its 

instrumental purposes (Bruno-Jofré & Hills, 2011; Moss, 2017). In this regard, it echoes the 

1985 report in quoting the same studies (the HighScope study) and treating the early childhood 

education as the instrument to solve some societal problems and compensate vulnerable children 

from disadvantaged home and community environments. Moss finds this discourse disturbing,  

because it smacks of a stratagem to distract demands for social justice by 

offering a quick technical fix; far simpler and cheaper to introduce “evidence-

based” early intervention programmes than to undertake the political heavy-

lifting involved in tackling deep-seated social and economic injustices. (2017, p. 

19)  

To support the learning continuity and to ease transitions, Pascal (2009) considers 

schools as the best setting for the Best Start Child and Family Centres. Analysing this 

recommendation from the perspective of Quentin Skinner’s theory about the importance of 

context and the author’s intentions, it is important to note the lack of universal early childhood 

care and education programs in Ontario. The schools seemed to be the best or the only feasible 
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option for the new program without creating new facilities. The costs of renovations and 

adjustments made for this program were calculated in Pascal’s report.  

Full-Day Early Learning–Kindergarten 

In 2010, under the Liberal Party leadership in the province, the major expansion of 

kindergarten was finally materialized. The Legislative Assembly of Ontario directed the Ministry 

of Education to implement the full day kindergarten in phases from 2010 to 2014 and mandated 

the management and supervision of early childhood education from the Ministry of Children and 

Youth Services to the Ministry of Education. The Day Nurseries Act was replaced by the Child 

Care and Early Years Act 2014 effective on August 31, 2015. Pascal’s report “With Our Best 

Future in Mind” and his recommendations were instrumental in establishing FDELK in Ontario 

(Karia, 2014). Pascal did not advise how to reform kindergarten—he called his new proposed 

program an Early Learning Program that would be integrated into Best Start Child and Family 

Centre. His advice was used with modifications and adjustments according to the existing 

circumstances.  

One of the objectives of the new FDELK is to build a learning community that includes 

the child as a learner, teachers, parents, principals, and community partners. The program  

is based on the understanding that children develop within a complex set of 

interrelated systems that includes the family, the school, the broader community, 

and the world …. Holding this interconnectedness at the centre of its vision, the 

program sets children on a more positive trajectory for learning. (Ontario 

Ministry of Education, 2010, p. 1)  

FDELK is available to all four-and five-year-old children in publicly funded schools 

across the province. To be eligible for the program, the child must be four years old by 
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December 31st in the year the program starts. As a result, some children who start the program 

are only three years old. The children go to school all-day every-day from Monday to Friday. 

School boards are required to offer before and after school programs for four- and five-year-olds 

where there is sufficient demand from parents and families; these programs can be operated by 

non-profit third party operators (Friendly et al., 2013). The 2015 survey shows that 72% of 

schools with kindergarten offered on-site before or after school care, but only 41% offered year-

round on-site childcare for kindergarten-aged children (People of Education, 2015). Although 

these numbers are low, they show a steady increase since 2011–2012 when only 47% of schools 

were offering an on-site before and after school care (People of Education, 2015). The challenges 

to implementing an integrated and seamless full day program were found in the lack of trained 

childcare providers and space constraints. Some school boards had to purchase portable facilities, 

build new ones, or partner with local community groups to use their space (People of Education, 

2015).  

Replacing the half-day kindergarten program with the FDELK changed not only the 

amount of time children were spending in the school environment, but also the way they were 

being taught. As Karia (2014) notes, the half-day kindergarten involved more formal teaching 

and teacher-directed activities and exercises that children were expected to complete by the end 

of the week. This can be explained by teachers’ professional preparation and no requirement of 

specific training for early childhood education as well as by time restriction (usually 2.5 hours a 

day) and a pressure to meet all the goals set in the kindergarten curriculum. The FDELK presents 

a new and unique team-teaching approach to instruction, involving a certified teacher and an 

ECE in each class with at least 16 students. This new collaborative approach contributed to 
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shifting the learning to less formal, more flexible, and less teacher-directed. The program 

document states:  

