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“
The Manitoba Association of 
School Superintendents has 
taken note of a growing body 
of research which indicates 
that systemic Early Childhood 

Education and Care (ECEC) programs 
provide substantial long-term benefits 
for both individuals and societies.”  
This body of research referenced in the 
MASS position paper on early childhood 
education (see p.10) becomes very rel-
evant when coupled with a recent ECEC 
document entitled “Putting Science into 
Action: Equity for the Start Through 
Early Child Development-2009” which 
states that over one-quarter of children 
in Canada are starting kindergarten with 
their challenges so entrenched that they 
are in danger of not graduating from 
high school. 

Recognizing the fact that we, as 
educators in a public school system, 
must tackle these challenges early is an 
important first step in solving some of 
the issues facing our children as they 
enter into the traditional education 
system in kindergarten or Grade 1.  
The same ECEC document goes on to 
state that:

Five-year old children from low •	
income families in Monterry, Mexico, 
are better prepared for school than the 
average Canadian child.
The Province of Quebec has reduced •	
its rate of child and family poverty 
by half, and turned around its falling 
birth rate and school test results.

What happens differently in Monterry, 
Mexico and Quebec? The children in 
those places regularly attend early child-
hood programs. The time has come for 
the rest of Canada to join Quebec and 
other nations and invest in the early 
education of our children.  

While recognizing the need is critic-
al, equally critical are the steps we take 
to ensure that we put an effective, 
quality program in place. The public 
education system in Canada and affili-
ated provincial organizations need to 
work together to find ways to deepen 
our understanding of the importance 
of early childhood programs, which in 
turn will boost our capability to act in 
an informed and proactive way. 

Manitoba has the infrastructure 
in Healthy Child Manitoba to work 
cross-departmentally and with school 
divisions, Child Care Manitoba 
and other agencies invested in Early 
Childhood Education to build a pro-
gram that doesn’t simply move the 
existing school curriculum down, but 
instead builds a strong program that 
prepares our children to be active 
and contributing members of their 
community, and not just ready for 
“work”.  Provinces around us (B.C., 
Saskatchewan and Ontario) have 
made an impressive public commit-
ment to move toward making early 
education programs available to four 
(and in some cases three) year olds 
and Manitoba should do likewise.  

The MASS strategic plan states as 
one of its objectives “that there be 
strong support for early childhood 
education across the province”.  Our 
position paper, “Early Childhood 
Education and Care” summarized the 
research findings that suggest resources 

spent on early childhood education 
pay off immensely later on. As Henry 
Levin* points out in “The Economic 
Payoff to Investing in Educational 
Justice” (Educational Researcher, Jan/
Feb 2009), ECE is the intervention 
that changes graduation rates more 
dramatically than any other studied, 
providing fairer access to opportunities 
and in turn a more productive, healthy 
and safe society.    

Together, with increased support 
at government, school and local com-
munity levels, it is the hope of MASS 
to strengthen the early childhood edu-
cation programs currently in place, and 
to create these programs where they do 
not exist. 

We must continue to work together 
to create ECEC programs that provide 
every child with an optimal start in life, 
as an essential foundation of a vibrant 
Canadian society. 

With this in mind, MASS should 
continue to be at the discussion table 
holding on to the philosophy of a 
partnered approach which will assist 
in preparing all children for a success-
ful future. Children of all ages deserve 
nothing less of us!

Kelly Barkman
President of the Manitoba Association 
of School Superintendents 

A Message from the President

Kelly Barkman 
President of the Manitoba  
Association of School Superintendents

The public education system in Canada and affiliated 
provincial organizations need to work together to find 
ways to deepen our understanding of the importance 
of early childhood programs, which in turn will boost 
our capability to act in an informed and proactive way

*Save the Date:
Levin will be our guest speaker 

at the Fall Forum on the funding of 
schools sponsored by MASS, MAST 
and MASBO October 1st and 2nd 
at the Victoria Inn in Winnipeg. 
Divisional teams of trustees, superin-
tendents and secretary-treasurers are 
invited to register.
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T
he Manitoba Association 
of School Superintendents 
(MASS) has taken note of 
a growing body of research 
that indicates that system-

ic Early Childhood Education and Care 
(ECEC) programs provide substantial 
long-term benefits for individuals and 
societies as a whole.

Early Childhood Education and 
Care is increasingly being recognized 
as an area of concern for society as a 
whole. Although parents are clearly the 
child’s first teachers, MASS believes 
that we have a responsibility to be 
partners in leading the development of 
systemic ECEC. 

Research on benefits of ECEC for 
children 

The period between birth and age •	
six is critical for language, cogni-
tive, as well as social and emo-
tional development (McCain and 
Mustard, 1999).
Early development has a signifi-•	
cant impact on mental and physical 
health later in life and the child’s 
early years are critical to future aca-
demic and lifelong success (Health 
Canada, 2000). 
Children are ready for school when, •	
for a period of several years, they 
have been exposed to: consistent, 
stable adults; a physical environment 
that is safe; regular routines of activ-
ity; competent peers; and materials 
that stimulate their explorations and 

joys of learning (Pianta & Walsh, 
1996).
A twelve-country review indicates •	
that “children who receive high 
quality care and education in their 
early years show better cognitive 
and language abilities than those 
in lower quality arrangements” 
(OECD, 2001).
If the first few years of life include •	
support for growth in cognition, 
language, motor skills, adaptive skills 
and social-emotional functioning, 
the child is more likely to succeed 
in school and later contribute to 
society (Erickson & Kurz-Reimer, 
1999).
Research suggests that children in •	
day care and other early childhood 
programs have a head start in school. 
By the time they get to kindergarten 
the children in programs have better 
communication, learning and math 
skills regardless of family income 
or their mother’s education level 
(Carey, October 15, 1999). Some 
research has suggested that day care 
has negative consequences, but there 
is no definitive evidence confirming 
that children who are identified 
with difficulties experience these as 
a direct result of day care (Ahnert & 
Lamb 2004). 
In Manitoba the results of the Early •	
Development Instrument, a readi-
ness assessment administered by 
kindergarten teachers, show that 
since 2001 and continuing to the 

present, children who attended an 
“Organized Part-time Preschool” 
have achieved higher scores than 
children who did not attend pre-
school. This includes all assessed 
domains—physical health & well-
being, social competence, emotion-
al maturity, language and cogni-
tive development, communication 
skills and general knowledge. This 
means that children in Manitoba who 
attended organized preschools were 
more ready for school than those who 
did not.

Research on benefits of ECEC for 
society 

In addition to benefits for individual 
children, good early childhood educa-
tion has long-term societal benefits as 
well.

High-quality early childhood edu-•	
cation produces “long-term posi-
tive outcomes and cost-savings that 
include improved school perform-
ance, reduced special education 
placement, lower school dropout 
rates, and increased lifelong earning 
potential (The Business Roundtable/
Corporate Voices for Working 
Families, May 2003). 
The longitudinal High/Scope •	
Perry Preschool Study in Michigan 
showed that children who attended 
the preschool had significantly 
higher general achievement scores 
at 14 and literacy scores at age 
17. A third more graduated from 

Public School is the only societal institution where children from diverse backgrounds gather for a 

common purpose—to become educated. The challenge for educators is to define what we believe about 

education in a manner that encompasses the values of a democratic society, respects the inherent 

uniqueness of the individual student, and at the same time provides equity of opportunity for all. 	  

(Toward Systemic Early Childhood Education & Care, MASS Ad Hoc Committee on Early Childhood Education, April 14, 2007)

Early Childhood Education and
    Care: A Position Statement
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cost sharing between the federal and 
provincial jurisdictions. When funds 
were forwarded to provinces as part of 
a block grant, the provinces began to 
use their funds differently from one an-
other with the result that there is not a 
uniform system across the country. 

The National Children’s Agenda 
announced in 1998 made early child-
hood development a national political 
priority and in 2000 the Early Child-
hood Development Initiatives Agree-
ment was reached with the provinces 
and territories, marking the renewal of 
a federal funding role in this area. The 
situation looked promising with the 
announcement in 2004 by the federal 
government of a proposal to create a na-
tional child care system. The new gov-
ernment elected in 2006 reduced fund-
ing and substituted the Universal Child 
Care Benefit. At this time, despite some 
localized progress in some of the prov-
inces, the federal picture remains un-
even and lacks cohesion.

The Council for Early Child 
Development (CECD), founded in 
2004 by Dr. Fraser Mustard, is a lead-
ing national advocate for ECEC. Its 
vision is “community-based early child 
development and parenting centres 
linked to the school system and avail-
able to all families and young children” 
(www.councilecd.ca). Its second report, 
Early Years Study 2: Putting Science into 
Action, describes the critical import-
ance of the earliest years of life; iden-
tifies effective strategies for effective 
ECEC; and articulates the importance 
of ECEC in the development of a plur-
alistic, democratic society. This report 
clearly sets a definitive and healthy 
direction for ECEC in Canada.

Manitoba’s Progress toward 
Systemic ECEC 

In Manitoba the Community Child 
Care Standards Act of 1983 defined 
the types of child care settings that 
require licensing and ensured that early 
learning and child care provided in 
licensed centres and homes met proper 
standards. In 1994 the Manitoba gov-
ernment established the Children and 
Youth Secretariat and used consulta-
tions across the province to help shape 
the Manitoba ChildrenFirst Plan. The 

Changes occurring as a result of 
the research

This greater understanding of the 
importance of the preschool years has 
led to an increasing integration of pro-
grams and services for preschoolers 
with programs and services for school-
age children. In its 2004 report titled 
Early Childhood Education and Care 
Policy the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) indicates that a number of 
OECD countries, including Sweden, 
New Zealand, England, and Spain, 
have made substantial moves toward 
integrating systems. In Sweden, the 
reforms have included a uniform frame-
work for training child care teachers, 
school teachers, and care providers.

In the 2006 study, Starting Strong 
II: Early Childhood Education and 
Care research suggests a more unified 
approach to learning should be adopted 
in both the early childhood education 
and the primary school systems, and 
that attention should be given to transi-
tion challenges faced by young children 
as they enter school (OECD 2006). 
The study goes on to discuss universal 
access and clarifies that this term does 
not necessarily mean full coverage due 
to the variation in demand for ECEC 
at different ages and in different family 
circumstances. It implies making access 
available to all children whose parents 
wish them to participate.  

