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ABSTRACT 

Human thriving is often counterposed to survival and perceived as the ultimate 

achievable goal on a spectrum of human development and positive functioning. However, few 

researchers have attempted to directly tackle thriving within the educational context. 

Furthermore, student thriving has been largely overlooked within the literature on Kindergarten 

and early childhood education. Given that children’s early experiences lay the foundation for 

lifelong learning, development, health, and well-being, the importance of supporting children to 

thrive within the early years of life and school should not be overlooked. 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand how student thriving is 

conceptualized and can be supported within the context of the Ontario Kindergarten classroom 

from the perspective of three key stakeholders (students, educators, and parents). Through this 

understanding, a theory grounded in the data was developed. Six Kindergarten students, three 

educators (early childhood educator, Kindergarten teacher, and head administrator), and seven 

parents provided a rich understanding of Kindergarten student thriving and its supports. 

Although the language used to convey these ideas differed among the stakeholder groups, 

numerous commonalities and consistencies were observed across the three perspectives. These 

consistent themes included: positive relationships; in[ter]dependence; value of play; holistic 

development; and individualized experiences and diverse trajectories of thriving.  

Findings from this study illustrate that thriving is a complex and multi-dimensional 

construct, and that supporting student thriving in the Kindergarten classroom requires a multi-

faceted, integrated approach. Because no prior research has endeavoured to explore thriving 

within this context, and early childhood more generally, this research provides an essential 

starting point from which to better understand human thriving at this early stage of life and 
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across the lifespan. Furthermore, the findings from this study offer insight into the indicators and 

supports of student thriving within the Kindergarten classroom, which have implications for both 

research and practice.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

Kindergarten is an important time in the educational life of children. Not only does it 

mark the beginning of the formal education system, but it is also a crucial time in laying the 

foundation for future learning and educational experiences (Alexander, Entwisle, & Horsey, 

1997; Ontario Ministry of Education [MOE], 2016). Recognizing this critical stage in 

development, the Ontario Ministry of Education introduced the Full-Day Early Learning 

Kindergarten (FDELK) program in 2010. This play-based program was designed to provide 

young children across the province with a strong foundation for learning, and “called for 

transformational changes in the pedagogical approaches used in Kindergarten, moving from a 

traditional pedagogy to one centred on the child” (MOE, 2016, p. 4). In 2016, the Ontario 

Ministry of Education further exhibited its province-wide dedication to child-centred, play-based 

programming for four- and five-year-olds with the introduction of The Kindergarten Program. 

Similar to its FDELK predecessor, the Kindergarten program was designed to promote children’s 

holistic development (social, emotional, physical, and cognitive) with the underlying belief that 

“every child should feel that he or she belongs, is a valuable contributor to his or her 

surroundings, and deserves the opportunity to succeed” (MOE, 2016, p. 10). This program does 

not strive for children to merely survive or get by at school. Rather, the objective is to provide an 

inclusive learning environment where students “feel engaged in and empowered by their learning 

experiences” (MOE, 2016, p. 101)—an environment that supports all children to thrive at school. 

In recent years, the concept of thriving has gained increased attention among researchers 

interested in exploring the optimal conditions of human development and positive functioning 

(Bundick, Yeager, King, & Damon, 2010). Believed to contribute to a person’s overall positive 
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health (Spreitzer, Sutcliffe, Dutton, Sonenshein, & Grant, 2005), the concept of thriving is often 

counterposed to survival (e.g., Beltman, Mansfield, & Price, 2011; Grenville-Cleave & Boniwell, 

2012; Sumsion, 2004; Wendt, Tuckey, & Prosser, 2011) and perceived as the ultimate achievable 

goal on a spectrum of human functioning (e.g., Greenleaf & Hinchman, 2009; Heck, 

Subramaniam, & Carlos, 2010). As a simple concept, the idea of human thriving implies a 

desirable life condition: “Virtually any rational person who is not bent on self-destruction wishes 

to thrive; and virtually anybody who cares about the well-being of others wants to see them 

thrive” (Bundick et al., 2010, p. 2).  

While the notion of student thriving may appear intuitively connected to education, few 

researchers have attempted to directly tackle it within the educational context (Khanna, 

MacCormack, Kutsyuruba, McCart, & Freeman, 2015; Weiss & Riosa, 2015). Furthermore, the 

concept of student thriving has been largely overlooked within the literature on Kindergarten and 

early childhood education. When addressed, it has been used sparingly within research 

examining teacher resilience and attrition (e.g., Flores, 2011; Sumsion, 2004; Ylitapio-Mäntylä 

et al., 2012) and as a loosely defined variable embedded within studies on childcare and early 

years programming (e.g., Biemiller, 1980, 1983) or discussions of pedagogy (e.g., Springer, 

Harris, & Dole, 2017). An obvious gap in the literature exists as to how student thriving is 

conceptualized and, by extension, supported within the Kindergarten context. The current study 

aims to address this gap directly with the hopes of providing Kindergarten educators and other 

educational stakeholders with a framework to better understand and support student thriving 

within the Kindergarten classroom.  
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Purpose 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand how student thriving is 

conceptualized and can be supported within the context of the Ontario Kindergarten classroom 

from the perspective of three key stakeholders (students, educators, and parents). Through this 

understanding, a theory grounded in the data was developed. This multi-perspective investigation 

was driven by six research questions, two key questions per stakeholder perspective. 

Kindergarten Student Perspective: 

1. How do six students within one Ontario Kindergarten classroom understand the concept 

of Kindergarten and their role within it? 

2. How do these students describe thriving in the Kindergarten classroom and the elements 

that support their ability to thrive at school? 

Educator Perspective: 

3. How do three educators (Kindergarten teacher, early childhood educator, and 

administrator) involved in one Ontario Kindergarten classroom describe and understand 

student thriving and the elements that support it within the context of the Ontario 

Kindergarten program? 

4. How do these three educators perceive and describe students’ experiences of thriving 

within one Ontario Kindergarten classroom? 

