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Preamble 

  

There has been a great deal of debate over the last decade about the relative merits of full- and 

half-day kindergarten programming in Canada. At the beginning of the decade, full-day 

programming was new, and it required some time to determine its impact on students. With 

further research and evidence of its impact in place, the Early Childhood Education Council of 

the Alberta Teachers’ Association is prepared to take a position on this important matter.  

 

As an organization of teachers focused on students in early childhood, the Early Childhood 

Education Council believes that it is important to define the quality programming that 

appropriate full- and half-day kindergarten programs should include. Council members are 

advocates for young learners whose needs and learning goals must be met through programming 

that is developmentally appropriate and based on age, experience and understanding. These areas 

also need to align with the philosophy, vision and mission statement of the Early Childhood 

Education Council.  

 

Given that early childhood is considered to range from birth to age eight, many areas of 

developmentally appropriate practice must be taken into account in examining research on the 

relative merits of full- and half-day kindergarten programming. Students’ language and cognitive 

development, social skills, physical skills, socioeconomic status, and cultural and background 

knowledge all play a role in their learning. Developmentally appropriate practice should provide 

a variety of experiences through hands-on and play-based learning at the student’s level of 

understanding and promote creativity, social skills and lifelong learning.  

 

To have a developmentally appropriate program is to understand individual student needs and 

learning styles and how four- and five-year-old children learn. Kindergarten programming needs 

to ensure a firm foundation in play and hands-on experiences; provide variety based on 

understanding and need; and be rich in experience, language and exploration. Teachers also need 

to participate in current professional development in order to keep abreast of research on student 

achievement and alternative ways of providing appropriate programming. Finally, teachers need 

to communicate regularly with parents and community members about what is appropriate for 

support and understanding within the community as a whole. 

 

As stated in the position paper Early Childhood Education: Teaching and Learning in 

Kindergarten, Grade 1, Grade 2 and Grade 3 (Early Childhood Education Council 2001), 
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members of the Early Childhood Education Council base their teaching philosophy on the 

following principles of child development:  

 Children learn through play and personal experience, motivated by their natural curiosity 

and desire to make sense of the world.  

 Learning occurs in a social context as children observe and interact with people and the 

environment, using prior knowledge to make sense of new experiences.  

 Language and thought are vehicles for children’s exploration, construction and 

communication of their experiences.  

 Sensory and perceptual motor experiences are crucial to children’s development.  

 Children’s cultural, social-emotional, physical, intellectual and creative growth develops 

concurrently and cannot be separated.  

 Developmental rates vary and are shaped by innate capacity, cultural and environmental 

influences, situational context and chronological age.  

 A positive self-concept is crucial to learning.  

 Self-esteem and the confidence to take risks are fostered in a supportive environment that 

allows children to make choices and recognizes their individuality.  

 Children have the potential to accept responsibility for guiding their own learning.  

 Families and cultural backgrounds play significant roles in the growth and development of 

children.  

 

This submission is predicated on the following two motions passed by the Early Childhood 

Education Council on November 5, 2010, at the Annual General Meeting: (1) ECEC supports 

full day kindergarten and (2) ECEC supports full day kindergarten that is optional, fully funded, 

taught by certificated teachers eligible for ATA membership, accessible for all children, 

developmentally appropriate and consistent with the Early Childhood Education Council position 

paper and statement of philosophy.  

 

Joy de Nance, as part of her University of Alberta master of early learning capping paper, 

presented the following information to the Executive Committee of the Early Childhood 

Education Council in November 2010:
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Research 

 

Early Studies 

 

Much of the research from the 1970s and 1980s involved short-term, one-year studies 

encompassing the kindergarten year. Sample sizes were small, with academic measures the only 

outcome. The results were mixed, but when there was a significant difference, it was in favour of 

the children enrolled in full-day programs (Puleo 1988). Puleo (1988) and Burriss (2000) 

criticized the early studies for their problems with internal and external validity. However, one 

trend did surface in spite of the suggested inadequacies, and that was evidence of positive 

academic and social benefits of full-day kindergarten for children from low socioeconomic or 

educationally disadvantaged backgrounds, considered at-risk children (Clark and Kirk 2000; 

Olsen and Zigler 1989). 