Canada’s progress toward 
systemic ECEC

In Canada, different levels of govern-
ment have responsibilities for ECEC. 
Social and educational programs are 
the responsibility of the provincial and 
territorial governments and, except for 
Prince Edward Island, they all treat care 
and education separately. Municipal 
governments and other local authorities 
are involved in ECEC at the discretion 
of the provincial governments. The fed-
eral government has responsibility for 
specific groups such as the Aboriginal 
people, military families and new im-
migrants and also administers mater-
nity/paternity leave benefits and the 
National Child Benefit. 

From the 1960s through to the mid-
1990s, child care was characterized by 

high school. Four times as many of 
the preschool group earned $2000 
or more a month. Three times as 
many owned their own homes 
(High/Scope Educational Research 
Foundation, 2002).
A longitudinal study of 22-year olds •	
born in poverty showed that more 
who had attended Head Start gradu-
ated from high school, and only one 
third as many had been arrested 
for a crime (Oden, Schweinhart & 
Weikart, 2000). 
For every $1 spent on child care •	
there is a $2 economic bene-
fit. The benefit comes back 
through increased tax revenues 
and decreased social, education 
and health costs (Cleveland & 
Krashinsky, 1998).
A higher percentage of young •	
adults who participated in Chicago 
Child-Parent Center Programs 
completed high school and had 
a lower rate of juvenile arrests 
than those who did not. The 
program provided an economic 
return of $7.10 per dollar invested 
(Reynolds, 2001).

Other contributing factors
Family dimensions in Canada are •	
changing rapidly. A growing per-
centage of women, many with young 
children, are in the workplace. In 
1967 the ratio was one in six; by 
2003 it had climbed to three in four 
(Friendly and Beach, 2005). Lone 
parent families with school-aged 
children increased by 35 percent 
from 1995 to 1999 where nearly 80 
percent of women with school-aged 
children were in the labour force 
(The Progress of Canada’s Children, 
2001).
While preschool children have trad-•	
itionally received care and educa-
tion in their homes with parents, 
with relatives or in pay-for-service 
child care centers, an increasing per-
centage of children are receiving 
care outside the family home. In 
2000-2001, 53 percent of preschool 
children (aged six months to five 
years) were in some form of daycare 
compared to 42 percent of children 
in 1994/95 (The Daily, 2005). 



12 MASS Journal Spring 2009

school divisions in the province are using 
the EDI to provide information about 
the school readiness of Manitoba’s chil-
dren and the readiness of our schools for 
children. The information is being used 
to develop programs and services for pre-
school children by a variety of groups.

Since 2001 Manitoba Education, 
Citizenship and Youth (MECY) has 
provided Early Childhood Development 
Initiative (ECDI) funding to school div-
isions to assist in their efforts to provide 
intersectoral services for pre-schoolers 
(birth to school age). ECDI, in partner-
ship with Healthy Child Manitoba, is 
designed to facilitate pre-schoolers’ readi-
ness to learn prior to school entry.

Manitoba school divisions are heavily 
involved in financial and ‘in kind” contri-
butions to ECEC. In the Report from the 
Ad Hoc Committee for Early Childhood 
Education to the MASS Executive 
(December 2006), survey results showed 
that 24 of 37 school divisions (65 percent) 
responded to the survey with informa-
tion about their involvement in ECEC 
initiatives and partnerships. The informa-
tion showed that these school divisions 
recognize the value of Early Childhood 
Education, and are using grant funds 
as well as providing financial and in 
kind contributions to create a myriad of 
partnerships and opportunities for young 
children that include:

Partnerships with local Parent/Child •	
coalitions;
Partnerships with regional Health •	
Authorities;
Limited support for nursery programs; •	
and
Involvement in a variety of programs •	
(Mother Goose, Play and Learn etc).

A brief review of some successful 
programs and partnerships in 
Manitoba

The MASS Survey of school div-
ision involvement in ECEC recorded 
a wide range of involvement by school 
divisions in both rural and urban set-
tings. What follows are a few examples 
of partnerships and programs that in-
volve services for children prior to their 
kindergarten year. 

Division scolaire franco-manitobaine •	
has developed two position papers. 
The first of these presents a model of 

and Child Care has brought members 
of the community, school divisions, 
child care and others together in another 
forum. In 2001 twenty-six Parent-Child 
Coalitions were formed across Manitoba 
to bring together community strengths 
and resources through partnerships or 
coalitions of groups from different sectors. 
This approach promotes and supports 
community-based programs and activities 
for children and families. The same year 
saw the first implementation of the Early 
Development Instrument (EDI) in the 
Winnipeg School Division. Currently all 

Healthy Child Committee of Cabinet 
was formed in 2000 and is made up 
of the Ministers responsible for Family 
Services and Housing, Health, Justice, 
Aboriginal and Northern Affairs, Status 
of Women, Education, Citizenship and 
Youth, Culture Heritage and Tourism, 
and Healthy Living. Also in 2000 
the Early Childhood Development 
Advisory Committee was created to 
advise the Healthy Child Committee 
of Cabinet. 

The Educaring Committee: Streng-
thening Partnerships between Schools 
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Winnipeg School Division pro-•	
vides Nursery (prekindergarten 
for four-year-olds) in all of its 
schools and has developed a guide 
for those programs called Start 
with the Child. They have includ-
ed child care staff with school staff 
and parents in language facilitation 
projects for those living and work-
ing with newborns to four-year-
olds. They use EDI data to advo-
cate for resources and supports for 
in-school programs and for parents 
and preschooler programs.

schools is shared with the partners and 
used to plan programming.
Sunrise School Division has had •	
school division staff on the board of 
the Bright Beginnings Parent Child 
Coalition since its beginning and 
continues to provide division sup-
port. The Division provides space 
for junior kindergarten programs 
funded by Wings of Power in Power-
view and Pine Falls. They distribute 
a pre-kindergarten kit of literacy and 
numeracy activities to families of 
four and five year olds.

governance which has the school prin-
cipal sitting on the board of nursery 
schools and child care centres which 
are located in schools (currently in 17 
schools). The second provides for a 
range of activities offered at Centres de 
la petite enfance et de la famille (Early 
Childhood and Family Centres). These 
currently exist in two schools and will 
be set up in others.
Frontier School Division operates •	
Nursery (prekindergarten for four-
year-olds) in the majority of its schools 
and in partnership with commun-
ity organizations and federal agencies 
also runs programs for three-year-olds, 
parent-child centres, lending libraries, 
activity nights and other events for 
families in some of its communities. 
Norway House has held a Toddler 
Talk conference for parents of young 
children for the past two years which 
is jointly supported by the school div-
ision and the band.
River East Transcona School Division •	
plays an active part in River East and 
Transcona Parent Child Coalitions. 
The chair of both coalitions is the Div-
ision’s Manager of Community Initia-
tives. Many community programs are 
run jointly and are given ‘in kind’ sup-
port by the division.
Seven Oaks School Division has a •	
strong partnership with the Parent 
Child coalition and other agencies 
through the Neighbourhood Resource 
Network. This partnership provides 
pre-school programming in parent-
child centres in all elementary schools. 
An early learning support teacher 
works with the community coordin-
ator and early years’ teachers in each 
school.  Early Years in-services include 
coordinators and day care partners as 
well as teaching staff. A partnership 
with Public Health created the “New-
born Language Project” providing sup-
port to parents.
Southwest Horizon School Division •	
partners with several community 
groups including local nursery schools, 
child care centres, Public Health, the 
Promise Years and Parent-Child pro-
grams. Some of the joint ventures 
include Preschool wellness days, tran-
sition meetings, SLP, OT and PT ther-
apy services. EDI data collected in the 
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Points Strategy that links research to 
community action and could be adopt-
ed to support this effort. CECD says:

Harness the evidence on early child 1.	
development;
Foster connections within and 2.	
between communities; 
Inform public policy on early child 3.	
development; 
Cultivate leaders who understand 4.	
the significance of early child 
development; and
Monitor results to promote evi-5.	
dence-based action.
Five Point Strategy, CECD (2007).

MASS believes that there are many 
actions consistent with this strategy 
that are being taken and which can be 
built upon as the various partners in 
children’s lives work together. MASS 
supports the following courses of action 
and resourcing necessarily done in con-
cert with appropriate parties. 

Encourage intersectoral collabora-•	
tion in all areas affecting young chil-
dren. “Integrating early childhood 
services actually facilitates parent 
involvement by requiring profes-
sionals to speak to each other in 
a non-expert language that par-
ents can relate to and understand” 
(McCain 2007).
Support the development of provin-•	
cial policies that support integrated 
early childhood programming.
Make recommendations to update •	
or change existing policies to facili-
tate integrated early childhood pro-
gramming that presently inhibit or 
constrict the establishment of col-
laborative partnerships.
Encourage reciprocal participation •	
on Child Care Boards and local 
Parent Advisory Councils.
Advocate for increased resources and •	
help in planning to ensure resour-
ces for effective transitions between 
child care and schools.
Work with the appropriate insti-•	
tutions to ensure the provision 
of effective professional learning 
opportunities for all staff working 
with young children. 
Examine the research to deter-•	
mine an effective curricular/peda-
gogic framework for ECEC that 
supports and is foundational to 

their enrolment year and that the 
Society should lobby the Provincial 
Government to fund Nursery/
Prekindergarten programs by the same 
formula as kindergarten programs are 
funded (Minutes of the 87th AGM of 
Provincial Council, MTS). 

Planning for good quality early 
childhood education and care 
guiding principles

MASS supports programs which 
promote the development of the whole 
child—physical health and well-being, 
social competence, emotional matur-
ity, language and cognitive develop-
ment, and communication and general 
knowledge. MASS supports warm and 
nurturing programs based on sound 
knowledge of child development, the 
children in the program and the socio-
cultural context of the children’s lives. 

MASS believes that programming 
should be well-planned, available to all 
children, staffed by qualified profes-
sionals and accessible in terms of loca-
tion and finances. MASS believes that 
links between child care and education 
should be strengthened and extended 
in order to ensure smooth and effect-
ive transitions for children and families. 
In practical terms this means that every 
child in Manitoba, whose parent wishes 
it, will have access to high quality inte-
grated care and education. 