Parent1 Perspective: 

5. How do seven parents whose children were enrolled in a variety of Kindergarten 

programs across Ontario describe and understand student thriving and the elements that 

support it within the context of the Ontario Kindergarten program? 

                                                 
1 Throughout this dissertation, the term “parent” is used to refer to parents, guardians, and caregivers. 
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6. How do these parents perceive and describe their children’s experiences of thriving 

within the Kindergarten classroom? 

Definition of Terms 

A Working Definition of Thriving 

 Because no fully developed definition or theoretical understanding of student thriving 

within the Kindergarten or early childhood education context was found within the literature, a 

working conceptualization of Kindergarten student thriving was initially developed to provide 

foundational support for the creation of the research design and data collection protocols. This 

definition drew on the existing body of literature on human thriving—in particular the work of 

Spreitzer and colleagues (2005, 2012) and Benson and Scales (2009)—across a variety of 

contexts and age groups (see Chapter 2 for a review of literature related to human thriving). 

Kindergarten student thriving was initially conceptualized as follows: 

(a) Thriving is more than surviving or getting by. Thus, the thriving student can be 

understood as someone who exists above the minimal requirements of the status quo, 

and experiences positive functioning (mental, physical, emotional, and social) at its 

fullest range while on a path towards optimal development. 

(b) For students, thriving reflects a joint experience of vitality (affective; feeling positive, 

energized, and alive) and learning (cognitive; growing through new knowledge and 

skills) within the Kindergarten context. The classroom context consists of the people 

found within the community of learners (e.g., peers, educators, support workers) and 

both the physical and social environment.  

(c) Kindergarten student thriving can be understood as existing on a continuum. At any 

given time, students can be viewed by the extent to which they are thriving, rather 
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than thriving or not. A continuum of thriving embraces the understanding that all 

students have the potential to thrive when given appropriate educational and 

contextual support based on their needs. 

(d) Student thriving is both an outcome and a process. As an outcome, thriving reflects 

where a student currently is on a continuum of thriving (e.g., day-to-day experience at 

school). As a process, thriving can be understood as an upward trajectory, where a 

student is seen as being on a path to optimal development.  

Related Terminology: A Rationale for “Thriving” 

 Thriving shares a conceptual space with several constructs often discussed within the area 

of positive psychology and optimal human functioning (Benson & Scales, 2009; Spreitzer et al., 

2005) including resilience, flourishing, and well-being. When conceptualizing this dissertation, a 

brief examination of these related constructs, in relation to thriving, was necessary to identify 

why “thriving” is the best construct for this particular study. 

Resilience. Within the literature, the complex and multidimensional construct of 

resilience has been the subject of considerable debate (Masten & Reed, 2002), and has been 

defined and described in multiple ways over the years (Southwick, Bonanno, Masten, Panter-

Brick, & Yehuda, 2014; Ungar, 2003, 2011). Gaining frequent use in the psychological sciences 

in the 1980s, the term was then applied as a “metaphor for the ability of individuals to recover 

from exposure to chronic and acute stress” (Ungar, 2012b, p. 13). At this time, resilience was 

perceived as a trait and as something that individuals inherently possessed (Ungar, 2012a). 

However, Rutter’s “ground-breaking” work in 1987 helped to shift the dominant understanding 

of resilience from an immutable trait to a process that operates before, during, and after adverse 
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experiences throughout the lifespan (Rutter, 2012; Ungar, 2011, 2012a, 2012b). Rutter (1987) 

noted: 

Resilience is concerned with individual variations in response to risk. Some people 

succumb to stress and adversity whereas others overcome life hazards. However, 

resilience cannot be seen as a fixed attribute of the individual. Those people who cope 

successfully with difficulties at one point in their life may react adversely to other 

stressors when their situation is different. If circumstances change, resilience alters. (p. 

317) 

Viewing resilience as a process and unavoidably contextual, Ungar (2012a; see also Ungar, 

2011, 2012c; Ungar, Connelly, Liebenberg, & Theron, 2017) has argued for an ecological 

interpretation that “acknowledges the importance of people’s interactions with their 

environments” (p. 1).  

A key component among many conceptualizations of resilience is the presence of risk or 

adversity (Masten & Reed, 2002; Southwick et al., 2014; Ungar, 2012a, 2012b). Within research 

on children, Masten and Reed (2002) described resilience as typically referring to “a class of 

phenomena characterized by patterns of positive adaptation in the context of significant adversity 

or risk” (p. 76). For example, resilience encompasses the meeting of developmental milestones 

despite serious threats to development. Similarly, Armstrong, Birnie-Lefcovitch, and Ungar 

(2005) asserted that, within childhood, resilience may involve the occurrence of serious threats to 

child development. Furthermore, Ungar (2012a) suggested that resilience is related to the 

presence of social risk factors, arguing that “we can only speak of resilience in the presence of at 

least one stressor” (p. 1). Within early years research, resilience has been studied among children 

living and learning under extreme circumstances (e.g., Ellenbogen, Klein, & Wekerle, 2014) who 
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have faced childhood stress, trauma, or challenge (e.g., Beers, 2018; Froukje & Broekman, 2011; 

Liew, Cao, Hughes, & Deutz, 2018), and has focused on mechanisms and factors contributing to 

children’s ability (or inability) to succeed in the face of adversity (e.g., Chawla, Keena, Pevec, & 

Stanley, 2014; Nesheiwat & Brandwein, 2011; Sciaraffa, Zeanah, & Zeanah, 2018). While 

resilience and thriving are closely connected (e.g., concern with positive development, emphasis 

on individuals’ well-being, interaction between individuals and their environments), the 

occurrence of risk or adversity is not a requirement for thriving as it typically is for resilience: 

“The study of resilience . . . always involves the presence of risk” (Ungar, 2012b, p. 27). Because 

not all Kindergarten children will experience risk or adversity while at school, the construct of 

resilience is not the best fit for the current research.  

Flourishing. Like resilience, flourishing shares a conceptual space with thriving. 