Early childhood educators and teachers will have the benefit of a collaborative 

and complementary partnership to support children and families …. Teachers 

are responsible for the long-term planning and organization of the program and 

the management of the Early Learning–Kindergarten classes. In addition, 

teachers are responsible for student learning; effective instruction; formative 

assessment (assessment for learning) and evaluation, based on the team’s 

assessments of children’s progress; and formal reporting and communication 

with families. Early childhood educators bring a focus on age-appropriate 

program planning to facilitate experiences that promote each child’s physical, 

cognitive, language, emotional, social, and creative development and well-being, 

providing opportunities for them to contribute to formative assessment 

(assessment for learning) and evaluation of the children’s learning. (Ontario 

Ministry of Education, 2010, p. 8)  

The new full day program improved the teacher to student ratio—in half-day 

kindergarten, teachers were working alone with usually 20–25 children in the class (Friendly, 

2008) whereas FDELK requires two staff members for groups of over 16 children. This means 

that in classes of 15 or fewer children, teachers are working alone. Interestingly, the ratio for 

preschoolers (30 months or older but younger than 6 years) is set at 1:8, and 1:13 for 

kindergarten age (44 months or older but younger than 68 months) in licensed childcare centres 

(Ministry of Education, 2019). 
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The Program document recognizes the role of play in early childhood and states that 

child-initiated free play, as well as more structured play-based learning, should be integral parts 

of the classroom. 

Play is a vehicle for learning and lies at the core of innovation and creativity. It 

provides opportunities for learning in a context in which children are at their 

most receptive. Play and academic work are not distinct categories for young 

children …. Play, therefore, has a legitimate and important role in early learning 

and can be used to further children’s learning in all areas of the Full-Day Early 

Learning–Kindergarten program. It is so important that the United Nations has 

recognized it as a specific right for all children. (Ontario Ministry of Education, 

2010, p. 13) 

The curriculum maintained academic achievement expectations of the previous document 

(Ontario Ministry of Education, 2006), with The Learning Areas in the Program including 

personal and social development, language, mathematics, science and technology, health and 

physical activity, and the arts with specific expectations for the children (Ontario Ministry of 

Education, 2010). At the same time the 2010 Program requires a play-based approach to learning 

and developmentally appropriate practice (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2010). This dichotomy 

creates tensions and challenges for teachers who have to negotiate between developmental and 

academic logics (Pyle, 2013). Angela Pyle (2013) found that in all three schools selected for her 

research, teachers successfully integrated developmental and academic approaches, but the 

balance between them differed between classrooms as well as within the same classrooms as the 

teachers were constantly adjusting their approach. In Karia’s (2014) study some teachers found 
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planning difficult in the context of child-initiated play, especially when formal circle time is 

eliminated. As one teacher explained:  

Before we might spend some time thinking about units ahead, but now it is all 

child-initiated play and we can’t really plan ahead. We are not supposed to have 

circle time, but I don’t agree. There are always hurdles every day. (Karia, 2014, 

p. 181) 

The 2010 Program document dedicated a full section to assessment, evaluation, and 

reporting, describing them as serving educators to plan more effective teaching strategies. 

According to the program, the educators alone analyze pedagogical documentation and share 

their findings with parents and children:  

Assessment is the key to effective teaching. Its primary purpose is to improve 

children’s learning, and it is the starting point for instruction in the Full-Day 

Early Learning–Kindergarten program. Early Learning–Kindergarten team 

members interpret and analyse the notes they have taken to document their 

observations and make plans for further instruction and learning based on their 

analysis. Team members need to observe, monitor, and document children’s 

learning continually and regularly report to parents their assessment findings 

about children’s progress towards the achievement of the learning expectations. 

Team members also provide feedback to the children themselves. (Ontario 

Ministry of Education, 2010, p. 29) 

The FDELK aims at providing healthy school environment and it adopts the World 

Health Organization’s definition of health as “a state of complete physical, mental, and social 
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well-being, and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 

2010, p.4). The Program document lists factors affecting child’s health and it states:  

These factors also have an impact on children’s learning as a whole and are 

strongly connected to learning in health and physical activity. Although children 

have varying degrees of control over these factors, it is nevertheless important to 

be aware of them as contributing factors in child performance. (Ontario Ministry 

of Education, 2010, p. 4) 

The program aims to meet the needs of each child. However, nap time is not mentioned. 