In summary, MASS believes that 
systemic ECEC in Manitoba should 
have the following characteristics: 

A high degree of equity and access 1.	
while respecting cultural values 
and ensuring choice.
Practices that are grounded in a social 2.	
pedagogic approach with a focus on 
the developmental social and emo-
tional needs of children together with 
intellectual development.
Practices that are grounded in the 3.	
work already being done by early 
childhood organizations and school 
systems that will have ‘made in 
Manitoba’ solutions with respect to 
governance and support structures.

Promoting the vision: 
recommended actions

The Council for Early Child 
Development has articulated a Five 

While this is only a sampling of pre-
school activities associated with school 
divisions it gives an idea of the range of 
existing programs and partnerships.

Leaders and supporters of early 
childhood education and care in 
Manitoba

MASS has clearly stated its sup-
port of early childhood education and 
care. The MASS Strategic Plan says 
that one of its objectives is, “That 
there be strong support for early child-
hood education across the province.” 
Further, MASS intends to be involved 
in the sharing of effective program 
ideas and to participate in the dialogue 
on early childhood initiatives as steps 
toward supporting and strengthening 
early childhood education (www.mass.
mb.ca/pages/stratplan.htm). 

Manitoba Education, Citizenship 
and Youth (MECY) has shown its sup-
port for early childhood education in a 
number of ways including participat-
ing as a collaborating department in 
Healthy Child Manitoba and provid-
ing intersectoral leadership in the Early 
Childhood Development Initiative. 

The Manitoba Association of 
School Trustees (MAST) has been act-
ively engaged in the promotion of 
Early Childhood Education and Care 
investments and initiatives. Its policy 
statements acknowledge the critical 
importance of the early years in setting 
the stage for a child’s development, 
learning and success in later life and its 
federal and provincial budget submis-
sions make repeated calls for greater 
government investment in the ECEC 
sector. MAST has worked closely with 
provincial government departments, 
community agencies and Manitoba’s 
child care sector to build stronger link-
ages and enhance collaboration among 
sectors and agencies involved in the 
delivery of ECEC services. 

The Manitoba Teachers’ Society 
(MTS) supports ECEC and has par-
ticipated in multi-organization dis-
cussions affecting the well-being of 
young children. In 2006 MTS passed 
a resolution which says that public 
school education should be avail-
able to all children in Manitoba who 
will be four by December 31st of 
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MASS toward realizing a vision that 
will see that all children in Manitoba 
have full access to integrated and 
comprehensive early childhood edu-
cation and care. � n

The Manitoba Association of 
School Superintendents (MASS) 
provides leadership for public 
education by advocating for the 
best interests of learners and sup-
porting its members through pro-
fessional services. This Position 
Paper was prepared by the MASS 
Ad Hoc Committee on Early 
Childhood Education, November 
2007.

In the words of Fraser Mustard and 
his colleagues:

“Early child development is a 
prime time investment oppor-
tunity for society providing 
greater returns than any other 
period of life. Investments 
need to be substantial and 
sustained to promote equal 
opportunity for optimal 
development for all children 
and produce the documented 
economic, health and social 
benefits.” (McCain, Mustard 
& Shanker 2007).

MASS supports this vision and calls 
on its partners to work together with 

school-based curriculum. This 
framework should contribute to 
the social, emotional, and cogni-
tive development of children as 
well as their later success in school. 
“Be informed about the science 
of early childhood development: 
share it, apply it, and act on it” 
(McCain 2007).
Work with the various institutions •	
to ensure that unused spaces in 
schools are used to accommodate 
preschool programs and before 
and after school care programs.
Continue to support the primary •	
role of parents/guardians in the 
education and care of children.
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C
an problem solving about 
declining enrolment result 
in a win-win solution for 
schools and early child-
hood programs? Educators, 

parents and the boards of nursery school 
programs in southwestern Manitoba cer-
tainly think so. 

Southwest Horizon School Division 
(SHSD) is venturing beyond the now 
common model of hosting child-care 
centres in schools and is well on the 
way toward administering two Early 
Learning Centres (ELCs), slated to 
open in the fall of 2009. The commit-
ment of schools, parents, child-care 
providers and two government depart-
ments is creating a new governance 
model that promises benefit for every-
one, especially young children. 

Like many school divisions in 
Manitoba, SHSD has faced declining 
enrolment for several years and projec-
tions indicate that the trend will con-
tinue. Overall, divisional enrolment has 
decreased from about 1800 in 2003 to 
about 1600 in 2008. As in most school 
divisions, the smaller the community, 
the greater the impact.

Such was the case in the small, south-
western Manitoba towns of Pierson 
and Waskada. These two K-12 schools 
serve catchment areas that adjoin the 
American and Saskatchewan borders. 
Farming, human services and, in good 
times, oil exploration and extraction 
are the main employment sources. For 
2008/09, Pierson has a student popula-
tion of 89 and Waskada has a popula-
tion of 67. Both communities are anx-
ious to keep their schools open despite 
the small numbers. Parents speak glow-
ingly of the benefits of small schools 
and the school division has embraced 
distance learning and other strategies to 
expand curricular options.

For several years and partly as a strat-
egy to address declining student popu-
lations, the Manitoba Government has 

encouraged schools to consider hosting 
child-care centres in surplus classroom 
space. However, one of the problems 
in smaller communities like Pierson 
and Waskada is that low numbers 
often mean that operating a child-care 
centre is not viable. Both had operating 
part-time Nursery Schools for three 
and four-year olds but no full-time 
child-care.

In addition, the low number of kin-
dergarten-aged students had created an 
awkward learning environment in the 
two community schools. When the 
kindergarten students did attend every 
second day, they were combined with 
older students in multi-grade classrooms. 
Multi-level learning is nothing new to 
smaller schools but it is particularly dif-
ficult to combine kindergarten students 
who attend every second day and require a 
very different curricular experience.

Things began to change in Pierson 
and Waskada when someone asked 
whether kindergarten students could 
be combined with pre-school aged chil-
dren to form a viable program. Parents, 
the school division and the Manitoba 
Child Care Program liked the idea and 

committed to pursuing this innovative 
model. Manitoba Education, Citizenship 
and Youth (MECY) came on board and 
more recently the school division has 
included municipal economic develop-
ment officers, too.

Discussions led to the development 
of an innovative and perhaps unique 
model that is now referred to as an 
Early Learning Centre or ELC. The 
ELC will offer all the services of a 
typical child-care centre and include 
Kindergarten and Nursery School. All 
told, the ELC s will offer: 

Infant care (age 0-2);•	
Pre-school care (age 2 to grade 1);•	
Nursery school programming (age •	
3-4);
Kindergarten programming (age 5); •	
and
Before and after school care (up to •	
age 12).
The partners identified several chal-

lenges with the proposed ELC model, 
including governance, budget, building 
conversion and maintenance, staffing 
and curriculum. However, with some 
goodwill and creativity on all sides, 
those issues are being addressed.

By John VanWalleghem & Dale Peake

Southwest Horizon School Division
Establishing Early Childhood Learning 
Centres:
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small rural communities? For the par-
ents, children and schools of southwest 
Manitoba, it certainly seems to be. 
Critical factors for the success to date 
and into the future include:

Collaboration of government depart-•	
ments in policy/procedure changes;
Collaboration among existing early •	
childhood programming (child-care, 
pre-school support programming, 
Nursery Schools, and education); 
and
Engaging school and divisional staff •	
in the administration of ELC to: 

Liaise with MECY and MCCP »»
staff to adapt educational and 
child-care procedures to the new 
model.
Inform local parents and child-»»
care boards about developments.
Create the ELC board to con-»»
sist of local parents, school prin-
cipal, divisional finance staff 
and divisional Student Services 
Coordinator.
Jointly manage budgets, pay-»»
roll and other financial mat-
ters between the principal and 
Secretary Treasurer’s depart-
ment.
Involve and train the principal »»
in staffing, daily operations, staff 
evaluations, parent issues, etc. 
Involve and train the school sec-»»
retary in related administrative 
tasks.
Integrate community and school »»
clinical and therapy services, and
Apply for grants for building »»
conversion and operating costs.

There is no question that the ELC 
initiative in the two schools is generating 
interest and involvement among parents 
and school staff. As part of the research 
component, Rennen Rommelaere, the 
first year Principal at Pierson School, 
was interviewed. His enthusiasm was 
infectious as he described his hope that 
the ELC would be a catalyst to expand 
the school’s role as an integrated centre 
of lifelong learning for the community 
and area. In his words, the ELC would 
be successful if “the school and day 
care operated as one entity and were 
integrated so well that it felt as if I was 
simply wearing ‘one hat’ when it came 
to managing them both.” 

One of the flies in the ointment 
is the difficulty of converting surplus 
classroom space within the budget 
allocation from the province. SHSD’s 
architects had originally projected costs 
of close to $250,000 for each school 
but the province has committed just 
$200,000 per school and even that 
amount might be a one-time occur-
rence. Nonetheless, SHSD is proceed-
ing with plans while seeking to reduce 
costs and identify additional sources of 
funds. On the other hand, the prov-
ince has promised to provide building 
maintenance costs on the same basis 
as for classroom space, so there are no 
concerns on that score.

The ELC’s most prominent role 
is that of child-care, so the direct ser-
vice staff will mostly be trained early 
childhood educators (ECE). One, 
the assistant director, will be an ECE 
(class) III with the knowledge to help 
the school principal and secretary as 
they learn their new administrative 
tasks. They will base their core program 
on the emergent child-care curricu-
lum that is endorsed by the Manitoba 
Child Care Program. However, the 
ECEs will be supported by a certified 
early years teacher in order to pro-
vide the Manitoba curriculum to the 
Kindergarten students. In this way, the 
ELC will still be a multi-level learning 
experience but the environment will be 
much more conducive to a high quality 
Kindergarten program.

This initiative offers vitality and 
sustainability to the two current schools. 
Research shows declining enrolment 
is particularly evident at the younger 
grades. Including birth to age 5 with the 
school-aged population will increase the 
number of children using each school 
by approximately 20 students. The 
ELC model offers full-time child-care 
in communities where it was lacking, 
a more appropriate environment for 
Kindergarten students, effective relation-
ships with schools and easier transitions 
for parents of young children, operating 
efficiencies as divisional economies of 
scale are applied to pre-school program-
ming, and increased viability for the 
community school itself.