Perceived as “an optimal range of human functioning, one that connotes goodness, generativity, 

growth, and resilience” (Fredrickson & Losada, 2005, p. 678), flourishing has been described as 

the presence of mental health (Keyes, 2002, 2007) and denotes an individual as being “filled 

with positive emotions and to be functioning well psychologically and socially” (Keyes, 2002, p. 

210). Juxtaposed with the notion of languishing, flourishing commonly emphasizes the presence 

of positivity and positive affect (Fredrickson, 2006; Fredrickson & Losada, 2005). A key 

predictor of flourishing is the ratio of positive affect to negative affect. That is, the ratio of 

pleasant feelings and sentiments to unpleasant ones over time (Fredrickson & Losada, 2005). 

Fredrickson (2006) asserted: “Pleasant affective states appear to be critical ingredients within the 

recipe for human flourishing” (p. 57). Although Fredrickson recognized that there are other 

mechanisms at play (such as positive character, cognitions, and relationships), positive emotions 
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and affect play a pivotal role and “may turn out to be the most bedrock of these enablers and 

mechanisms of human flourishing” (p. 57). 

To be identified as flourishing in life, individuals need to exhibit high levels of positive 

emotions and positive functioning (Keyes, 2007; see Table 1). For some individuals, a dimension 

of positive functioning, and therefore flourishing, may be personal growth (e.g., sense of 

continued development). However, this phenomenon is not always necessary for individuals to 

be considered as flourishing (Keyes, 2007). Relatedly, thriving has been conceptualized as 

involving a joint sense of vitality and learning (Spreitzer et al., 2005). While this understanding 

recognizes positive affect and emotions as contributing to thriving, the idea of learning, growth, 

and development is also stressed. Although thriving and flourishing are closely related, 

conceptualizations of flourishing do not always reflect the experience of growth, development, 

and learning—an experience that is at the heart of education. As a result, I have chosen to use the 

term thriving over flourishing in this research, viewing the experience of flourishing as likely 

contributing to student thriving. 

 

Table 1.  

A Description of Flourishing 

Keyes (2007) describes a flourishing individual as someone who exhibits high levels of: (a) at least one measure 

of emotional well-being; and (b) six measures of positive functioning.  

Positive emotions 

(emotional well-being) 

Positive psychological functioning 

(psychological well-being) 

Positive social functioning 

(social well-being) 

 Positive affect 

 Avowed quality of life 

 Self-acceptance 

 Personal growth 

 Purpose in life 

 Environmental mastery 

 Autonomy 

 Positive relations with others 

 Social acceptance 

 Social actualization 

 Social contribution 

 Social coherence 

 Social integration 
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Well-being. Within the literature, two distinct yet related perspectives of well-being have 

been presented: hedonic and eudaimonic (Ryan & Deci, 2001). Within a hedonic perspective, 

well-being is conceptualized in terms of happiness and pleasure. Often referred to as subjective 

well-being, hedonic thought revolves around a person’s subjective experience of pleasant 

emotions, low levels of negative moods, and high life satisfaction (Diener, Lucas, & Oishi, 

2009). While a hedonic view focuses on individual feelings of happiness and pleasure, a 

eudaimonic perspective conceptualizes well-being in terms of meaning, purpose, and the 

actualization of human potential (Ryan & Deci, 2001; Sheu & Lent, 2009). From a eudaimonic 

viewpoint, well-being (also known as psychological well-being; Ryff & Keyes, 1995) is 

understood as more than a pursuit of happiness (Ryff & Keyes, 1995; Sheu & Lent, 2009; 

Waterman, 1993) and concentrates on what an “individual is doing and thinking rather than 

merely on how he or she is feeling” (Sheu & Lent, 2009, p. 47).   

Embracing a eudaimonic view, the World Health Organization ([WHO]; 2006) associates 

the complete physical, mental, and social well-being of an individual with their overall health, 

and define well-being as the state “in which an individual realizes his or her own abilities, can 

cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and is able to make a contribution to 

his or her community” (WHO, 2018, para 2). From this perspective, well-being is conceptualized 

as an expansive construct that extends across contexts, encompassing aspects of resilience, 

flourishing, and hedonic and eudaimonic well-being. This focus on an overall state of human 

functioning across contexts is important for understanding individuals’ holistic health. However, 

this study is situated within a single context—the Kindergarten classroom. While thriving within 

this context likely contributes to children’s overall well-being, a focus on well-being alone is too 
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expansive for this particular investigation. Thus, I have chosen the construct of thriving over that 

of well-being.  

The purpose of distinguishing thriving from resilience, flourishing, and well-being is not 

to completely disconnect this study from the ideas that have been presented within these areas of 

research. Rather, I address these terms to provide a rationale as to why thriving is the best 

construct for this research study. First, while the presence of risk or adversity is a predominant 

requirement for resilience, the same cannot be said for thriving. Thriving can occur with or 

without risk or adversity, much like children’s experiences in the Kindergarten classroom. 

Second, the experience of learning, growth, or development is not always included in 

conceptualizations of flourishing, which often place large emphasis on positivity, positive 

emotions, and positive affect. Because learning is an integral part of school, thriving, which 

captures both learning and positive affect, is better suited for the current research. Finally, 

although well-being captures aspects of resilience, flourishing, and thriving, it is primarily used 

to describe holistic health and positive functioning across contexts. Thriving, as presented within 

the working definition adopted for this study, is contextually specific and focuses on positive 

functioning within the Kindergarten classroom. For these reasons, thriving has been chosen as 

the ideal focal construct for this research. 

