" From the editors

Why full-day kindergarten
is failing our children

WHEN GERMAN EDUCATOR Friedrich Froebel
opened the world’s first kindergartens in the
mid-1800s, he frequently found himself at

odds with suspicious government officials. |
Prussia, for example, banned his schools in |

1851, characterizing them as hotbeds of social-
ist subversion and radicalism.

How things have changed. Today, most
governments want more kindergarten, not
less. Even the traditional half-day programs
aren’t enough. Five-year-olds in British Col-
umbia, Quebec, New Brunswick, Nova Sco-
tia and Prince Edward Island all attend full-
daykindergarten. Ontario is currently in the
fourth year of a five-year rollout for full-day
junior and senior kindergarten, meaning kids
as young as three attend school all day, five
days a week. In those provinces without full-
day programs, demands are heard regularly.

Yet despite the popularity of full-day kin-
dergarten, particularly among working par-
ents and teachers’ unions, the actual benefit
it provides to the children themselves s still
hotly debated.

This September, on the first day of the

school year, the Ontario government ctaimed |

conclusive evidence of full-day kindergarten’s

advantages was finally at hand, thanks to a |

pair of academic studies it commissioned.
“Inevery area, students improved their readi-
ness for Grade 1and accelerated their develop-
ment,” a provincial news release declared.

Education Minister Liz Sandals called the
results, which tracked students in both half-
and full-day kindergarten over two years,
“nothing short of incredible.”

This news was immediately hailéd by sup- |

porters of the concept. Charles Pascal, the
driving force behind Ontario’s full-day pro-
gram, said “it shows the program is truly a
life-changer.” In a front-page story, the Globe
and Mail dubbed it a “landmark study.”

And yet there was no study to read, land-
mark or otherwise. The hype and excitement
came from a few bullet points selectively
released by the province. The actual reports
were nowhere to be seen. The reason for this
reticence is now apparent.

With the complete reports finally available
online, it appears that Ontario’s $1.5-billion-
a-year full-day kindergarten experiment is a
grave disappointment, from both pedagogical
and financial perspectives.

The provincial studies did find that chil-
drenattending schools marked by low income
and/or poor testscores showed improvement
in some categories after participating in full-

day kindergarten. This corresponds with pre- |

vious research, particularly by Nobel laureate
economist James Heckman, which suggested
that early intervention can improve school
readiness for disadvantaged children. For
everyone else, however, the Ontario results
ranged from negligible to abysmal.

Not only did most children not receive a
distinct advantage from spending all week at
school, the results for many were lower than
if they'd stayed in the old half-day system.

“To be clear, some children appear to have
done worse with [full-day early learning kin-
dergarten],” the report states. The biggest
| failings were in the categories of emotional
maturity, communication skills and general
knowledge. This aligns with complaints that
full-day programs impede the social and emo-
tional development of some children by
removing them from familial care too early.

Special-needs kids did particularly poorly.
“The children with special educational needs
showed superior outcomes on the measures of
| social competence and emotional maturity in
non-{full-day early learning kindergarten] pro-
grams,” the researchers found, calling for more
investigation into this troubling result. It’s a
far cry from declaring the whole thing “life-
changing” or “nothing short of incredible.”

It is worth noting that even those gains
identified for some kids are likely to be tem-
porary, a phenomenon that’s been identified
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innumerous other studies. McMaster Univer-
sity economist Philip DeCicca told Maclean’s
earlier this year that any positive academic
effects arising from full-day kindergarten
are largely gone by the end of Grade 1. (See
“The munchkin invasion,” National, May 27.)
Similarly, a study published last year on Cali-
fornia’s school system found that, after three
years, “there were no significant differences
instudents who attended the all-day kinder-
garten program and students who attended a
traditional kindergarten program.”
Full-day kindergarten does nothing to
permanently improve academic perform-
ance. It may stunt the emotional and social
development of many kids. And it does no
favours to those with special needs. While
children from poor or disadvantaged families
may derive short-term benefits from extra
attention in kindergarten, it defies common
sense and financial reality to provide this to all
families on a universal basis. The tax system
or local authorities are much better suited to
targeting children atrisk, and at far less cost.
All the above suggests taxpayers in prov-

inces that have so far managed to avoid the
full-day-kindergarten craze ought to consider
themselves quite lucky. Earlier this year, for
example, Alberta announced it was putting its
plans for province-wide full-day kindergarten on
hold due to budgetary constraints. Wise move.

MACLEAN’S INTRODUCED OUR Univer-
sity Issue in 1991—meaning anyone who was
born that year may have already finished an
undergraduate degree. A lot has changed

| over the past 23 years, both on campus and

in these pages. Our annual special issue has
gone from a first-of-its-kind ranking of post-
secondary institutions to an irreplaceable

tool for Canadian students and their parents |

making the single biggest decision of ayoung |

person’s life. We have expanded significantly
over the years, adding new surveys and reams
of easy-to-use data. We’ve also established a
hefty online presence at oncampus.macleans.
ca, where you will find our popular person-
alized university ranking tool, which allows
you to mix and match data, and weight your
preferences in six areas (such as student-to-
faculty ratio), producing a list of schools based
on what is most important to you. And yet,
the biggest changes have been going on at
schools themselves. From the focus on first-
year advisers to the enrolment push of inter-
national students to fill both chairs and cof-
fers, Canadian universities are more attuned
than ever to the demands of students and
their families. Keep in mind, however, that
there’s no single “best” university or college

in Canada. Rather, your target should be the |
best school for you, based on your own pref- |

erences, interests, abilities and educational
goals. It’s out there—you just have to find it.
Maclean’s is happy to help. #
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