Is this a win-win solution to the 
problem of declining enrolment in 

Typical child-care centres are governed 
by a parent board with an elected Chair 
and Treasurer. The centre director acts as 
the executive administrator. They operate 
the program, collect fees and manage the 
budget, lease or build and maintain the 
building, recruit parents and children, 
hire and supervise staff, etc.

The integrated ELC model will be 
administered by the school principal with 
help from an early childhood educator as 
assistant director. There will still be a local 
parent board with the principal acting 
as Chair and divisional finance staff act-
ing as Treasurer. The divisional Student 
Services Coordinator will also sit on the 
board to ensure liaison between the ELC 
and divisional procedures. The school 
principal and secretary will perform some 
of the administrative tasks that a child-
care director normally would. Thus, the 
ELCs transfer much of the administrative 
work to school staff while freeing the early 
childhood staff to work with the children 
and reducing the administrative respon-
sibilities of parents.

The province has committed to sup-
porting both capital and operating costs 
for the ELCs. The schools in Pierson 
and Waskada were recently identified 
as two of the 10 schools that will share 
funding for converting surplus classroom 
space into child-care space. The differ-
ence between Pierson and Waskada and 
the other schools receiving conversion 
funds is that the ELCs will also serve their 
kindergarten students. Both schools are 
developing final blueprints for approval 
by the Public Schools Finance Board. In 
both cases, the ELC will take over space 
in a corner of the building that allows easy 
access for parents, since operating hours 
will extend both ends of the school day. 
The ELCs must meet Child Care facility 
standards, so the school division is learn-
ing a new set of rules and regulations.

The operating funds will come from 
two sources on a per capita basis. The 
Schools Finance Branch of MECY 
and the local school levy will fund the 
Kindergarten share of the program while 
the remainder will come from typical 
child-care sources (the Manitoba Child 
Care Program and fees paid by par-
ents). SHSD is working with the Schools 
Finance Branch and PSFB to adapt pro-
cesses and budgets to the ELC model.



surroundings would be a plus for their 
children.

This initiative will eventually provide 
well-researched information, direc-
tion and process to all school divisions 
within Manitoba. With funding from 
the Manitoba Council for Leadership 
in Education, SHSD contracted John 
VanWalleghem in 2007 to research the 
effectiveness of the ELC model and to 
document the development process. 
SHSD also received a grant to hire 
Shannon Lee as a “governance coordin-
ator” to develop a program manual 
that integrates child-care regulations 
with school processes. The local par-
ent boards will decide on the specific 
directions for each ELC but Shannon 
will draft the basics for pulling the two 
systems together. Both that manual and 
the research results will be made avail-
able province-wide.� n

Dr. John VanWalleghem is the 
Research Associate for this project 
and Dale Peake is Superintendent of 
Southwest Horizon School Division. For 
more information about the ELC pro-
ject, contact Peake at dalep@shmb.ca.

exciting.” Other parents from Pierson 
expressed the hope that the program 
will encourage more parents to live 
in the community, noting that it will 
be a great location for parents who 
work in or near the town. Parents 
from Waskada noted that the familiar 

Cindy Horrigan, a parent of six 
and nine year olds who would use the 
before and after school programs and 
a keen supporter of the ELC develop-
ment wrote: “This program is so over-
due, and so necessary for the children 
and parents of our community. It’s very 
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Arborgate School in Seine River 
School Division

Located in southeastern Manitoba, the 
Seine River School Division is home to 
15 schools and over 3,500 students. One 
of those schools, Arborgate, can be found 
in the small community of La Broquerie, 
located just 12 kilometres from the city 
of Steinbach, and only 70 kilometres 
Winnipeg.

Despite Arborgate School’s small size, 
its staff have taken a big idea and turned it 
into reality. Their Little Ones Learning with 
Arborgate (LOLA) program is an example 
of this, showcasing how one school and 
one person can become an agent of change 
for other schools. The K-8 school’s former 
principal Elaine Wilson started LOLA as 
a once-a-week reading program for pre-
schoolers. It quickly expanded to two other 
communities, and has now been adopted 
by several other schools in the division.

As current principal Teresa Yestrau 
explains, “LOLA  has expanded to 
a  Monday to Friday program, rotat-
ing through Arborgate School as well 
as in small towns that make up our 
school catchment area (Woodridge and 
Marchand).  There are currently 60 stu-
dents participating in LOLA and each 
day participants, along with their par-
ents, enjoy craft activities (fine motor 
activities), play in the gym (gross motor 
activities), learn computer skills, sign out 
books from the lending library and have a 
great time playing with peers.”

Yestrau says that former principal 
Elaine Wilson took the initiative to start 
the program after school assessments indi-
cated that a significant portion of the 
school population was entering school 
with limited skills in language and pre-
reading.  In addition, “many  children 
were apprehensive about school so it was a 
way to familiarize students with the school 
environment.” 

This reason is just one motivating fac-
tor for implementing a program like this. 
As Yestrau says, “the sooner we reach stu-
dents to reduce learning gaps, the smaller 
the gaps are to fill. Waiting until students 
are in school means that, for some stu-
dents, they are already working far behind 
their peers. As each student grows, that 
gap just grows bigger.  As much as pos-
sible, we need to put all students on a 
level playing field so that they have every 
opportunity to succeed. Thankfully our 
division has supported the schools in their 
initiatives.  Otherwise, it may not have 
been possible.”

Seven Oaks School Division
Seven Oaks School Division is made 

up of over 9,000 students. And of the 
division’s 19 schools, 14 are kindergart-
en to Grade 8! With so many young 
learners, the division decided to explore 
parent/child centres, where parents and 
their children (newborn to age six) 
could attend together, learn together, 
and have fun together. 

The centres are run by community 
coordinators who facilitate the pro-
gramming and help empower parents 
to become actively involved in the life 
of the school. For example, the com-
munity coordinators model interactive 
reading time for parents and children, 
they talk about good book choices, 
and explore language through stories, 
poems and songs, as well as the chil-
dren’s own questions and interests.

As community coordinator 
Christine Turnbull at O.V. Jewitt 
Community School, explains, “learn-
ing starts at birth so we want to get 
families to come into the school as 
soon as possible with their infants. 
This familiarizes everyone with the 
school so that when it’s time to start 
kindergarten, the school isn’t a big 
scary building. Instead, a comfort 
level has been built; they’re coming to 
a place they know, they already have 
friends, they’ve seen the teachers. It 
makes the transition so much easier.” 

The community coordinators, who 
are hired by the division and inter-
viewed by a team of people who are 
connected to the particular school 
they’re being hired for, get together at 
least once a month for ongoing pro-
fessional development. According to 
Anna Mangano, an Early Childhood 
Coordinator for the division, “these 
development opportunities help the 
coordinators maintain a connection 
to the philosophy of the Seven Oaks 
School Division, as seeing our chil-
dren as capable human beings who 
want to explore and get to know their 
world.”

The program has been so success-
ful that if parents want to, they can 
attend a program every day throughout 
the division, even if it is not in their 
catchment school. Turnbull says that 
at O.V. Jewitt Community School, 

Across the province schools, divisions and educators are taking the lead in creating early childhood 
education (ECE) programs that inspire, motivate and stimulate both child and parent to achieve success. 
Here is a sampling of the innovative programs that have evolved from a simple idea into thriving initiatives.

Manitoba-Grown ECE Programs
Inspire SuccessBy Shannon Lutter
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Sunrise School Division
Over the past seven years, Sunrise 

School Division’s Speech and Language 
Clinicians have been receiving increas-
ingly high numbers of speech and 
language referrals for children entering 
school. Karen David, K-6 Program 
Leader for the school, says that “both 
our clinicians and research from MECY 
indicated that early education and sup-
port for parents in the area of language 
development was critical to reversing 
this trend.”

In response, Sunrise decided to use 
a portion of their Early Childhood 
Development Initiative (ECDI) grant to 
develop a program where information 
about language development could be 
delivered to parents in a playful, support-
ive context.

As luck would have it, Invest in Kids 
(www.investinkids.ca) was developing 
a pre-school, play-based learning pro-
gram and was looking for partners across 
Canada to pilot their resources. Sunrise 
jumped at the chance, participating in 
the Canada-wide piloting of the toddler 
activity program called Comfort, Play and 
Teach (CPT) during the fall of 2008. The 
six week interactive program was created 
for caregivers and their toddlers, aged 18 
to 36 months.  

David explains that, “the one hour 
program begins with Circle Time; a 
welcome song and three or four rhym-
ing games that match the topic of the 
day. Gross motor development comes 
into play as children jump, skip, spin 
and clap. This is followed by craft time 
where kids and parents develop their 
fine motor and oral skills while paint-
ing, cooking, building, creating and 
chatting. During this time, the facilita-
tor connects these everyday activities 
to the tenants of CPT. Racing back 
to Circle Time, new songs, games and 
rhyming completes the hour.”

Parent evaluations show that the 
concepts this program introduces are 
easily understood and simple to imple-
ment. They appreciate receiving the 
parent handbook complete with all 
the rhymes, songs and activities, which 
enables parents to replicate CPT activ-
ities at home and provides other ideas 
and activities related to topics.

While the program has only been 

most parents come as often as possible 
because it’s easy for them to see the 
benefits for their children.

Mangano agrees, urging other div-
isions to think about the value of 
making the community school the 
place families can connect to upon 
their child’s birth. “The relationships 
and the opportunities that have risen 
out of those relationships have been 
magnificent. The idea of building the 
capacity of the home, the school and 
the community together has been 
extremely rewarding!”
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were filled within the first hour. One 
particularly popular program, our in-
motion Jack be Nimble, immediately 
generated a waiting list of 24 fam-
ilies.”

Just how do they do it? Ward 
credits a number of actions, including 
being able to, “stretch minimal finan-
cial resources by operating within 
an infrastructure such as the school 
division; establishing ‘mini coalitions’ 
or ‘action teams’ where school admin-
istrators, health authority personnel, 
parents and other representatives from 

Glowing reviews from parents 
are easy to come by. As one mom 
explained, “the anticipation in our 
area for the new Kinderlinks news-
letter was comical! Us Mommies, all 
good friends now thanks to the early 
learning programs, were busily check-
ing the RETSD website for daily 
updates.”