Overview of Dissertation 

 This dissertation has been organized into seven chapters. In Chapter 1, the research, 

purpose, and guiding research questions are introduced. A working definition of thriving is 

described, alongside an exploration of related terminology. In Chapter 2, literature related to 

human thriving across the lifespan and within various contexts is reviewed, arguing that a gap in 

the research exists as it relates to thriving in the early years and Kindergarten context. The 
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chapter also introduces the Ontario Kindergarten context and explores literature that has sought 

to examine various aspects of the Ontario full-day Kindergarten program since its introduction in 

2010. Chapter 3 describes the method used in the research and the approach taken to this 

qualitative study—grounded theory. Chapters 4 through 6 report the findings on 

conceptualizations of thriving from three perspectives; that is, student, educator, and parent 

perspectives. Chapter 7 concludes the dissertation with a discussion of the overarching themes 

related to the purpose of the study as well as a consideration of the implications and 

recommendations for practice and for research.  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Situated within two growing bodies of literature, the current study explores student 

thriving within the context of the Ontario Kindergarten classroom. In this chapter, I review the 

literature beginning with an exploration of scholarship focusing on human thriving across the 

lifespan and within various contexts. From this examination, I expose a gap in the literature and 

study of human thriving within the early years of life. A similar gap is exposed within the 

context of early childhood education and, more specifically, Kindergarten. Having illustrated the 

need for thriving research within the early years, I shift attention to an examination of 

Kindergarten within Ontario. I briefly explore the history of Kindergarten within Ontario, 

tracking the growth and development of programming over time, ending with the present day 

and with the introduction of the Full-Day Early Learning – Kindergarten program in 2010 and 

the Kindergarten program in 2016. In the final section of the chapter, I review scholarship within 

the current and growing body of literature examining full-day Kindergarten in Ontario. I argue 

for the importance and timeliness of the current research, illustrating that findings from this 

study will make a novel contribution to this body of literature. 

Human Thriving 

Within medical and social sciences, the concept of thriving has been examined and 

utilized in various ways over the years. The expression “failure to thrive” was first introduced in 

the late 19th century as a way of describing infants who experienced inadequate growth and 

development (Bundick et al., 2010; Edwards, Halse, Parkin, & Waterston, 1990; Holt, 1897), a 

phrase still used in pediatric medicine today (Dykman, Casey, Ackerman, & McPherson, 2001; 

Krugman & Dubowitz, 2003). A century after its introduction to the medical world, the concept 
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of thriving began to be discussed and addressed within the social sciences. In the late 1990s, 

Carver (1998) and O’Leary (1998) presented separate but similar understandings of human 

thriving. In both conceptualizations, thriving was described as a response to the experience of 

adversity (serious physical or psychological trauma or stress), with thriving representing a 

“better-off-afterward experience” (Carver, 1998, p. 247). It was theorized that, when a physical 

or psychological challenge occurs, individuals respond in at least one of four ways. First, an 

individual may succumb to the challenge by giving up or surrendering entirely. Second, an 

individual may survive, but is impaired or diminished in some respect. Third, an individual may 

recover or display resilience, returning to the prior condition or level of functioning. Or fourth, 

an individual may surpass the original level of psychosocial functioning to grow vigorously and 

thrive (Carver, 1998; O’Leary, 1998). Relatedly, within O’Leary’s (1998) conceptualization, 

thriving was understood as being multi-determined with individual resources (e.g., personality 

factors, such as hardiness or coping) and social resources (e.g., external support, such as 

relationships or social support) contributing to the state of positive functioning. 

In their 2005 seminal article, Spreitzer and colleagues presented a socially embedded 

model of thriving in the workplace. Within this conceptualization, thriving is perceived as a 

psychological state in which individuals experience a joint sense of vitality and learning at work. 

In addition, it was believed that all individuals have the capacity to thrive, although specific traits 

may predispose some individuals to thrive more than others. Spreitzer et al. argued that 

cultivating such a state of vitality and learning requires more than simply decreasing stressors. 

Instead, it requires the presence of enabling contextual conditions and resources. Since its 

introduction, Spreitzer et al.’s (2005) understanding of thriving has taken hold among researchers 

interested in examining positive functioning within a variety of workplaces. For example, 
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Gerbasi, Parker, Porath, Spreitzer, and Cross (2015) drew on Spreitzer et al.’s (2005) 

conceptualization of thriving when investigating the buffering role of de-energizing relationships 

among workers within engineering and management consulting firms. Boyd (2015) incorporated 

the same model of thriving with current scholarship on community responsibility and sense of 

community to present an integrated model of thriving at work for community psychologists. 

Within the field of education, Travis, Lee, Faulkner, Gerstenblatt, and Boston (2014) utilized 

Spreitzer et al.’s (2005) model in the workplace as a theoretical framework within a qualitative 

study examining conditions and resources supporting thriving among childcare professionals.  

Beyond the work of Spreitzer and colleagues (2005), a number of studies have examined 

thriving within the teaching profession, using various conceptualizations and understandings of 

the construct. For instance, Sumsion (2004) reported on an Australian study aimed to gain insight 

into how seven early childhood teachers, who perceived themselves to be thriving professionally, 

managed to thrive within a challenging childcare sector marked by structural problems and 

staffing shortages. Within this study, Sumsion adopted a deliberately broad and inclusive 

conceptualization of thriving, viewing career resilience and thriving to mean one’s ability to 

continue to find deep and sustainable personal and professional satisfaction despite challenging 

workplace circumstances. In the study, resilience and thriving were seen as a matter of degree, 

rather than discrete phenomena. More recently, Perry, Brenner, Collie, and Hofer (2015) used 

Self-Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000) to explore what factors distinguished teachers 

who thrive in educational contexts from those who find the same contexts challenging or 

emotionally taxing. While no clear conceptualization or definition of thriving was presented, 

Perry et al. (2015) drew on a larger case study examining an alternative education program for 
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marginalized youth to report how one teacher’s perceived autonomy, belonging, and competence 

supported other facets of his motivation and well-being within the workplace. 

At the same time researchers have examined thriving in the workplace, others have 

investigated the concept within additional areas of social science. Schreiner (2010a, 2010b, 

2010c; see also Schreiner, 2013, 2014) published a three-part series of articles focusing on 

student thriving in higher education. Within these articles, thriving was conceptualized as a 

distinct construct of optimal functioning consisting of five factors seen to represent elements of 

academic, intrapersonal, and interpersonal thriving: (a) engaged learning; (b) academic 

determination; (c) positive perspective; (d) diverse citizenship; and (e) social connectedness. 