The Program recommends only areas with cushions and books for quiet activity and rest (Ontario 

Ministry of Education, 2010). In Karia’s (2014) study one of the teachers commented:  

One more thing to worry about in the full day is kids falling asleep. The kids are 

very tired, as the whole day is a lot for them, they are tired and cranky, and they 

want to sleep when they get home. I have a very young poor little guy. He is 

young. He will be sitting on the carpet and his little hand goes up and right back 

down and he is fast asleep. We have children fast asleep on the carpet. (Karia, 

2014, p. 179) 

Similarly, Gilboord (2014) found that junior kindergarten teachers were supportive of a 

naptime since they see some youngest children (born in November or December) becoming very 

tired and falling asleep in the middle of the afternoon, “sometimes in their lunch.” (2104, p.75). 

Having a 30-minute rest time when some children sleep and others rest quietly was found to be 

beneficial and desired for children in junior kindergarten (Gillboord, 2014).  

The new FDELK was met with a great enthusiasm by the public, and despite the fact that 

it has not been compulsory, the enrollment as of 2017–2018 reached almost 263,000 children 
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(Ontario Ministry of Education, 2019). This enthusiastic reception is not surprising considering 

that this has been a long-awaited free program for the duration of a school day, meeting both 

educational and custodial needs of Ontario’s families. In the last decades, the number of 

available spaces in licensed childcare for kindergarten-aged children has been very low—in 2015 

it was only 28.5% (Friendly et al., 2018). At the same time, the cost of childcare across the 

province has been very high—in 2015 in bigger cities reaching over $1000 per month (Friendly 

et al., 2018), which is difficult to afford for many families with young children, especially the 

ones with more than one child. The FDELK offered all kindergarten-age children a high quality 

program for at least six hours a day free of charge.  

In 2014, the Ontario Ministry of Education issued a document “How Does Learning 

Happen? Ontario’s Pedagogy for the Early Years,” which paved the way to the revision of the 

2010–2011 Program. This document is clearly influenced by Reggio’s pedagogy. It states: 

“When educators are aware of and able to understand and respond to many ‘languages’ children 

use to communicate, they give every child a ‘voice’” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2014, p. 

41). It recognizes children as “competent, capable of complex thinking, curious, and rich in 

potential” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2014, p. 6), stresses the importance of the 

environments in early years, and the need for partnership and collaboration between educators 

and family to support learning. It recommends using pedagogical documentation, listening to 

children to learn about them and their experiences, and including their perspectives in co-

planning with them and their families (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2014).  

This shift toward a Reggio-inspired pedagogy is reflected in the 2016 Kindergarten 

Program document. It shifts the role of the educator from a “lead knower” to a “lead learner” or 

co-learner, recognizing that this approach “may require, for some, a shift in mindset and habits. 
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It may prompt a rethinking of theories and practices” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2016, p. 

10). Therefore, each section of the document includes Misconceptions, Educator Team 

Reflection, and Questions for Reflection. The program states that  

to move into the role of co-learner, educators must acknowledge the reciprocal 

relationship they are entering: the child has something to teach us, and we are 

engaged in a learning journey together, taking turns to lead and question and 

grow as we encounter new and interesting ideas and experiences. (Ontario 

Ministry of Education, 2016, p. 10) 

This approach recognizes children’s rights to be heard in the matters affecting them (as 

per article 12 of the 1989 United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child) and the benefits 

of treating children as competent partners in the process of learning: “Children are competent 

and capable, and their learning is enhanced when their voice is included and when they are 

engaged with educators in co-constructing their learning environment” (Ontario Ministry of 

Education, 2016, p. 33). Other Reggio-influenced pedagogical approaches in the Program 

include pedagogical documentation, environment as a third teacher, and learning through play 

and inquiry.  