Praise like this is the norm, not 
the exception. In fact, Ward says that 
when they opened up registration for 
the fall 2008 programs, “the major-
ity of the 21 early learning programs 

running for a short time, David says, 
“we are pleased with the positive 
connections CPT enables Sunrise to 
make with toddlers, parents and the 
community, and we are planning to 
continue offering this program. We 
encourage all school divisions to find 
ways of connecting with the pre-school 
community with all aspects of child 
development. Together we can offer 
families the support they need so that 
all children can experience the best pos-
sible outcomes in life.”

River East Transcona School 
Division

Parents in River East Transcona 
School Division (RETSD) are buzz-
ing like bumblebees when given the 
opportunity to talk about all the 
fantastic programs available in the 
division. It’s little surprise that people 
are talking. Programs ranging from 
Baby Bumblebees, which introduces 
children under 18 months to songs 
and rhymes, to Purple Stew, which 
gives kids 3 to 5 years of age a tasty 
lesson in healthy eating and nutrition 
through lively songs and activities, are 
grabbing the attention of many in the 
division.

In fact, last year early learning pro-
grams such as 1, 2 Buckle My Shoe, 
Baby Bumblebees, Alphabet Soup, the 
Literacy Links summer home visiting 
program, and their drop-in Stay & 
Play programs allowed coordinators 
to connect directly with over 1,000 
preschool children and their families. 
This number is bound to increase, as 
Trish Ward from the RETSD Parent 
Child Coalition, explains. “We have 
increasing numbers of dads joining 
our programs—particularly when we 
offer them in the evenings or on 
Saturdays.”
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The current Nursery Program can 
trace its roots all the way back to the 
1960s when programs like Head Start 
developed in the US to meet the needs 
of low-income families.

Morka explains that in 1965, the 
Winnipeg School Division’s Board 
of Trustees made a decision to open 
the first Nursery Program at David 
Livingstone School in the inner-city. 
Three more inner-city schools with high 
needs established Nursery Programs, 
the following year. By 1984, a three 
year program had started to include 
all elementary schools except for three 
French Immersion Schools. The Milieu 
schools started their Nursery Programs 
in 1999-2000 of the fall term. “The 
Nursery Program has continued to 
flourish and nurture students for 43 
years since its first conception.”

In addition, Morka says that teach-
ers in the Nursery Programs are cre-
ating an intellectually stimulating, 
child-centered environment to pro-
mote each child’s individual learning 
and overall development. “Children 
are being empowered to make deci-
sions, think through and solve prob-
lems, develop empathy and an under-
standing of different cultural groups, 
take an active role in discussions 
about learning, develop their oral 
language base (which contributes to 
the development of later reading and 
writing skills) and realize their learn-
ing potential. Through these early 
learning opportunities children will 
acquire the attitudes, social skills and 
thinking skills necessary to become  
lifelong learners.”� n

Shannon Lutter is the Editor-in-
Chief at Matrix Group Inc., publish-
ers of the M.A.S.S. Journal.

Winnipeg School Division
Winnipeg School Division’s Nursery 

Program is open to all children who turn 
four by the end of the calendar registration 
year and who reside within the boundaries 
of the Winnipeg School Division. There 
are over 1,700 children enrolled across 
the division (60 schools participate). As 
Penny Morka, Early Years Consultant for 
the school division, explains, “physical, 
cognitive, social and emotional develop-
ment are all considered and incorporated 
into the programming for young children 
in the Nursery Program.”

community agencies and service pro-
viders meet to implement initiatives 
unique to their particular neighbour-
hood areas; and establishing working 
relationships among the direct service 
and front-line staff in all of our major 
systems.”

“Having a parent-child coalition in 
our community area has resulted in 
a significant shift—probably a para-
digm shift—in the way that we have 
all come to view early childhood and 
the vital importance of the parent-
child connection.”

“Children are being empowered to 
make decisions, think through and solve 
problems, develop empathy and an 
understanding of different cultural groups, 
take an active role in discussions about 
learning, develop their oral language base 
(which contributes to the development of 
later reading and writing skills) and realize 
their learning potential.”
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E
very year in Manitoba, 
across Canada and around 
the world, on the first day 
of kindergarten a new 
group of youngsters crosses 

a threshold into school, a place perhaps 
second in importance only to their 
families in the influence it will have on 
their lives thereafter. This threshold is 
also a developmental one, as the transi-
tion from the early years of life to the 
school years requires the accomplish-
ment of a number of key tasks in young 
children’s physical, social, emotional, 
language, and cognitive development. 
Collectively known as school readiness, 
these areas of early development set the 
stage for young learners’ capacities to 
benefit from their school experiences 
through middle childhood and adoles-
cence, and for schools in educating the 
next generation of learners.

Educators, especially kindergarten 
teachers, already know that students 
vary in their level of school readiness 
and that the extent of this variation 
plays a significant role in how they 
approach each new group of learn-
ers every school year. And educators 
also understand that the determinants 

of school readiness begin many years 
before that first day of school in kinder-
garten, largely outside the traditional 
purview or influence of schools and 
the K-12 education system. As lead-
ers of both schools and communities, 
school superintendents are pivotal in 
promoting the determinants of school 
readiness. An excellent example is the 
November 2007 MASS position paper 
on early childhood education and care. 
Over the past decade and a half, expo-
nential professional and public attention 
to early childhood, from the prenatal 
period to school entry in Kindergarten, 
has highlighted a central challenge for 
education and for society as a whole: 
massive inequalities in young children’s 
school readiness, preceded by simi-
larly massive inequalities in the lives of 
newborns, on the large scale of popula-
tions.

For decades, developed societies 
have used data systems at the level of 
whole populations to monitor chil-
dren’s health around the time of birth, 
such as infant mortality and birth 
weight, as well as to monitor children’s 
learning in Grade 3, a key time for con-
solidation of the classic 3 Rs of reading, 

writing, and ‘rithmetic. Only in the last 
decade have we begun to monitor at a 
population level the key development-
al transition between birth and grade 
school, using measures such as the 
Early Development Instrument (EDI). 
The EDI is a questionnaire completed 
by kindergarten teachers that meas-
ures five key domains of early child-
hood development: physical health and 
well-being, social competence, emo-
tional maturity, language and cognitive 
development, and communication skills 
and general knowledge. Conducted as a 
census, completed by all kindergarten 
teachers in a school division for all 
of their students, the EDI provides 
population-level data for communities 
about groups of children.

To many in Manitoba, the first 
province-wide results from the EDI, 
collected in the 2005/06 school year, 
were startling. Across the province, 
28 percent of all kindergarten chil-
dren starting school were “not ready,” 
defined using a standard classification 
of scoring in the bottom 10 percent of 
at least one EDI domain. This statistic 
represented over 3,000 Kindergarten 
students starting school far behind the 

By Rob Santos

Inequalities in Early 
Childhood Development  
and School Readiness: 
Implications for Education  
in Manitoba 

“Education is a human right with immense power to transform. On its 
foundation rest the cornerstones of freedom, democracy and sustainable 
human development.”  
-Kofi Annan, Ghanaian diplomat, seventh Secretary-General of the United Nations, co-recipient of the 2001 
Nobel Peace Prize
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EDI to measure their progress, identify 
priorities, inform communities, influence 
public policy, and evaluate their initiatives 
in the early years. Many schools and com-
munities are also using the EDI to look 
forward and better plan for later grades. In 
Manitoba, school superintendents, school 
trustees, and other educational leaders 
have rallied around the early childhood 
agenda, understanding that investments 
in the early years are investments in later 
school success and, ultimately, in a demo-
cratic and just society.

Nationally and internationally, 
Manitoba is recognized as being at the 
forefront of improving early childhood 
development and lifelong learning. But 
there is more work to do. Using data on 
the development of our children over 
time, from sources such as the FFS and 
the EDI, we can agree that one in four 
children being vulnerable at birth and 
when starting school is not acceptable. 
We can agree to aspire to a Manitoba 
where all children have equal opportun-
ities for healthy early development. Using 
these data we can set goals and targets 
and monitor our progress in achieving 
them. By working together as commun-
ities to support those who care for chil-
dren, harnessing the scientific evidence 
on early childhood and school readiness 
for action, reaching thousands of families, 
and measuring our results, Manitoba can 
close these large-scale learning gaps within 
a generation.� n

Dr. Rob Santos is the Scientific 
Director and Senior Policy Advisor at 
the Healthy Child Manitoba Office, 
a Research Scientist at the Manitoba 
Centre for Health Policy, and an 
Assistant Professor in the Department 
of Community Health Sciences at the 
University of Manitoba.

Other longitudinal research, using 
school readiness measures similar to 
the EDI, forecast poor performance 
through high school and failures in 
high school graduation. Despite the 
efforts and excellence of schools, the 
K-12 system on its own can only do 
so much when significant numbers of 
children start their school careers so 
far behind developmentally. National 
longitudinal data in Canada indicate 
that, on average, children end up much 
as they start, with poor readiness con-
tinuing as poor performance, and high 
readiness continuing as high perform-
ance. These learning gaps are especially 
pronounced between low SES and high 
SES families, and between Aboriginal 
and non-Aboriginal children.

Educators also know that this edu-
cational forecast is inherently a social 
and an economic forecast. The unreal-
ized potential of so many learners carries 
enormous social costs, including poorer 
health, increased welfare dependence, 
and increased crime, as well as enor-
mous economic costs, including lost pro-
ductivity, and depleted human capital. 
Educators believe that every child mat-
ters. Schools across Manitoba, Canada, 
and the world have embraced the EDI as 
a bridge between the early years and the 
school years. They and their communities 
have come together to improve the early 
childhoods of their children, using the 

“starting line” every year. As with most 
outcomes we value, school readiness 
was not equally distributed across the 
population. Not surprisingly, larger 
proportions of children from the most 
disadvantaged families (40 percent) 
were not ready for school, more than 
2.5 times as large compared to children 
from the most advantaged families (15 
percent). But surprising to many was 
the realization that larger numbers of 
children not ready for school were from 
middle and upper socioeconomic status 
(SES) families, because most children 
grow up in these families. The majority 
of vulnerable children in Kindergarten, 
nearly two-thirds, were not poor socio-
economically.

Understanding these EDI results 
requires us to look back earlier in life. 
Manitoba’s other unique population-
level data on children, the Families 
First Screening (FFS) conducted after 
childbirth by the public health system, 
reveals that 25 percent of Manitoba 
babies are born vulnerable, with 3 
or more risk factors for healthy child 
development, such as poverty, poor 
parental mental health, and poor social 
support.