 

Overall, the early studies showed positive gains for full-day programs when achievement was 

tracked over the kindergarten year. More specifically, gains in literacy were more significant 

than those in mathematics, and progress tended to fade after Grade 1 (Koopmans 1991).  

 

The Canadian Context 

 

Early Childhood Education and Care in Canada 2008 (Beach et al 2009) provides a wealth of 

data concerning the state of kindergarten in Canada. Of the 10 provinces and 3 territories, 

kindergarten is compulsory only in Nova Scotia and New Brunswick. Provincial and territorial 

governments are responsible for the funding, direction and execution of kindergarten 

programming. Across the country there exists a range of kindergarten attendance options. From 

the 1980s to 2009, kindergarten attendance has swelled to include some four-year-old but mostly 

five-year-old children across Canada. However, scheduling remains split between half- and full-

day options, which vary from province to province. 

 

Half-day programs typically cover a 2.5-hour time period to total 475 hours per year. 

Newfoundland and Labrador, Prince Edward Island, Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Alberta and 

Nunavut have only half-day attendance. Full-day attendance usually covers the length of a 

traditional school day, lasting approximately 5 hours. Full-day programs operate in Nova Scotia, 

New Brunswick and Quebec. Ontario began providing full-day programming for 600 schools in 

September 2010 and 200 additional schools in 2011 (Ontario Ministry of Education 2010). 
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British Columbia followed the trend with a full-day kindergarten initiation date of September 

2010 for half of the province’s eligible children and 2011 for all (British Columbia Ministry of 

Education 2010a). The Northwest Territories and Yukon offer both full- and half-day options. 

Yukon offers twice as many full-time programs as half-day ones. Alternate full-day schedules 

involve children attending for a full day several times a week but not on consecutive days 

(Beach et al 2009). 

 

In 2002, Alberta’s Commission on Learning was established to provide a comprehensive review 

of the province’s education system. The commission consulted with parents, teachers, school 

boards, educational experts and a variety of organizations and examined current research to 

develop a series of recommendations. The product of this review was the report Every Child 

Learns, Every Child Succeeds (Alberta’s Commission on Learning 2003). Full-day kindergarten 

played a prominent role in this report: recommendation 3 sought to “establish full-day 

kindergarten programs, ideally for all children, but as a first priority, for at-risk children”  

(46–47). This initiative was a noble effort on behalf of our province’s young learners.  

 

In Alberta, the government provides kindergarten funding for 475 hours of instructional time, 

which equates to a half-day program (approximately 2.5 hours per day). However, “the decision 

to offer full-day or junior Kindergarten programs within a community is the decision of the local 

school authority, which has a maximum flexibility to use their funds in whatever manner they 

choose” (Alberta Education 2010, 6–7). Full-day programming may include full-day (five 

hours), alternate full-day (every other day) and optional full-day kindergarten.  

 

The Alberta Context 

 

In conducting her research, de Nance contacted several urban and rural school jurisdictions in 

January 2010 to inquire about their full- and/or half-day options for kindergarten. Public 

information on school jurisdiction websites was also examined. Although the survey was not 

scientific and its conclusions must be considered tentative, the rural areas reported that they offer 

full-day kindergarten programming on alternate days due to transportation costs rather than for 

instructional reasons.  

 

Red Deer Public School District and Lethbridge School District offer half-day kindergarten 

schedules for 475 hours as prescribed by the Department of Education (Red Deer Public Schools 

2001; Lethbridge School District No 51 2008). There is no mention of full-day programming in 

the district information or policy sections of their respective websites.  
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Since September 2005, Calgary School District has offered full-day kindergarten programs in 

designated schools. In 2006/07, there were 25 locations, and in 2010/11, 15 schools will qualify 

for a total of 36 classrooms (Danysk and Xiang 2009). Calgary Roman Catholic Separate School 

District lists 22 schools offering full-day programming (Calgary Catholic School District 2010). 