Schreiner (2010a) argued that students who thrive within post-secondary programs are not only 

academically successful, but also experience a sense of community and a level of psychological 

well-being that contributes to their ability to succeed at school. Schreiner further suggests that 

the best way for universities and colleges to foster student thriving is through building a sense of 

community on campus (Shreiner, 2013, 2014). In a similar study, Berea and colleagues (2015) 

examined thriving among college students, suggesting that thriving is an individualized 

experience impacted by personal happiness, academic integration, and social integration within a 

given academic environment. Further exploring thriving at the post-secondary level, Arghash 

(2018) examined the perceptions and experiences of four female graduate students (two master’s 

and two doctoral) in a Canadian university and found that thriving was perceived as being 

unique, multi-faceted, and malleable. Reported factors affecting students’ individualized ability 

to thrive, in positive and negative ways, included notions of connectedness, contribution, 

mentorship, compartmentalization, and imposter syndrome. 
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Addressing an earlier period in the human lifespan, an area that has received substantial 

research on human thriving is positive youth development and adolescent engagement (e.g., 

Benson & Scales, 2009; Hershberg, DeSouza, Warren, Lerner, & Lerner, 2014). Within this 

context, thriving has been described as something that reaches beyond basic developmental 

competence to the state of positive mental, physical, and social functioning at its fullest range 

(Benson & Scales, 2009; Heck et al., 2010; Su, Tay, & Diener, 2014). The term itself was first 

used by Benson (1990) to demark a set of positive vital signs or developmental assets believed to 

contribute to positive functioning among adolescent youth (Benson & Scales, 2009). Since its 

introduction, thriving has been conceptualized in various ways by researchers within the field of 

positive youth development and has been the focus of numerous special issues within academic 

journals (e.g., Bowers, Geldhof, Johnson, Lerner, & Lerner, 2014; Lerner, Lerner, Bowers et al., 

2011). Lerner and colleagues (2002) described thriving as a process in which a young person is 

involved over time in healthy, positive relations with his or her community while on a path to 

idealized personhood (“an adult status marked by making culturally valued contributions to self, 

others, and institutions,” p. 15). Within this conceptualization, thriving is understood as “the 

growth of attributes that mark a flourishing, healthy young person” (Lerner, Lerner, von Eye, 

Bowers, & Lewin-Bizan, 2011, p. 1108). These attributes or characteristics of a positively 

developing young person have been termed the “Five Cs” (cognitive and behavioral competence, 

confidence, positive social connections, character, and caring). Advocates for this 

conceptualization believe that, when adolescents manifest these five Cs across their 

development, they may be said to be thriving (King et al., 2005; Lerner, Lerner, von Eye et al., 

2011; see also Geldhof, Bowers, & Lerner, 2013; Lerner et al., 2005). 
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An alternative conceptualization of adolescent thriving has been presented within the 

work of Benson, Scales, and their various colleagues at the Search Institute (http://www.search-

institute.org). In a paper aimed at defining and describing thriving in adolescence, Benson and 

Scales (2009) asserted that thriving refers to more than the attainment of what is needed to “get 

by” or be considered as “doing okay.” Rather, according to Benson and Scales, thriving consists 

of three interconnected parts. First, thriving represents a dynamic and bi-directional relationship 

observed over time between a young person and the developmental context (people, places). This 

relationship is characterized by a young person being “intrinsically animated and energized by 

discovering his/her specialness” and the developmental context as people or places that “know, 

affirm, celebrate, encourage, and guide its [a young person’s specialness] expression” (Benson & 

Scales, 2009, p. 90). Second, thriving is the movement toward an individual’s optimal 

development, and the process of experiencing a balance between continuity and discontinuity of 

development over time. That is, despite the ups and downs of life, the adolescent continues to be 

on a path towards idealized personhood. Finally, thriving reflects both where a young person 

currently is in their journey to optimal development and the extent to which she or he is on the 

appropriate path to get there.  

Due to the complex nature of thriving, Benson and Scales (2009) described young people 

as being more or less thriving-oriented, rather than thriving or not. This perspective reflects a 

generous view of human capacity and potential, as all individuals are understood to have the 

capacity to thrive. Within Benson and Scales’ (2009) conceptualization, thriving is understood as 

being powered or animated by a passion for and the action to nurture a self-identified “spark” 

(interest, skill, or capacity). Because thriving emphasizes the bidirectional development of both 

person and context, thriving persons are believed to both be nurtured by their contexts (people 

http://www.search-institute.org/
http://www.search-institute.org/
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and places) and to make positive contributions to those contexts (Scales, Benson, & 

Roehlkepartain, 2011). In fact, “the identification and development of one’s sparks in contexts 

that are filled with supportive relationships and opportunities for empowerment appears to be an 

especially powerful developmental experience that orients adolescents toward being on a 

thriving path” (Scales et al., 2011, p. 265). In this respect, nurturing relationships and 

environments are understood as key tenets of positive youth development and adolescent thriving 

(Benson, 2012). 

Although research has opened the door for the exploration of thriving across the human 

lifespan (Bundick et al., 2010), the early years of life remain largely unexamined. Moreover, 

student thriving within the Kindergarten and early childhood education context remains 

untouched. The current research addresses this noticeable gap in the literature and study of 

positive functioning by examining Kindergarten student thriving. Within Ontario, this research is 

both timely and important given the recent adoption of the Full-Day Early Learning – 

Kindergarten program in 2010 and the Kindergarten program in 2016. These full-day 

Kindergarten programs were designed with the intention of providing young children with a 

strong start to school through the enactment of child-centred and developmentally appropriate 

programming (Vanderlee, Youmans, Peters, & Eastabrook, 2012; MOE, 2010, 2016), and were 

informed by a large body of evidence demonstrating that “children’s early experiences have 

profound and long-lasting influences on their development and on the kind of learner they 

become” (MOE, 2013, p. 3; see also Best Start Expert Panel on Early Learning, 2007; MOE, 

2014; Pascal, 2009). Placing an emphasis on children’s positive functioning, the Ontario 

Ministry of Education (2016) asserts that “promoting the healthy development of all children and 
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students, as well as enabling all children and students to reach their full potential, is a priority for 

educators across Ontario” (p. 7), a stance that is consistent with an emphasis on human thriving. 