In our second-chance society, all too 
often children do not even get a real 
first chance, being born into inequality 
and starting school unequally in their 
early development.

If the state of children is a statement 
about the success of the society they 
live in, what does it mean for Manitoba 
that, at birth, one in four babies face 
multiple risk factors that limit their 
life chances? What does it mean for 
Manitoba that, when starting school 
in kindergarten, more than one in four 
children are not developmentally pre-
pared for successful learning in school?

To many, these data mean that, as a 
province, Manitoba can do better for its 
youngest citizens during the first nine 
months and five years of life. Many 
can agree that all children deserve a fair 
start in life and in school, and that it is 
our responsibility as adults to level the 
playing field for all children.

The price of failing to act will be 
very costly. Recent research using the 
EDI indicates that poor results fore-
cast learning failures in later grades. 

“No one is born a good 
citizen; no nation is born 
a democracy. Rather, 
both are processes that 
continue to evolve over 
a lifetime. Young people 
must be included from 
birth. A society that cuts 
off from its youth severs 
its lifeline.” - Kofi Annan

Save the dates: 
The National EDI Conference in 

Winnipeg, November 16-18, 2009. For 
more information go to: www. councilecd.
ca/cecd/home.nsf/pages/Conference%20
flyer%20-%20The%20Early%20
Development%20/Imperative.pdf

For more information on the EDI:
www.gov.mb.ca/healthychild/edi•	
www.offordcentre.com/readiness•	
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T
o lead a school that is in-
spired by Reggio Emilia 
and which has had some 
powerful “Reggio” mo-
ments calls on me to at 

times take on the roles of “pedagogista,” 
“atelierista,” documentor, collaborator, 
and co-constructor of meaning as I 
seek to honour the voices of children, 
teachers and parents. When I came to 
Collicutt School as the new principal 
two years ago, it was clear that Reg-
gio Emilia influences were at work. 
Teachers were interacting flexibly with 
children around curriculum, they were 
collaborating towards an understand-
ing of inquiry and towards using art as 
a “language of children,” and the com-
munity was being invited to be a part 
of children’s learning.  Like the Reggio 
pedagogista and atelerista (collaborative 
project and art co-teachers), I knew my 
role as new principal was to listen to 
the voices of the staff, involve myself in 
interactions to help create joint mean-
ings, and to reflect on my own leader-
ship provocations in order, in turn, to 
sustain and deepen student and profes-
sional learning. 

Collicutt is a small school of 120 
students from kindergarten to Grade 
5 in Seven Oaks School Division. Its 
diverse catchment area consists of work-
ing class and immigrant families. Four 
years ago, due to uneven enrolment, 
the school was organized as a multi-
age centre with three 1-2-3 primary 
classrooms, two 4-5 classrooms and one 
single-age kindergarten class. 

In order to prepare for the trans-
formation, the staff undertook a 

sustained study of multi-age teaching 
and learning through extensive reading, 
visitations, and discussion groups. The 
staff accepted multi-age practice. The 
principles of Reggio Emilia became 
part of the discourse when some staff 
members, in their exploration of good 
early years practices, attended a confer-
ence in Calgary and later in Toronto. 
Two teachers led the staff on book 
studies and, through a staff-wide edu-
cational leave, held sustained conversa-
tions about Reggio Emilia practices. 
These conversations were well estab-
lished when I joined the school in 
2007, and understandings derived from 
them contributed to the many moments 
described below, moments which illus-
trate Reggio beliefs and practices.

Reggio moment: view of the 
capable child

“Do I have to wear a jacket at recess?”
How we view children is, of course, 

at the center of the pedagogical deci-
sions we make each day. The Reggio 
view of the child is of a whole vessel, 
rife with theories and understandings 
about the world. We strive to treat 

By Howard Ryant

What is Reggio Emilia
Reggio Emilia is a city in Central 

Italy in which Loris Malaguzzi founded 
child-centered schools that promote 
learning through artistic expression and 
teacher collaboration around long-term 
projects which emerge from children’s 
understanding and inquiries. These 
ideas are being explored at the Reggio 
Inspired Care and Education Confer-
ence in Winnipeg, May 6-9, 2009.

Moments in a 
Reggio Inspired School
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form of explaining, to the constituents of 
the school, the depth of children’s learning 
and the educational rationale of the activ-
ities. (Foreman and Fyfe, 1998, p.214)

We are still developing the habits 
of documentation. I gave all the teach-
ers a copy of Negotiating Critical Lit-
eracies With Young Children by Vivian 
Vasquez (2004) and encouraged a book 
study of it. The book explores the idea 
of documentation through the prep-
aration of panels which she calls audit 
trails, using the walls of the room to 
document using learning “artifacts” to 
make visible questions, comments, and 
children’s expressions of understand-
ing. Arrows and flow charts connect the 
ideas so a history of learning is revealed 
as a person walks into the room. One 
teacher took up the invitation that the 
book offered and began an audit trail 
based on a study of a tree in front of the 
school. Similar trails began to appear on 
bulletin boards in the hallway.

As a school leader, I also have a re-
sponsibility to document both student 
and professional learning and to model 
the habits of documentation. My land-
scapes to sustain and make visible the 
learning conversations at school are 
public areas of the school, the news-
letter, the web page, and staff, team, and 
professional development meetings.

Reggio moment: progettazione 
(project-based learning)

“I can’t believe how creatively our kids 
play with the snow. What can we do with 
that?”

One of those public areas, the play-
ground, was where I observed our stu-
dents’ joy in making snow forts, en-
couraged by our paraprofessionals who 
broke snow into chunks so students 
could build and carve. The result was 
a large and increasingly complex snow 
fort in front of the school that was 
a work in progress over many weeks 
and in which the students cooperated 

of bringing light and transparency 
through the building. Staffroom and 
office doors were similarly equipped—
speaking the message of open-ness. 

Reggio moment: inquiry and the 
emergent curriculum

The kids had so many questions after the 
archaeological dig that we did. They were 
trying to figure out what they dug up. 

Inquiries emerging from children’s 
interest are certainly a goal in child-
centered environments. Three moments 
come to light. Two teachers prepared an 
archaeological dig in the school sandbox 
which provided, in the form of buried 
items, many provocations for inquiry. 
The dig was open-ended and allowed 
children to propose hypotheses about 
what they found. Many questions were 
posed and the inquiries did begin. The 
teachers observed that children are in-
deed capable of developing meaningful 
questions and hypotheses.  

Another teacher was inspired to 
document children’s interests. He spent 
40 minutes each day observing the stu-
dents in exploration time to get a sense 
of their interests and, in seeing their play 
around castles, launched on an inquiry 
with his students of the Middle Ages. 

A third teacher used a parent cele-
bration evening as the end point to all 
her class inquiries and this celebration 
motivated the students to follow an in-
quiry. Inquiries begin in a quite open 
ended and unplanned way—the ques-
tions children ask about a novel they are 
reading, a discussion of world events, a 
desire to invent, comments made on a 
community walk. These experiences 
illustrate that a student-centered stance 
is essential to uncovering children’s 
understandings and working to increase 
them. 

Reggio moment: documentation
Documentation is not a form of assess-

ment of individual progress but rather a 

children as functioning people, able 
to make choices, some good and some 
bad. Children are given the opportun-
ity to exercise judgment. In the class-
room many learning activities are set up 
as invitations, and as a result children 
have both a voice and a choice in their 
learning. Some invitations are taken up 
and others not. The work of teachers is 
to have daily interactions with children 
to structure learning around invitations 
and to offer them as provocations to ex-
ercise thinking and judgment.

Reggio moment: environment as a 
teacher

The space in many ways reflects the 
culture of the people who create it and, on 
careful examination, reveals even distinct 
layers of this cultural influence. (Gandini, 
1998, p. 168)

The school and its classrooms must 
be welcoming and I was pleased to find 
a comfortable couch in the front hall-
way used by students, staff and parents. 
Teachers had also created comfortable 
and collaborative spaces in their class-
rooms. I took the lead from the teachers’ 
re-configuration of the rooms to begin 
a conversation focused on making the 
common areas of the school a place of 
student expression and of student col-
laboration. 

We prioritized two areas, the front 
entrance which was bland, and the 
doors of the classrooms which were sol-
id wood, old and unattractive. On the 
hall wall we installed a student-created 
woodchip labyrinth. Later it was joined 
by another class’ Jackson Pollock study 
piece. A quilt with a square that was cre-
ated by each family of the school in the 
fall was installed in the front foyer. A 
display case was added to the entrance-
way. The second project was the re-
placement of the unattractive classroom 
doors with new maple doors that fea-
ture extra large windows. The windows 
were Reggio inspired with the purpose 

In the classroom many learning activities are set up as invitations, 

and as a result children have both a voice and a choice in their 

learning. Some invitations are taken up and others not.
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calls on me to at times take on the 
collaborative roles of pedagogista, 
atelierista, documentor,  and co-con-
structor of meaning as I seek out to 
honour the voices of children, teach-
ers and parents. The lens of Reggio 
Emilia has been useful in conceptual-
izing my notions of supporting learn-
ing and organizing my leadership. As 
pedagogista, I collaborate with teach-
ers, students and parents around the 
big projects and ideas. As atelierista 
I work with students and teachers 
in their classrooms. As documentor, 
I make public the voices of children 
and the professional discourse, and 
help make meaning from these con-
versations. As a school leader, I must 
model a vision of education and live 
it publicly with children and adults. 
In so doing, the principles of Reggio 
Emilia can serve me well.� n

Howard Ryant is Principal of Col-
licutt School in Seven Oaks School 
Division, Winnipeg.

The school goal to involve par-
ents more in the life of the school had 
been expressed clearly upon my arrival. 
Though the school had successful com-
munity events, it was felt that our size-
able Russian immigrant population was 
not connected. Much work was done 
this year to improve connections and 
the educational quality of conversations: 
the creation and display of the quilt, a 
community potluck dinner around the 
book “Bone Button Borscht,” a musical 
showcase evening, classroom learning 
celebrations, and the hiring of a new 
community coordinator with skills in 
engaging families. These invitations 
to involvement were taken up by the 
community and gave parents a reason 
to want to be at school. Each positive 
experience adds to the “trust account” 
which makes more difficult conversa-
tions more productive.