Most of the schools in the district provide half-day classes or 475 hours of instruction per year 

(Calgary Catholic School District 2010). The district’s website does not specify whether the full-

day programs are situated in schools in any particular socioeconomic area.  

 

In 1998/99, a full-day program was established at Norwood School in Edmonton School District. 

The district now has 25 sites with full-day programs (Edmonton Public Schools 2010). 

Edmonton Catholic Separate School District will offer 21 full-day programs in 2010/11. Again, 

however, no mention is made of the demographic population served by these programs in the 

Catholic system (Edmonton Catholic Schools 2010).  

 

Both Calgary School District and Edmonton School District offer half-day schedules for a 

majority of eligible children but provide options for at-risk children. Medicine Hat School 

District has altered its position on full-day kindergarten programming. While the district began 

offering inclusive “Full-Day, Every Day Kindergarten” (Medicine Hat School District No 76 nd) 

in September 2004, the situation has recently changed. The district’s website states that, as of 

September 2010, “all schools are offering a variety of half-day kindergarten programs to meet 

the needs of our children. These include alternating full-day programs as well as morning 

programs” (Medicine Hat School District No 76 2010, 1–2). This was an unexpected 

development: the district’s full-day programs were held up as a model for the province.  

 

The American Context 

 

The US Department of Education embarked on an ambitious project called the “Early Childhood 

Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class of 1998–99,” or ECLS-K. As Rathbun and West (2004) 

explain, the ECLS-K employed a multistage, probability sample design in a nationally 

representative study of 22,782 children in public and private schools.  

 

Kindergarten children registered in the fall of 1998 were followed through to the end of Grade 5, 

and information was collected from the children, their families and teachers, and the 

1,277 schools attended. The plan called for waves of data, in the areas of literacy, mathematics 
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and general knowledge, to be collected at the beginning and end of kindergarten and grades 1, 3 

and 5 (Le et al 2006).  

The sample includes English language learners and children from a variety of racial-ethnic and 

socioeconomic backgrounds. Along with a large sample size, the data controls for child and 

family backgrounds and, appropriately weighted, is representative of the 3,866,000 kindergarten 

students enrolled in 1998/99 (Yan and Lin 2005). 

 

The ECLS-K studies (Cannon, Jacknowitz and Painter 2006; Chang and Singh 2008; DeCicca 

2005; Le et al 2006; Lee et al 2006; Votruba-Drzal and Li-Grining 2008; Yan and Lin 2005) 

provide an opportunity for researchers to examine a stable and reliable sample of students in the 

United States over time. The data reflects earlier studies in that gains are obvious within the 

kindergarten year and fade as the children progress into primary school.  

 

Caution is necessary in interpreting the results. First, the ECLS-K databank contains the analysis 

of American demographic information and does not necessarily reflect the composition of the 

Canadian population. Second, the results were mixed. While most researchers acknowledged that 

at-risk or minority students were at least able to perform as well as more advantaged students 

(Lee et al 2006; Le et al 2006; Yan and Lin 2005), DeCicca (2005) and Cannon, Jacknowitz and 

Painter (2006) found few gains for at-risk or minority students. 

 

Additional Studies 

 

This national sample utilizing waves of data from the United States is not representative of all 

the research accomplished in the decade from 2000 to 2010. Other researchers have explored 

full-day kindergarten using samples outside of the ECLS-K studies. The vast majority of the 

research outlined below was conducted in the United States. However, while only five projects 

involve Canadian children, the results are similar across the US and Canadian studies. The bulk 

of the studies have been divided into two groups, short-term studies (encompassing the 

kindergarten year) and longitudinal studies (within the elementary school years). 