A Brief History of Kindergarten in Ontario 

Friedrich Froebel, philosopher and educator, is widely known as the founder of modern 

Kindergarten. Influenced by the educational philosophies and teachings of Johann Heinrich 

Pestalozzi, which emphasized active hands-on-learning, observation, and developmentally 

appropriate practices (McCann, 2013), Froebel conceived of a child-centred educational model 

for young children aimed to nurture and support the development of the whole child under the 

guidance of knowledgeable and caring adults (Corbett, 1989; Tovey, 2013). In 1837, Froebel 

opened a school catering to children aged 3 to 7 in Blankenburg, Germany. Three years later, he 

named this school “Kindergarten” or “children’s garden” (kinder = children; garten = garden; 

Bryant & Clifford, 1992; McCann, 2013; Nutbrown, Clough, & Selbie, 2008). Froebel used 

“gifts” (e.g., spheres, cubes, paper rings) and “occupations” (e.g., manipulating clay, digging in 

sand, handling mud) as teaching tools to awaken children’s senses and to encourage them to 

construct, observe, express, and reflect (McCann, 2013). Understood as a cornerstone of 

contemporary early years programming, Froebel’s Kindergarten was guided by a philosophy of 

educating children’s minds, bodies, and souls through play, outdoor experiences, music, 

movement, spontaneity, and creativity (Bryant & Clifford, 1992). Froebel saw play as the highest 

form of learning (Bruce, 2012) and placed it at the centre of his program: 

Play is the highest level of child development. It is the spontaneous expression of thought 

and feeling—an expression which his inner life requires. This is the meaning of the word 

‘play’. It is the purest creation of the child’s mind as it is also a pattern and copy of the 

natural life hidden in man and in all things. So it promotes enjoyment, satisfaction, 
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serenity, and constitutes the source of all that can benefit the child . . . At this age play is 

never trivial; it is serious and deeply significant. (Froebel, 1908/1967, p. 83) 

Froebel’s concept of Kindergarten was brought to the United States by German 

immigrants in the early 1850s, and took root in Canada several decades later. In Ontario, the first 

private Froebelian Kindergarten was established in the early 1870s (Elementary Teachers’ 

Federation of Ontario [ETFO], 2001). After numerous observations of public Kindergarten 

programs in the United States, conducted by James Hughes and colleagues, the first public 

Kindergarten—Louisa Street Public School—opened in 1883 in Toronto (Corbett, 1989; ETFO, 

2001; McCann, 2013; Stamp, 1982). In 1893, John Millar, Deputy Minister of Education, 

boasted the existence of 66 Kindergartens attended by 6,375 pupils within the Province of 

Ontario (Millar, 1893). By 1902, there were “some 120 kindergarten class-rooms [sic] in the 

province, where 247 trained teachers taught more than 11,000 five-year-olds” (Stamp, 1982, p. 

56). By 1950, approximately 600 Kindergarten classes existed, almost exclusively in larger 

urban areas (Gidney, 1999). 

Early Kindergarten programs in Ontario were largely developed by the Protestant moral 

reform movement of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Programs were introduced amidst 

widespread social anxieties about the rapid social transformations of Canadian industrialization 

and its impact on the moral character of children. James Hughes, Toronto school superintendent, 

promoted Kindergarten as a means to support a collective moral reform and salvation. However, 

by the end of the 20th century, this focus on moral reform was replaced with the idea of 

Kindergarten providing the building blocks for academic learning (ETFO, 2001).  

The first Ontario Junior Kindergarten programs were established in Ottawa in the early 

1940s, with schools in Toronto following suit later in the decade. These programs were well 
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received by the public over the following decades as demands for daycare and early childhood 

education increased. By the late 1970s, nearly all five-year-olds were attending Kindergarten 

programs, where “enrolments virtually mirrored those in grade 1” (Gidney, 1999, p. 155). Less 

than two decades later, in 1995, approximately 95 percent of four-year-olds were attending 

Junior Kindergarten programs (ETFO, 2001). In more recent years, approximately 1 in 5 Ontario 

elementary school students are registered in Junior or Senior Kindergarten (2016/17 enrolment = 

261,462 Junior and Senior Kindergarten students; MOE, 2018a). Kindergarten enrolment has 

increased nearly 7% since the 2009-10 school year, the year prior to full-day Kindergarten 

implementation in Ontario (an 8% increase in Junior Kindergarten, and a 5 % increase in Senior 

Kindergarten). Furthermore, Kindergarten in Ontario is growing more than twice as fast as 

general Kindergarten to Grade 8 student registration, with Junior Kindergarten enrolment 

growing at more than three times the rate of general enrolment (see Table 2). The growth rates  

 

Table 2. 

Recent Kindergarten Enrolment in Ontario  

 2009-2010* 2016-2017 2009 to 2017 

Student 

Enrolment 

Percentage of 

Total K to 8 

Enrolment (%) 

Student 

Enrolment 

Percentage of 

Total K to 8 

Enrolment (%) 

Change (%) 

Total K-8 Enrolment = 1,343,303 Total K-8 Enrolment = 1,377,162 2.52 

Junior Kindergarten 118,869 8.85 128,650 9.34 8.23 

Senior Kindergarten 126,094 9.39 132,812 9.64 5.33 

Total Kindergarten 244,963 18.24 261,462 18.99 6.74 

* Year prior to the introduction of full-day Kindergarten in Ontario 

 

2009-2010 Data: http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/general/elemsec/quickfacts/2009_2010.html 

2016-2017 Data: http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/educationFacts.html 

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/general/elemsec/quickfacts/2009_2010.html
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/educationFacts.html
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and near-universal enrolment in Senior and Junior Kindergarten are all the more remarkable 

given that children are not required to attend school in Ontario until age six (Gidney, 1999; MOE 

2018b). 

