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A few weeks ago, a study of Ontario kindergarten children’s “school readiness” was in the news. It was no surprise that some commentators immediately linked the study to the new full-day kindergarten program (even though the study pre-dated its introduction), to challenge it even before its full roll-out. Some concluded that—as the study didn’t find that how all children “scored” in part-day kindergarten predicted how well they achieved in grade three—there wasn’t much point moving from part-day to full-day kindergarten after all.  In my view, these are narrow and ethnocentric conceptions that fail to consider how full-day kindergarten can fit into a broad early childhood education and care program. They also fail to take account of the reality that full-day kindergarten-like programs are well entrenched and well understood in many countries.  

 
The Globe and Mail headlined that the study had found that “how children do in kindergarten is not a strong predictor of how they will fare in the primary grades”. Macleans stated that [the findings from the study] “hardly make the case for full-day kindergarten. … Or maybe children’s academic performance down the line is determined by factors that don’t have a whole lot to do with kindergarten”. Both these articles cite a recent economic analysis of US kindergarteners by a McMaster professor who “estimated the impact of full-day kindergarten on standardized test scores in mathematics and reading” and concluded that while “full-day kindergarten has sizeable impacts on academic achievement, the estimated gains are short-lived, particularly for minority children”. Neither presented a nuanced analysis of the study numbers, as the CBC’s coverage did. 


This media coverage of the Ontario study made two quite narrow assumptions: First, that the sole purpose of full-day kindergarten is to make children more “school ready” (and if it doesn’t do this across the board, there’s not much point in having it).  There was a second assumption that kindergarten might have the potential to be a “magic bullet” that should be able to overcome all sorts of things—children’s innate characteristics, poverty, lack of family resources, neighbourhood and social class characteristics. 


The province’s Education Quality and Accountability Office (EQAO), the group responsible for the study, offered a sensible view. Commenting on the studies’ scores (based on the Early Development Instrument, a quick teacher assessment of kindergarteners designed as a community-level tool), the head of the EQAO concluded that “indicators of early childhood development are an (my emphasis) important piece of information that both parents and educators should pay attention to as they work together to support the progress of each child”. 


Marguerite Jackson also noted that “clearly, a child’s readiness for school in kindergarten neither guarantees nor prevents later academic achievement." This perspective broadly reflects the research: any child’s development is related to multiple elements—innate characteristics, family, neighbourhood, social class, poverty, etc. Indeed, the OECD’s decade-long policy analysis of early childhood education and care concluded that the effects of poverty and inequality on children are profound, so need to be addressed using “upstream” methods (such as ameliorating poverty directly), rather than relying on ECEC programs alone.


At the same time, copious research shows that early childhood education programs have the capacity to be extremely beneficial for child development (especially vulnerable young children’s development) in multiple ways. But this depends on the characteristics of the program—how good, or poor, the quality is—factors such as teacher/child ratios, teacher training for working with young children, pedagogy (rather than “instruction”) and so on—rather than whether the program is called “child care” or “kindergarten”. The research also shows that quality has an impact on outcomes for all children, not just those who are vulnerable. And despite the US study cited by Macleans and the Globe and Mail, generally the literature on full-day kindergarten reinforces the view that good quality early childhood programs are better if provided for sufficient (more, within reason) hours.      


Good early childhood education is not only about how well children do in school. When a move to full-day kindergarten was first discussed in Ontario in 2007, it was seen as one part of a broader program of what was then called “full-day early learning”.  The report developed by Charles Pascal following a two year public consultation discussed full-day kindergarten as one part—a key part—of a much more comprehensive policy approach covering ages 0-12 years. This report stressed the importance of a coherent policy and program approach to benefit children holistically, as well as their families, communities and the larger society. It recognized the need for child care as fundamental, that child care while parents work or study can be provided in part by what we know as “kindergarten” and that family support programs were part of the equation. It saw all these elements as integrated into a coherent approach for the benefit of all. From this perspective, a single-minded focus on the school readiness purpose of kindergarten is not only narrow but counter productive.  


In a sense, the continuing debate about whether Ontario should have full-day kindergarten carries on in a time warp. The norm in OECD countries today is public funding for provision of an early childhood education program from age three—usually two years before formal schooling begins. Whether these are called “kindergarten” or “preschool” or something else depends on the country’s usage, but they are increasingly considered to be part of education systems and overseen by education ministries. In the US, close to 50% of five year olds attend full-day kindergarten and in Canada, six of the provinces provide it for five year olds. Ontario’s four year old kindergarten (also becoming full day) for all children is a year less than what a number of countries like France, Sweden, Finland, Belgium, Denmark, Italy and others have been providing for some years. In the best instances, these programs (not all, by a long shot), are part of coherent systems that provide both “early childhood education” and “care” and in the best instances, provide for 0-3s and school-aged children as well. .   


Even the Macleans’ reporter on this study notes: “Working parents in dual-income families need quality child-care that in later years entails early-childhood education”. Where he’s wrong is the “in later years” part—quality child care entails early childhood education at all ages. Whether it takes the form of kindergarten, preschool or child care, it will work best for children, families and the public purse if the focus is on multiple—not narrow—purposes.   


Ontario—with its high quality public school system, full day four and five year old kindergarten, and complement of high quality child care with dedicated educators is in a position to move ahead on early childhood education and care.  It’s time to get on with integrating these into a real system for the benefit of all. 
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