 

Results of short-term research (Baskett et al 2005; da Costa and Bell 2000; Hall-Kenyon, 

Bingham and Korth 2009; Hildebrand 2001; Kruse 2007; Zvoch, Reynolds and Parker 2008) 

comparing full-day and half-day kindergarten programs are consistent. The gains within the 

kindergarten year are stellar for all learners, particularly in the area of literacy. However, gains in 

mathematics have not matched those in literacy. Based on the types of assessments used in these 

studies, many kindergarten programs spent much of their time engaged in literacy development. 
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A majority of the short-term studies focused on the effects of a full-day kindergarten program on 

groups of children from socioeconomically or educationally challenged environments. Full-day 

programming appeared to be beneficial for all learners, and only Hildebrand (2001) did not make 

any judgments regarding the differences between middle- and low-income groups. According to 

the results from these short-term examples, full-day kindergarten would be a logical and 

educationally sound solution to increase achievement levels, particularly in the area of literacy 

development, for all kindergarten-aged children. At-risk learners would reap the benefits of more 

time to learn. However, the short-term studies tell only one side of the story. The full-day or half-

day kindergarten debate continues with the inclusion of studies from a longitudinal perspective. 

Are the gains seen in the kindergarten year maintained as children progress through their 

elementary or primary school years? 

 

The results of this research mirror those found in the ECLS-K longitudinal studies: full-day 

programming produces excellent and significant gains in the kindergarten year, but the gains 

fade as students progress though elementary school (Cannon, Jacknowitz and Painter 2006; 

da Costa 2005/06, 2008; DeCicca, 2005; Koopmans 1991; Le et al 2006; Saam and Nowak 2005; 

Wolgemuth et al 2006; Votruba-Drzal and Li-Grining 2008; Zvoch, Reynolds and Parker 2008). 

The Medicine Hat kindergarten study demonstrated that students showed excellent gains up to 

Grade 3, but it compared students to provincial averages from provincial tests as opposed to 

comparing full-day and half-day kindergarten programs. The Calgary Board of Education 

compared full-day students with students exposed to a series of economic and educational 

conditions rather than comparing half day and full-day programs. 

 

Another highlight of the research is that children considered to be at risk either 

socioeconomically or educationally benefit from full-day kindergarten programming. The full-

day program appears to provide the bridge narrowing the achievement gap between them and 

their more advantaged peers (Danysk and Xiang 2009; da Costa and Bell 2000; da Costa 

2005/06, 2008; Kruse 2007; Le et al 2006; Lee et al 2006; Plucker et al 2005; Saam and Nowak 

2005; Schroeder 2007; Yan and Lin 2005; Zvoch, Reynolds and Parker 2008). In contrast, “no 

study demonstrates academic advantages for children in half-day kindergarten” (Lee et al 2006, 

175). 

 

The many hypotheses for the diminishing academic gains suggested in the research, although not 

quantitatively proven, may provide insight into other confounding variables complicating the 

lives of our young learners and interfering with the learning process. 
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Analysis 

 

Reasons for the Lack of Long-Term Achievement Gains of Full-Day Kindergarten 

 

As Koopmans (1991) advises, “the lack of a long term effect for the all-day groups could 

indicate that the circumstances under which learning takes place at the primary grades does not 

enable the all-day group to maintain their advantageous position” (36). Several possibilities are 

proposed for the fade-out effect by Grade 3: 

• “The effect of full-day kindergarten becomes a smaller and smaller influence as children 

accumulate more and more experiences in an academic setting” (Cooper et al 2010, 64).  

• Children receiving and benefitting from full-day kindergarten may not receive the same 

educational supports as half-day children, and the full-day advantage is negated as those 

additional programs allow the “half-day children to catch up” (Cooper et al 2010, 64).  

• Teachers spend so much time assisting students who come to school with few or no skills 

that the students who may be at or above grade level receive little attention (Wolgemuth et 

al 2006). 

 

As Cooper et al (2010) reiterate, full-day and half-day children are a “collection of individuals 

who will be differently influenced by the intervention and its implications for latter instruction” 

(66). Cooper et al (2010) elaborate on this concept, proposing that some kindergarten students 

from educationally or economically disadvantaged environments will have in the years 

subsequent to their full-day experience “challenges that erode the academic advantage they 

obtained in full-day Kindergarten relative to their more fortunate and majority counterparts in 

half-day Kindergarten” (66). Full-day kindergarten “may not be the ‘magic bullet’ that alters 

permanently poor and minority students’ academic trajectories” (66), but it could be considered 

one of a series of interventions to support disadvantaged learners.  