The play-based learning approach is explained over 13 pages of the document, in contrast 

to the 2010 Program which dedicated three pages to this topic. It further stresses the importance 

of play, recognizing it as a child’s right according to the United Nations Convention on the 

Rights of the Child and as “essential to the development of children’s cognitive, physical, social, 

and emotional well-being” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2016, p. 12). Instead of subject areas 

for learning as in previous programs, the 2016 document uses four frames, or broad areas of 

learning: belonging and contributing, self-regulation and well-being, demonstrating literacy and 
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mathematic behaviours, and problem solving and innovating (Ontario Ministry of Education, 

2016). “The frames reflect the integrated way in which learning occurs during children’s play 

and inquiry in Kindergarten” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2016, p. 13).  

The increasing accountability in education raised the requirements for assessment in 

kindergarten. DeLuca and Pyle (2019) found that assessment is a challenge for teachers within 

the context of play-based learning approach of the program. An overwhelming majority (95%) of 

teachers in the three-year study indicated that they lacked sufficient time to do a systematic 

assessment in all areas of development while children played, and instead used “assessment 

stations” purposely prepared to fulfill their mandates to assess children (DeLuca & Pyle, 2019). 

The increasing academic expectations of kindergarten students combined with large class sizes 

and a requirement to systematically collect, interpret, and share pedagogical documentation, 

were found to be responsible for putting too much pressure on teachers who try to navigate 

between the assessment requirements and play-based learning (DeLuca & Pyle, 2019).  

Large class size was also found by Karia (2014) to negatively affect the assessment, the 

implementation of child-centred activities, and the amount of attention children need from 

educators. Classrooms having too small square footage is another challenge often mentioned in 

Karia’s (2014) study. One of the teachers commented:  

There are 26 or 27 children, but it could go up to 32. I fully support full-day 

learning, but I think we have to stop and look at the square footage of the 

classroom. I have a hard time with 27 chairs in the classroom and still building 

in play centres, floor-based centres to get on the floor to play their train, trucks 

and plane, and sort things on the rug. (Karia, 2014, p. 177) 
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Likewise, in Nesbitt’s (2019) study the participants expressed concerns that the adequate 

space is not always a reality and they commented:  

You have to have the right space. You have to have the materials. You have to 

have a space large enough for kids to be able to move around …. It certainly 

supports student thriving if there’s a lot more space. Because they have room to 

roam and room to play. And you can do a lot more things when you’ve got 

space. (Nesbitt, 2019, p. 114) 

Karia (2014) also found that the role of the ECEs in the classroom is not very clear, and it 

often presents a challenge for both educators when they have different educational backgrounds 

and thus, different perspectives. The Ontario Ministry of Education report (2013) confirms this 

concern:  

The effectiveness of the educator team was identified as essential in providing 

an optimal FDK learning environment; yet the findings suggest that full day 

kindergarten educator teams were not fully leveraging the collective expertise of 

two professions …. Parents echoed concern that the climate within educator 

teams may influence children’s experiences within the classroom. (Ontario 

Ministry of Education, 2013, pp. 13–14) 

 Nesbitt (2019) found that even when the two educators build and maintain a positive 

team-dynamic, they face ongoing challenges due to the educators’ contracts with the school 

board and the logistics of the school day. As one study participant stated:  

The ECEs in the classroom don’t get any … planning time or prep time. We 

have been told from day one that this is your educator partner and you have to 

work side-by-side with them and it has to be a shared role, but there is never 
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release time to talk with them about the program. There’s never time during the 

school day for that …. [ECEs] are paid less money, …they don’t have the same 

benefits, … they’re not in the same union, their hours aren’t the same. Until that 

is balanced out, there’s always going to be a bit of tension.” (Nesbitt, 2019, pp. 

126–127) 

Since the implementation of FDELK in 2010, the literature addressing various areas of 

this program has rapidly grown in stark contrast to the previous decades when the interest in 

kindergarten was minimal. The growing body of works includes empirical studies, Masters and 

Doctoral research studies, program evaluations, and peer-reviewed journal articles. These works 

offer valuable insights into the kindergarten practice and how the program documents have been 

received. While the literature concludes that FDELK is a success, it also indicates some 

concerns, the areas for future research, and recommendations for future policy development and 

practice. 