The criticisms around “play and ex-
plorations” are educationally important 
on a number of levels. They are indica-
tive of the larger questions: what should 
children be doing in schools, when 
should they be doing it, and who de-
cides? They provide an invitation for 
discussion and the answers to the ques-
tions are less important than having 
the conversation. Our work on docu-
menting learning enriches the discourse 
with parents and reflects our continu-
ous questioning about what is meaning-
ful and effective instruction.

Reggio moments: making sense of 
leadership     

How can the principles of Reggio 
Emilia help me in my work, in the con-
ceptualization of it and the ways in which 
I lead?  

The Reggio Emilia approach is, I 
think, a stance solidly based on an en-
couraging view of the child and com-
munity, and is informed by social-con-
structivist theories of learning. It uses 
documentation as a vehicle for under-
standing and promoting the complex-
ities of child and adult learning, and 
invites collaboration amongst teach-
ers and the community to create joint 
meanings. 

To lead a school that is inspired 
by Reggio Emilia and which has had 
some powerful “Reggio” moments 

fully. The staff decided to take the stu-
dents’ interest and develop a school 
wide “snow day” to celebrate learning 
and winter activity. One class took on 
organizing Inuit games, another did a 
photo story around snow, another set 
up snow carving and painting stations, 
another did a scientific snow study, 
and another poetry writing. We had 
the maintenance department build a 
toboggan hill. A bonfire with bannock 
and taffy was a magnet for many of 
the family members. The result was 
amazing with school based activities 
during the day and community based 
ones, including a sleigh ride, during 
the evening.

This experience mirrored the Reggio 
conception of progettazione held on a 
school-wide scale. Though the experi-
ence came out of observations of chil-
dren playing, the choice of activities 
and the topics of study were both stu-
dent and adult framed. It was univer-
sally acclaimed that snow day should be 
an annual event.  

Reggio moment: collaboration and 
co-teaching

Co-teaching, and in a more general 
sense, collegial work, represents for us 
a deliberate break from the traditional 
professionalism and cultural solitude and 
isolation of teachers. (Malaguzzi, 1998, 
p. 71 )

The primary teachers sought to break 
their isolation by doing visitations to 
each other’s rooms. These visitations be-
came the discussion topics at the weekly 
primary team meetings and were fruit-
ful in the teachers’ explorations of their 
practice. The discussions allowed for a 
sharing and mediating of multiple per-
spectives. Later in the year the primary 
team expressed the desire to go the next 
step: collaborative planning and teach-
ing in which teachers and support staff 
would engage students together. This is 
now an ongoing practice.

Reggio moments: community and 
advocacy 

“This isn’t going to work. All they do 
is play in this classroom…They don’t even 
have spelling tests.”

“The Russian families are not coming 
to our community events.”
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E
ducation, Citizenship and 
Youth (ECY) works to 
establish connections and 
strengthen linkages in the 
early years. High quality 

early learning experiences do support 
children’s development in critical ways. 
They are associated with outcomes that 
parents and educators want to see for all 
children—ranging from positive adult/
child relationships and getting along 
with others, to early competence in 
reading and math. 

To help ensure that children are 
getting the best start possible, ECY par-
ticipates in a variety of cooperative early 
learning projects. Some are larger scale 
initiatives while others are relatively 
small and locally-based, but all result 
from, and depend on, close collab-
oration between ECY, school divisions, 
early learning and care providers, and 
other community partners. 

Early learning is a key to future suc-
cesses so it is important for us to work 
together to provide the best possible 
foundations for children. Following 
are some good examples of established 
early learning partnerships, providing 
contact information for further details.

Healthy Child Manitoba Office
The Healthy Child Manitoba Office 

(HCMO) uses the Early Development 
Instrument (EDI) to collect informa-
tion in school divisions across the prov-
ince in order to measure the relative 
success of communities in facilitating 
healthy early childhood development 
and to predict children’s school readi-
ness when entering grade one. HCMO 
will share these results with Parent-
Child Coalitions, licensed early learn-
ing and child care centres, and school 
divisions to help identify priorities for 
programs and services. 

HCMO also supports Parent-
Child Centered Coalitions through-
out Manitoba. For example, the 

Francophone ECD Hub Model, “Les 
centres de la petite enfance et de la 
famille (CPEF)” in the Division sco-
laire franco-manitobaine (DSFM) has 
eight school-based centres providing a 
comprehensive continuum of integrat-
ed services and resources for minority 
language parents of children, prenatal 
to school entry.
Contact: 
Mariette Chartier
Research and Evaluation Consultant
Healthy Child Manitoba Office
Mariette.chartier@gov.mb.ca

Early Childhood Development 
Initiative

The Early Childhood Development 
Initiative (ECDI) provides support to 
school divisions, families and com-
munity partners for developmentally 
appropriate initiatives including a focus 
on literacy, speech and language, and 
screening to identify children, from 
birth to age 5, needing specific inter-
ventions to support successful school 
entry. ECDI funding assists literacy-
focused programs, such as Rock and 
Read, Mother Goose and other parent/
child programs.
Contact: 	
Marilyn Robinson, Consultant
Learning Support and Technology 
Unit
Instruction, Curriculum and 
Assessment Branch
marilyn.robinson@gov.mb.ca

Literacy with ICT
The Developmental Continuum 

for Literacy with Information and 
Communication Technology outlines 
what educators can observe students 
doing as they develop their critical and 
creative thinking with the focus on 
what students can do.

The continuum is congruent with 
existing concepts across the curriculum, 
pre-school through school years.

Contact:	
Michelle Larose-Kuzenko, Consultant
Schools Program Division
michelle.larose-kuzenko@gov.mb.ca

 
Building Student Success with 
Aboriginal Parents

Building Student Success with 
Aboriginal Parents (BSSAP) assists 
the development of partnerships and 
programs working with parents and 
community to support the success of 
Aboriginal children. 

Thirty-nine projects are being fund-
ed at present with a DVD available at 
aedinfo@gov.mb.ca showcasing six sites 
in school communities throughout the 
province.  
Contact:	
Helen Robinson-Settee, Director
Aboriginal Education Directorate
helen.robinson-settee@gov.mb.ca

Community Schools Partnership 
Initiative 

The Community Schools Partnership 
Initiative (CSPI) assists schools in 
low-income communities working to 
improve educational outcomes for stu-
dents by strengthening partnerships 
within the K-12 system, other ser-
vice delivery agencies and community 
organizations.

There are 22 projects being funded 
at present with a website at www.edu.
gov.mb.ca/cspi.  
Contact:	
Marlene Gallagher, Consultant
Aboriginal Education Directorate
marlene.gallagher@gov.mb.ca

Educaring: “Good Education 
Cares and Good Child Care 
Educates”

The “educaring” approach 
emerged from partnership activities 
with ECY, the Manitoba Child Care 
Association (MCCA) and Manitoba 
Association of School Trustees 

By Heather Hunter

ECY: Establishing Early
					        Learning Linkages  



Manitoba Association of School Superintendents 29

Contact:	
Rick Dedi, Executive Director
Public Schools Finance Board
rick.dedi@gov.mb.ca

•••
Education, Citizenship and Youth will 

continue to be involved in building and 
sustaining key linkages to support early 
child development and early intervention. 
Recently, the Manitoba Education Research 
Network (MERN) held a research forum 
on early learning that highlighted partner-
ship projects and programs from across the 
province. Abstracts and contact informa-
tion are available at www.mern.ca. All 
of these initiatives represent partnerships, 
connections and linkages that provide a 
stronger foundation for children’s healthy 
growth and learning in preschool, through 
school and beyond.� n

For questions about these initia-
tives, requests for additional infor-
mation and/or assistance with estab-
lishing early learning linkages, please 
contact Heather Hunter, Senior 
Advisor, Education, Citizenship and 
Youth, at heather.hunter@gov.mb.ca.

research that will track progress of 
children enrolled in these ELCs and 
Family Services and Housing (FSH) 
has provided a grant to assist with 
project implementation.  
Contact: 	
Dale Peake, Superintendent
Southwest Horizon School Division, 
dalep@fc.shsd.mb.ca

Family Choices: Manitoba’s Five 
Year Agenda for Early Learning 
and Child Care

The recently announced Family 
Choices: Manitoba’s Five-Year Agenda 
for Early Learning and Child Care 
program includes the funding of 
6,500 additional child care spaces. 
PSFB is in discussions with school 
divisions regarding strategies that 
could be used to increase the “non-
school” use of surplus school space. 
Investing in additional child-care 
spaces in schools enhances early 
learning opportunities for children 
and provides convenient and cost-
effective child-care options for par-
ents.

(MAST). An online resource has 
information and tools to advance 
educaring partnerships through com-
munication, collaboration, and con-
sistency. It includes facts about child 
care in Manitoba, important trends 
influencing family life, and provides 
guidelines, a partnership checklist 
and suggestions for getting started, 
available at www.mccahouse.org/pdf/
Educaring.pdf
Contact:	
Pat Wege, Executive Director
Manitoba Child Care Association
patwege@mccahouse.org

Early Childhood Learning 
Centres

Southwest Horizon School 
Division is establishing two early 
childhood learning centres (ELCs) to 
accommodate child care from birth 
to two years, nursery at three to four 
years, kindergarten at fivw years, and 
before and after school program-
ming. 

The Manitoba Education Research 
Network (MERN) is helping with 
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M
ore than 100 Hutterian 
communities reside in 
Manitoba, with a popu-
lation exceeding 10,000. 
Hutterites have a rich 

history concerning education, establish-
ing schools in their communities soon 
after the Anabaptist movement began, 
in the early 1500s. Their pre-schools 
allowed adults to participate in com-
munity work and provided children 
with an education unique in 16th cen-
tury Europe (Gross, 1998). 

A superior education system, its 
school code stipulated that both males 
and females be taught to read and 
physical activities included in the cur-
riculum. Hutterite schools became 
renowned and respected; even some 
nobles sent their children to them 
(Gross, 1998). 