 

Reasons for the Pursuit of Full-Day Kindergarten 

 

According to DeCicca (2005), “the rationale for full-day kindergarten is simple: the more time 

children spend in school the more they will learn” (4). The interest in full-day kindergarten 

research was sparked by several societal and educational trends in the United States and Canada 

(Brewster and Railsback 2002; Cryan et al 1992; Elicker and Mathur 1997; Olsen and Zigler 

1989; Vecchiotti, 2003; Walston and West, 2004): 
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 There are more single parents and increased dual-wage-earner families requiring extended 

child care (Baskett et al 2005; Brewster and Railsback 2002; Cooper et al 2010).  

 Early language instruction for new immigrant children is considered to be the best way to set 

the stage for future academic success, and the extra time spent in kindergarten could be an 

effective way of meeting the needs of second-language learners (Cooper et al 2010). 

 Recent research shows large skill gaps occur between minority and nonminority children 

even before they enter kindergarten (Le et al 2006). Minority children come to school with 

lower literacy skills and poorer social development than white children (Le et al 2006, xi).  

 White (2006) suggests that the key to economic development and poverty alleviation is 

education. One of the national priorities for the United States and Canada has been to bridge 

the gap between the achievement levels of at-risk and higher socioeconomic groups (Beach 

et al 2009; Brewster and Railsback 2002; Cooper et al 2010). 

 According to da Costa (2008), Canada and the United States, regardless of legislation, are 

offering full-day programming to “address the needs of children from socially and 

economically impoverished backgrounds” (4).  

 

The Perceived Benefits of Full-Day Kindergarten Programming 

 

 While “[d]oubling the time does not necessarily double program quality” (Weast 2001), the 

potential advantages of full-day kindergarten programs over half-day programs could include  

 better academic skill development, reading readiness and language development (especially 

for non-English-speaking students); 

 fewer grade retentions; 

 an easier transition to Grade 1; 

 lower child care costs for parents; and  

 decreased future educational costs because of a reduced need for retention and remediation  

(Cooper et al 2010; Eubanks 2006; Plucker et al 2005).  

 

Conclusion 

 

Full-day kindergarten produces significant gains for all students in their kindergarten year; 

maintains, at least to Grade 3, gains for at-risk studentsl and levels the playing field between 

at-risk learners and their peers, at least to Grade 5. The Early Childhood Education Council 

believes full-day kindergarten to be an integral component of the Alberta educational system, 

and therefore we put forth the following recommendations 
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Recommendations 

 

Recommendation 1   That the Government of Alberta include in the Education 

Act provisions requiring school authorities to provide full day kindergarten. 

 

Recommendation 2   That the Government of Alberta fully fund full day 

kindergarten of 950 hours, in order to allow school boards to provide full day 

kindergarten programs, taught by certificated teachers, that are available to all 

children who are five years of age by December 31. 

 

Recommendation 3   That the Government of Alberta establish a task force 

including teachers, school administrators and university faculty; from rural and 

urban centres involved in the delivery of full-day kindergarten programming, with 

a mandate to examine the issues surrounding and develop provincial policy on the 

implementation of full-day kindergarten. 

 

Recommendation 4   That the Government of Alberta provide targeted funding 

for professional development to enable teachers to develop sound pedagogical 

principles and practices supported by the philosophy of the Early Childhood 

Education Council in order to promote effective educational practices. 

 

Recommendation 5   That the Government of Alberta initiate a rigorous 

longitudinal study of full-day kindergarten, similar to “Early Childhood 

Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class of 1998–99,” initiated by the US 

Department of Education, to compile data on early learners. Furthermore, that the 

Government of Alberta consider requesting participation by other provinces in a 

pan-Canadian study. 
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