Full-Day Kindergarten in Ontario 

Historical conceptions of Kindergarten have been described as ideals that embraced the 

individualized development of children (Pyle, 2013b). Beginning with the moral reformers, early 

Kindergarten programs tended to be child-centred, with teachers providing the necessary 

conditions to enable children to direct their own learning. However, following a global trend 

toward standard-based learning and standardization in education, the ideals of Kindergarten 

shifted over time (Hargreaves & Goodson, 2006; Pyle, 2013b; Russell, 2011). Within Ontario, 

Kindergarten programs moved from a predominantly developmental logic (supportive of the 

individual child’s social, emotional, and cognitive development) in the early 1970s to 

emphasizing a more academic logic (focus on development of skills and content) in the late 20th 

and early 21st centuries (Pyle, 2013b; see also Russell, 2011). However, with the introduction of 

the Full-Day Early Learning Kindergarten Program in 2010 and the Kindergarten Program in 

2016, there has been a change in focus back toward some of the historical Kindergarten ideals, 

reflecting what Pyle (2013b) argues to be both a developmental and academic logic. 

The Full-Day Early Learning Kindergarten Program 

In September 2010, the Ontario Ministry of Education commenced a five-year gradual 

implementation of the Full-Day Early Learning Kindergarten (FDELK) program into publicly 

funded schools across the province, with full implementation in the 2014-15 school year. The 

FDELK program aimed to “establish a strong foundation for learning in the early years, and to 

do so in a safe and caring play-based environment” (MOE, 2010, p. 3; see Appendix A for an 
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overview of the FDELK program goals). With the belief that “children’s early experiences last a 

lifetime” (MOE, 2014, p. 4), the early learning program was designed to promote children’s 

holistic development—physical, social, emotional, and cognitive—through an extended-day 

program of learning for 4- and 5-year-olds. Within the classroom, children’s early learning 

experiences were supported by an Early Learning – Kindergarten team (EL-K), consisting of a 

qualified Kindergarten teacher and a registered early childhood educator. In addition, parents, 

families, and the community in which children live and learn were recognized within the FDELK 

program as playing an important role in the development of young learners.  

Prior to the implementation of the FDELK program, former Special Advisor on Early 

Learning, Charles Pascal, released a commissioned report entitled With Our Best Future in 

Mind: Implementing Early Learning in Ontario (2009). Recognizing the lifelong importance of 

children’s early experiences, the report made recommendations on how the province could move 

closer to a seamless and integrated early years system, and called for improvements to early 

learning in Ontario (Pascal, 2009; MOE, 2013). Pascal emphasized the need for children to be 

honoured and supported in a holistic way as they moved into the formal education system, with 

early learning providing the foundation upon which children would build and grow throughout 

their lifetime:   

We are all aware that the successful economies and societies of the future will be the best 

educated and the most innovative. We need our children to be creative thinkers and 

problem solvers. We need them to be compassionate, engaged, and literate citizens who 

will thrive in a diverse society. We need them to feel confident to take on the world. 

(Pascal, 2009, p. 4) 
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Recommendations made within this report, along with the adoption of six overarching early 

learning principles from Early Learning for Every Child Today (ELECT; see Table 3), informed 

the initial vision of Ontario’s FDELK program and the creation of The Full-Day Early Learning 

– Kindergarten Program (Draft Version) curriculum document (MOE, 2010).  

The Kindergarten Program 

In March 2016, the Ontario Ministry of Education announced their plan to update the 

FDELK program draft document and implement The Kindergarten Program into schools across 

Ontario starting in September 2016. Building from the FDELK, the Kindergarten program “sets 

out principles, expectations for learning, and pedagogical approaches that are developmentally 

appropriate for four- and five-year-old children” (MOE, 2016, p. 5; see Appendix A for an 

overview of the Kindergarten Program goals). Four frames—Belonging and Contributing, Self-

Regulation and Well-Being, Demonstrating Literacy and Mathematics Behaviours, and Problem 

Solving and Innovating—are used to help structure thinking about learning and assessment in the 

full-day Kindergarten program. These four broad areas of learning “reflect the integrated way in  

 

Table 3.  

The Early Learning Guiding Principles 

Overarching Principles  

The Best Start Expert Panel on Early Learning (2007) outline six overarching principles that guide the ELECT 

document. These six principles are: 

1. Early child development sets the foundation for lifelong learning, behaviour, and health;  

2. Partnerships with families and communities strengthen the ability of early childhood settings to meet the 

needs of young children;  

3. Respect for diversity, equity, and inclusion are prerequisites for honouring children’s rights, optimal 

development, and learning;  

4. A planned curriculum supports early learning;  

5. Play is a means to early learning that capitalizes on children’s natural curiosity and exuberance; and  

6. Knowledgeable, responsive early childhood professionals are essential. 

(Best Start Expert Panel on Early Learning, 2007, p. 5) 
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which learning occurs during children’s play and inquiry in Kindergarten” (MOE, 2016, p. 13), 

and are believed to align with the four foundational conditions (or ways of being) of belonging, 

well-being, expression, and engagement “needed for children to grow and flourish” (p. 14; See 

Appendix B for a description of the four frames).  

Once again embracing the perspective that children are capable and competent learners, 

the Kindergarten program strives to accomplish four primary goals: (1) to establish a strong 

foundation for learning in the early years; (2) to help children make a smooth transition from 

home, child care, or preschool settings to school settings; (3) to allow children to reap the many 

proven benefits of learning through relationships, and through play and inquiry; and (4) to set 

children on a path of lifelong learning and nurture competencies that they will need to thrive in 

the world of today and tomorrow (MOE, 2016). Similar to the FDELK program, children’s early 

learning experiences are supported in the Kindergarten classroom by a team of educators 

consisting of a registered early childhood educator and a qualified Kindergarten teacher (average 

of one adult for every 13 children; MOE, 2018b). Likewise, parents, families, and communities 

are also recognized as contributing to the growth and development of Kindergarten students. 

A key component of the Ontario Kindergarten program is the use of play-based learning 

within a culture of inquiry: 

Play is an optimal context for enabling children to work out their ideas and theories and 

use what they already know to deepen their understanding and further their learning. 

Innately curious, children explore, manipulate, build, create, wonder, and ask questions 

naturally, moving through the world in what might be called an “inquiry stance.” (MOE, 

2016, p. 18) 
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Table 4. 