Documented Hutterian contribu-
tions to education include:

Introducing kindergartens to •	
Europe three centuries before 
Friedrich Froebel introduced them 
in Germany in 1837 (Hostetler, 
1997). 
Providing compulsory co-educa-•	
tional opportunities two centuries 
before a similar practice was imple-
mented under Maria Theresa in 
the Hapsburg Empire (Hostetler, 
1997).
Establishing adult education •	
programs to educate adults who 
joined the communities two cen-
turies before adult classes were 
established in England by William 
Singleton.
Implementing technical education •	
which preceded today’s technical 
schools by four centuries. 
Practicing hygienic principles of •	
cleanliness and healthy living: chil-
dren with contagious diseases were 
separated from healthy ones; adults 

who cared and children with pos-
sible diseases were expected to wash 
and dry their hands (Gross, 1998). 
This understanding of how patho-
gens spread preceded Louis Pasteur’s 
ability to demonstrate the basics of 
sterilization in the 19th century.

The Hutterian Schulordnungen (school 
regulations), furthermore, were com-
piled at a time when these principles 
were not generally accepted in Europe 
(Hostetler, 1997), resulting from deep 
religious devotion and a vision of edu-
cation as a means of imparting the 
spiritual truths that are an integral 
part of every person’s heritage—rather 
than a belief in education for the sake 
of education. School was a vital com-
ponent of the community, and seen as 
particularly important for ensuring the 
survival of the Hutterian way of faith 
and life for future generations.

Hutterites maintained these educa-
tion standards for several centuries, 
prospering economically and spiritual-
ly. However, European wars during the 
16th and 17th centuries, and the fact 
that Hutterites were pacifists, caused 
many economic and social hardships 
(Gross, 1998). Their education stan-
dards fell victim to the struggle for reli-
gious, economic and physical survival 
(Hofer, 1988). Researchers estimate 
that just before the Hutterites immi-
grated to North America in 1874, their 
illiteracy rate was as high as 60 percent 
among adults. 

In North America, Hutterites placed 
on public school districts the respon-
sibilities of educating their children; 
outside teachers were hired because 
colony members had neither adequate 
English skills, nor formal qualifications 
(certification). 

This arrangement was expected to be 
temporary. Soon after settling in Dakota 
Territory, some community members 
were sent to Parkston, South Dakota, 
for teacher training—completed with dif-
ficulty because of their weak English. 
Returning to teach in the community 
schools, they continued to struggle with 
language and curriculum.

Thus, the training of English teach-
ers was discontinued, and non-Hutterian 
teachers were hired to teach core curricu-
lum. Teachers with little understanding of 
their Hutterian students’ cultural, linguis-
tic and historical background replaced the 
traditional Schullehrer (school master), 
while a lay brother taught German and 
religious classes. In 1918 the Canadian 
government welcomed Hutterites to settle 
in the prairie provinces.

By the 1980s, the need for higher edu-
cation to survive economically compelled 
Manitoba Hutterites to realize that both 
are necessary: more formal education and 
an active role in obtaining it. Today, they 
encourage or even mandate the comple-
tion of secondary education, investing 
monetary and human resources into edu-
cation for the colony. In a few decades, 
Hutterites moved from having almost no 
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own limitations in communicating with 
English-as-a-second-language (ESL) stu-
dents. An educator with less understanding 
might have diagnosed the problem as being 
the students’ unwillingness to learn!

Like most teacher programs, however, 
BUHEP has done little to train Hutterian 
teachers to include relevant cultural con-
tent within curriculum, especially since 
their own instruction/training was mostly 
from mainstream educators. Thus, even 
many BUHEP teachers have neither an 
adequate understanding of the import-
ance of connecting school life to student 
life, nor the expertise to implement cul-
turally enhanced curricula. 

Nevertheless, things are changing 
rapidly, and Hutterite teachers need to be 
cognizant of their responsibility to educate 
their students so that they learn to value 
their unique Hutterian life style. Hutterite 
and non-Hutterite teachers in Hutterian 
schools need professional development 
designed to help them understand and 
instruct trilingual and culturally diverse 
students. 

Colony schools generally have enrol-
ments between 15 to 40 students, so staff 

when discussing school work, deeper 
learning occurs. 

After the thrust for higher education 
was initiated, Hutterites once again real-
ized the power of higher education as a 
means of imparting and validating the 
values of their culture and mother tongue 
to their children. This has raised issues 
such as cultural awareness, i.e., respect and 
tolerance for diversity and the value of a 
trilingual background.

The Hutterites’ mother tongue, a dia-
lect called Carinthian German, is the 
language of communication for almost 
all Hutterites. Because children do not 
learn to speak English or formal German 
until they start attending school, it can be 
frustrating for teachers who speak only 
English to communicate with kinder-
garten students. However, it is these early 
patterns of communication and language 
development that have the greatest impact 
on young learners (Shields, 2003).

Some argue that learning more than 
one language has a negative effect on 
cognitive development because individ-
uals become confused when they need to 
remember two labels instead of one for 
each concept. Yet recent research indi-
cates that such experiences enhance cogni-
tive growth and enable bilingual learn-
ers to detect linguistic ambiguities better 
than unilingual individuals (Cummins 
& Swain, 1986). According to Sleeter 
and Grant (2003), all bilingual education 
programs that model the language and 
culture a child learns at home promote 
normal, healthy psychological develop-
ment and communicative competence. 
They also found that denigrating a child’s 
native language may not only damage 
the child’s self-concept, but impair com-
munication between the child and his or 
her parents. 

In his experience as a colony educator 
and administrator, the writer can recall 
how a non-Hutterite teacher trying to 
get kindergarten students to find pictures 
of an “egg” in magazines was unable to 
communicate this simple request to the 
students. Finally, teacher and students 
became frustrated, so the teacher asked 
the Hutterite classroom teacher across the 
hall for a translation and pictures of eggs 
were promptly produced.

This exemplifies the need for educators 
who understand students’ needs and their 

voice or say in their children’s education 
to taking a proactive role.

Traditionally, Hutterites emphasized 
apprenticeship training in the vocational 
trades: electrician, carpenter, blacksmith 
and plumber. Recently, Manitoba Hydro 
and the Labour Board made it manda-
tory that Hutterites acquire certification 
in these trades. Colony members who 
subsequently attended vocational schools 
to pursue certification struggled with the 
theory, even if they had the required 
practical knowledge, while those who had 
high school, or even a few high school 
courses, found certification much easier.

With the inception of Brandon 
University Hutterian Education Program 
(BUHEP) in 1994, education for 
Hutterites changed. During their first 
75 years in Manitoba, only six Hutterites 
acquired teacher certification: fewer than 
3 percent of the teachers on colonies were 
certified and Hutterite. Today, almost 
80 have graduated from BUHEP with 
a B. Ed degree; others are still train-
ing. These teachers have significant input 
when working in partnership with non-
Hutterite educators, school divisions and 
the Department of Education in provid-
ing the best education for Hutterite young 
people. 

Extending and renovating older school 
buildings, as well as building new schools, 
has also been a common occurrence on 
Hutterite colonies in the last twenty 
years. 

“Why have Hutterites suddenly begun 
to seek higher education?” our neighbours 
ask. “Isn’t it unusual that Hutterites attend 
university?” The answer is that the educa-
tion system on most colonies was not ful-
filling its purpose. Hutterites were losing 
vital parts of their culture, their mother 
tongue, their uniqueness and identity; 
considering themselves inferior, they were 
ashamed to be known as Hutterites. 

Recent research indicates explicitly 
how essential it is that students receive 
strong messages from their educators 
that their home language and culture 
are valued (Shields, 2003). Rules forbid-
ding Hutterite students from speaking 
their mother tongue during school hours, 
including recess, indicates that was not 
happening. Cummins and Swain (1986) 
found that if students are allowed to use 
both languages, home and instructional, 
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classroom and the outside world, it will 
deepen and broaden their understanding 
and acceptance of themselves, others and 
the world. This holds true for any minor-
ity group (Shields, 2003).

In conclusion, Hutterites have a var-
ied education history, having experienced 
both ends of the spectrum: effective and 
non-effective education. Schools will prove 
effective if Hutterian educators approach 
education as Hutterites approach agri-
culture and manufacturing, their main 
economic occupations, namely informing 
themselves on the most current practices 
and technology, with ongoing reflection 
and dialogue about farming more effect-
ively, increasing productivity and improv-
ing manufacturing practices.

When educational change is imple-
mented, Hutterite educators often hide 
behind the ideas of the past. Instead 
of making excuses for ourselves by 
rationalizing, “that’s the way we did 
it in the past,” or “my colony would 
never allow this,” it would be wiser to 
use our professional knowledge to com-
municate our pedagogical ideas to our 
community. 

Hutterian schools need to become 
places where young people, educators 
and community members explore deep 
understandings of culture and learn 
to recognize and celebrate diversity in 
language and culture. Students should 
not have to choose between “them” 
and “us,” school life or home life, 

disempowered by the interactions with 
societal institutions” (Cummins, 1989, 
p.23).

This does not mean that Hutterian 
educators should teach only the Hutterian 
lifestyle in school; such a narrow focus 
results in uninformed, arrogant and 
ultimately bigoted citizens. Hutterite stu-
dents, like all citizens, need to be taught 
appreciation and respect for the multicul-
tural dimensions of society. They need to 
explore and share experiences with others 
from diverse backgrounds in order to live 
successfully as Hutterites, and as fully 
contributing citizens of the broader world 
community. 

Nonetheless, every topic discussed in 
school should begin from the Hutterite 
perspective. The students are Hutterites, 
and whatever curriculum is being addressed 
should be linked to this reality. If student 
learning is interconnected between the 

is small, thus limiting collaboration. But 
colony schools within one school division 
or among several divisions can meet 
regularly to dialogue on pedagogy, 
assessment, curriculum and cultural 
issues, i.e., sensitivity to the language 
and cultural needs of their Hutterian 
communities (Shields, 2003). This 
dialogue can help them understand 
that there are substantial differences 
between what is common and accept-
able practice from one Hutterite colony 
to another.  

Colony educators need to understand 
and know their community and school; 
they should be able to describe its ele-
ments: individual, structural, cultural and 
political. If the community’s needs and 
way of life are not included in their discus-
sions, the community will be “disabled or 
disempowered by schools in very much 
the same way that their communities are 
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nor between the Hutterian commun-
ity and mainstream society. Hutterite 
students need to see themselves as part 
of the world community, in some ways 
distinct and different, in other ways 
similar to and part of all humanity. 
Only when good intentions are put 
into action will we meet the future in 
an increasingly fulfilling and meaning-
ful way.� n

Raymond Kleinsasser is administrator 
and teacher at Glenway Colony School, 
part of Border Land School Division.
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