Kindergarten Teacher Education During the Later Period of Kindergarten Development 

Until the late 1950s, the only institution in Canada offering specialized early childhood 

training was Toronto’s Institute of Child’s Study; the Provincial Day Nursery Training Centre 

opened for only three years during the Second World War. Specialized postsecondary early 

childhood education training was made available in the 1950s (Varga in Prochner, 2000). Until 

2010, community college program diplomas were the norm as a training for early childhood 

educators (Winick, 2013). While there were a small number of undergraduate and graduate 

university programs offered, there was no bridging between the college diploma and a university 

degree (Winnick, 2013). Winnick notes that “the mere fact that these diploma-based programs 

were labeled training programs instead of education programs denotes the undervaluing of early 
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years practitioners” (Winnick, 2013, p. 14). The graduates of the college programs were not 

employed in kindergartens until 2010, when the FDELK was introduced. FDELK requires two 

staff members in each kindergarten class: a certified teacher and an ECE. However, classes with 

15 children or fewer do not have to have an ECE, and specific training in early childhood 

education has not been required for kindergarten teachers in FDELK.  

 The new FDELK program still brings questions about the proper qualifications for 

educating young children, since some voices claim that early childhood educators may be better 

trained to work with four- and five-year-olds than school teachers (O’Bryan et al., 1975). The 

1973 Junior Kindergarten Study (1975) assessed the competency of several early childhood 

education graduates of Ontario colleges and concluded that they “were very competent to work 

as teachers in a junior kindergarten classroom” (O’Bryan et al., 1975, p. 34). The report further 

states that “there is every reason to believe that the professional education provided by these 

institutions to their candidates is substantially superior in depth and extent than that currently 

available in the regular primary courses of the teachers colleges” (O’Bryan et al., 1975, pp. 54–

55).  

In the last two decades and since the introduction of the FDELK, the interest in early 

childhood education has been growing steadily. By September 2010, some new university-level 

programs were offered by Ryerson University, Nipissing University, and OISE where a PhD 

program in early childhood education was initiated (Winnick, 2013). Since then, new 

undergraduate and some graduate programs at the master’s level have been continuously 

introduced at Ontario universities, many offering a bridge option between an early childhood 

education diploma and a bachelor’s degree. This rapid appearance of postsecondary early 

childhood programs, especially at the graduate level, is the result of the inclusion of the early 
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years in the Ministry of Education’s mandate and the indication of a current need for qualified 

early childhood professionals (Winnick, 2013).  
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CHAPTER VII: Conclusion  

Ontario is not only the first province to introduce kindergarten in publicly funded schools 

and maintain it unremittingly, but is also an exception in Canada where historically the care and 

education of preschool-aged children has not been recognized as the government’s responsibility. 

Ontario has the distinction of being the leader in this sphere and having the longest and the 

richest history of public kindergarten. Other Canadian provinces established kindergarten as a 

permanent part of their public education system many decades later. Kindergarten in Ontario 

became almost instantly an integral part of the school system, bypassing the stage of a 

philanthropic welfare organization, which was common in other provinces and states. The 

historical analysis reveals how this program evolved over time to reach the point of the current 

FDELK. The longue durée approach used in this research has allowed observation of the 

development of kindergarten over the decades, and discovery of the points of conjunctures and 

patterns during this process. As per Skinner (1969), the context of these changes (what 

influenced them, who was the agent of these changes, what was their intentionality and 

objectives) is critically important for a full understanding of today’s kindergarten program.  

The introduction of kindergarten in 1883 was possible owing to the many years of tireless 

promotion by James Hughes in the city of Toronto, which had an advantage over other Canadian 

cities of being economically, intellectually, and demographically prepared for it. The goals of 

kindergarten were both educational and custodial, meeting the needs of the families during the 

times of rapid industrialization and migration to the cities. The early kindergarten was expected 

to be a link between home and school, and provide educational foundations through the child’s 

play. Despite the high enrollment that prevented the use of all Froebelian principles, kindergarten 

in Ontario was essentially Froebelian during the first two decades after its introduction. The 
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curriculum included Christianity, physical health, sense training, Froebel’s games and finger 

plays, nature study, language and literature, mathematics, music, art and crafts (the Occupations) 

and play with the Froebel Gifts (Corbett, 1989). The inspector of Kindergarten was opposed to 

the introduction of any academic work such as printing and reading (Corbett, 1989).  

In the following years, secularization took hold and started shifting the focus away from 

the Froebelian, almost spiritual, aspect of kindergarten philosophy and the emphasis on self-

activity, toward preparing the child for school and for a modern workforce. The consolidation of 

kindergarten and primary teacher education in 1914 shifted the curriculum further toward 

preparation for school, with increased subject orientation. The 1920s mark an important 

transformation of kindergarten, with plans to drastically modify the curriculum to include more 

academic work, replace the kindergarten supervisor with the primary supervisor, and link 

kindergarten with the school rather than with home. During that time in the 1920s, the child 

study movement and new psychological theories caused many changes to the Froebelian 

equipment and materials. The small Gifts and Occupations were criticized as unsuitable for 

young children and either replaced by their other versions or abandoned. Other toys like dolls, 

trains, puzzles, or playhouses were introduced along with the free play idea that started replacing 

the guided play in Froebelian kindergarten. 

The 1944 program marks the next conjuncture in the history of kindergarten in Ontario. 

For the first time, the Program included junior kindergarten and a kindergarten-primary class, 

constituting early childhood education as an integrated unified whole. Its main goal was stated as 

socialization and the development of language, with no emphasis on academic achievement. The 

following decades showed the continuity of these objectives. In addition, the 1966 Program and 

the 1968 “Living and Learning” document accentuated the connection with Froebelian idea of 
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kindergarten. The 1960s saw a change in the kindergarten program in America with the 

curriculum becoming more academically oriented with prescriptive outcomes, nevertheless there 

is no evidence of it in Ontario kindergarten. In the 1960s, however, education was the main focus 

on the provincial social and political agenda, and the largest single budget item in the public 

sector (Ontario Royal Commission on Learning, 1994). During that time, kindergarten started to 

be established in rural areas and the number of schools offering kindergarten, as well as number 

of children attending them increased significantly. 

The reversed shift started in 1970s, when the interest and support for public kindergarten 

started dwindling. In that decade, the goals and curriculum were as diversified as the number of 

school boards: some having a child-centred focus, others teacher-centred, and some were a 

combination of both. Although some extended-day kindergarten programs like FD or AFD were 

experimented with, kindergarten was still mainly a half-day program. The fragmentation of early 

childhood programs and services was not meeting the needs of working parents and new family 

models with the increasing number of women entering the workforce and rising single parenting. 

Although over the next decades reports and proposals were commissioned for the best model of 

early childhood education, no new version of kindergarten was introduced until 2010. 

These tensions and difficulties in expanding the kindergarten program can be explained 

by the emerging neoliberalism with its deregulations, privatizations, and reductions in public 

spending. The 1998, the kindergarten program and its revised 2006 version reflect neoliberal 

instrumental, calculative and economistic rationality, shifting the developmentally oriented 

kindergarten to more academic one. The focus on standardization, economic competitiveness, 

treating children as an investment in the future labour market, and attempting to shape the 

obedient uncritical follower of the neoliberal principals was still present in the 2010 FDELK 
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document, which maintained the academic achievement expectations of the previous 2006 

Program, adding, however, a required play-based approach and developmentally appropriate 

practices.  

The 2010 Program represented another major shift in the history of Ontario kindergarten. 

Full day kindergarten was made available to all four-and five-year-old children in publicly 

funded schools across the province. The program was based on the ecological model of 

education that were reflected in its objectives, which included building a learning community by 

incorporating the child as a learner, teachers, parents, principals, and community partners. This 

was an evident change, since from the 1980s kindergarten operated with little involvement of 

parents, and separately from the rest of the school and community. Another major change was 

including early childhood educators for the first time in a team-teaching approach to early 

learning and adding a provision for extended day care in the school setting where there is enough 

demand for it.  

The 2016 revised Program marks another conjuncture in the development of 

kindergarten. It moved toward a Reggio-inspired pedagogy by considering educators as co-

learners and children as competent and capable of complex thinking, the environment as a third 

teacher, and pedagogical documentation as giving children “a voice” to express their 

experiences, perspectives, and needs. It stressed the importance of play, recognizing it as a 

child’s right, and instead of subject areas for learning as in previous programs, it uses four 

frames or broad areas of learning: belonging and contributing, self-regulation and well-being, 

demonstrating literacy and mathematic behaviours, and problem solving and innovating. 

The history of kindergarten in Ontario shows that the provincial government has 

continuously recognized the need for a kindergarten program to be offered to all children as an 
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integral part of public education. The quality and extent of the program, however, has always 

depended on the dominant political, ideological, and economic currents. Viewing the 

contemporary FDELK from this perspective and using Moss’s (2017) arguments, this extended 

program was possible owing to a recent global policy interest in early childhood education 

giving early childhood “its current global political legitimacy,” and due to a dominant discourse 

of “quality and high returns” in Anglophone countries.  

Although Ontario’s kindergarten can be considered a success, the historical perspective 

used in this thesis reminds us what past ideas were lost or forgotten that should be brought back 

for future consideration when developing educational programs for young children. The most 

critical voices that should be heard in the construction of early childhood education, the voices of 

children themselves, are silent in most research, program evaluations, and discussions. The calls 

from the past to observe and listen to children in order to understand their needs, and get 

directions for what is best for them, are still unanswered. Even when children are placed in the 

centre of the study, they are situated within a certain chronological age group and mostly treated 

not as individuals, but as members of a society that has certain expectations of them. In this 

context it is important to remember that the main concern in Ontario’s child study movement 

was not children’s intellectual development but their health, in particular their mental health, and 

studies focused on the individual child, his or her experience and needs. Yet there is lack of 

research that includes children’s voices and focuses on child’s experience, health, and well-being 

in early childhood care and education programs, including kindergarten. The analysed reports on 

the best model of early years programs do not address kindergarten separately. On the contrary, 

all of them (“For the Love of Learning,” Ontario Royal Commission on Learning, 1994; 

“ELECT,”  Best Start Expert Panel on Early Learning, 2007; “With Our Best Future in Mind,” 
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Pascal, 2009; “To Herald a Child,” LaPierre, 1981; “Report of the Early Primary Education 

Project,” Ministry of Education, 1985) recognize that care and education are inseparable 

concepts and propose integrated and comprehensive programs that include services in all aspects 

of care, health, nutrition, and education for children from birth to at least Grade 1 as the most 

beneficial for child development. These proposals still need to be advocated for, as early 

childhood programs and services are still fragmented, many school boards do not offer an 

integrated seamless day, and most of them do not provide year-round extended care for children 

attending kindergarten. All analysed reports stress the importance of early childhood 

development training for educators working with young children. This need was already 

recognized by Rousseau, Pestalozzi, and Froebel, and over the next century it gained more 

support from the new child studies and evidence of how specialized teacher training benefits 

early childhood experience. Despite this, specific training in early childhood education has not 

been required for kindergarten teachers in FDELK, and classes with fewer than 16 children are 

not required to have an ECE. These issues can be addressed in future research studies that 

compare different models of kindergarten and early years programs and services. 

The final reflection from this historical perspective on kindergarten development 

concerns advocacy for children’s rights to care and education that meets their needs. History 

shows that every epoch had thinkers and activists who promoted child study and early childhood 

education’s importance for child’s development. They all struggled, meeting with resistance, 

critique, and lack of understanding, but tirelessly worked to fulfill their vision. Their ventures are 

similar to all human rights or animal rights movements, with leaders who sometimes spend their 

entire lives advocating for the voiceless, oppressed, and vulnerable. A child rights approach 

offers challenges to the present futuristic economic thinking as it is a collaborative venture 
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requiring children’s participation. However, from the perspective of children’s rights, early 

childhood care and education should be rethought. By analyzing the past, we can make certain 

we are not eliminating valuable and essential ideas of past thinkers and educators. As Jennifer 

Wolfe (2000) notes, we can also realize that some of their ideas are still unrealized dreams, and 

that the field of early childhood care and education still needs attention, advocacy, perseverance, 

and creativity to affect necessary changes. 

Critical pedagogy is needed to constantly challenge the status quo, to examine whose 

interests and knowledge the school represents, and to offer an alternative approach. As the 

historical perspective shows, early childhood learners and educators have long been overlooked 

as critical thinkers and pedagogues, especially in the areas of academic discourse (Christensen & 

Aldridge, 2013). Children deserve the finest education by the best educators who passionately 

believe that children come first in learning. 
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