The Fundamental Principles of Play-Based Learning 

Fundamental Principles of Play-Based Learning 

Five fundamental principles of play-based learning, as presented by the Ontario Ministry of Education (2016): 

1. Play is recognized as a child’s right, and it is essential to the child’s optimal development;  

2. All children are viewed as competent, curious, capable of complex thinking, and rich in potential and 

experience;  

3. A natural curiosity and a desire to explore, play, and inquire are the primary drivers of learning among 

young children;  

4. The learning environment plays a key role in what and how a child learns; and  

5. In play-based learning programs, assessment supports the child’s learning and autonomy as a learner. 

(MOE, 2016, pp. 12-13) 

 

Within the classroom, educators are encouraged to embrace a similar inquiry stance as co-

learners, asking questions and wondering alongside students. As children engage in play and 

exploration, educators observe, document, and analyze children’s thinking, ideas, and learning. 

Similarly, educators offer provocations that invite children to engage with materials and 

experiences in new ways (MOE, 2016). Within the Ontario Kindergarten program, play and 

academic learning are not viewed as separate. Hence, play is perceived as having an important 

role in helping to further children’s learning across the four frames of the Kindergarten program. 

Guided by the fundamental principles of play-based learning (see Table 4), educators are 

encouraged to foster flexible and dynamic learning environments (indoors and outdoors), plan 

for extended periods of uninterrupted play and inquiry, embrace children’s voices and individual 

perspectives, and “carefully consider how the use of time and space affects the children’s 

learning” (p. 31).  

Thriving and the Ontario Kindergarten Program 

While student thriving is not named as an explicit focus of the Ontario Kindergarten 

program, many elements of the program itself are reflective of the working definition of thriving 
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adopted for this research. For example, the notion of supporting students while on their path 

towards optimal development is embedded within the design of the program: “The Kindergarten 

program is designed to help every child reach his or her full potential through a program of 

learning that is coherent, relevant, and age appropriate” (MOE, 2016, p. 4). Similarly, the 

Kindergarten program embraces the notion that all children have the potential to thrive when 

given proper support, reflecting the belief that Kindergarten students are “capable and competent 

learners, full of potential and ready to take ownership of their learning” (p. 8). Furthermore, the 

early learning program emphasizes play as an integral part of a child’s development, a process 

that can inspire both vitality and learning among children:  

Young children actively explore their environment and the world around them through 

play. When children are exploring ideas and language, manipulating objects, acting out 

roles, or experimenting with various materials, they are engaged in learning through play. 

Play, therefore, has an important role in learning and can be used to further children’s 

learning in all areas of the Kindergarten program. (p. 18) 

Finally, a primary goal of the Kindergarten program is to establish an upward trajectory for 

future experiences by setting “children on a path of lifelong learning and nurtur[ing] 

competencies that they will need to thrive in the world of today and tomorrow” (p. 8, emphasis 

added; see Appendix C for an Ontario Ministry of Education document scan, search for thriv*).  

Ontario Full-Day Kindergarten: A Growing Body of Literature 

Literature focusing on and situated within Ontario full-day Kindergarten has steadily 

grown since the implementation of the Full-Day Early Learning Kindergarten program in 2010. 

This work addresses a wide array of focal points, including: program evaluation (e.g., Vanderlee 

et al., 2012; Pelletier, 2014b); full-day Kindergarten implementation, policy, and curriculum 
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enactment (e.g., Gananathan, 2011; Levy, 2016; Pyle & Luce-Kapler, 2014); educator 

expectations and relationships (e.g., Langford, Di Santo, Valeo, Underwood, & Lenis, 2016; 

Shahbazi & Salinitri, 2016; Timmons, 2018); learner outcomes and impacts of full-day 

Kindergarten on special populations (e.g., Bas, 2017; Curley, 2016; Heagle, Timmons, 

Hargreaves, & Pelletier, 2017; Vanderloo & Tucker, 2017); play and play-based learning (e.g., 

Fesseha & Pyle, 2016; Prioletta & Pyle, 2017; Pyle & Alaca, 2018; Pyle & Danniels, 2017); self-

regulation, literacy, and numeracy (e.g., Boese, 2017; Heydon, Moffatt, & Iannacci, 2015; 

Timmons, 2017; Youmans, Kirby, & Freeman, 2017); and classroom assessment (e.g., 

MacAlpine, 2017; Mastrangelo & Becker, 2015; Pyle & DeLuca, 2017). In the following section, 

I explore how the body of literature addressing this “innovative” yet initially “controversial” 

(Pelletier, 2014b, p. 42) full-day Kindergarten program has grown and evolved over time since 

its implementation in 2010.  

Within the early days of the FDELK program implementation, several initial articles 

were published providing a commentary on various policy changes and implications associated 

with full-day Kindergarten in Ontario (e.g., Gananathan, 2011; Grieve, 2012; Turgeon, 2014). 

For example, Greive (2012), Assistant Deputy Minister for the Ministry of Education’s Early 

Learning Division, presented a brief history and overview of the full-day Kindergarten program, 

alongside a discussion on program implementation and policy implications. Relatedly, concerned 

with the possible “schoolification” of early learning and care, Gananathan (2011) expressed 

apprehension with the unification of early childhood educators and Kindergarten teachers, and 

argued for a “preservation of care and nurturing” (p. 34) within Ontario Kindergarten 

classrooms. 
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In 2012, program evaluations of the Ontario full-day Kindergarten program were released 

by the Social Program Evaluation Group at Queen’s University in conjunction with Brock 

University (Vanderlee et al., 2012) and the Offord Centre for Child Studies at McMaster 

University (Janus, Duku, & Schell, 2012). Contracted by the Ontario Ministry of Education to 

evaluate the implementation of the FDELK program during its first two years, Vanderlee et al.’s 

(2012) report identified key successes (e.g., parents appreciated consistency and routine; teachers 

appreciated having students at school every day to build deeper relationships and work with 

students on concepts) and challenges (e.g., overcrowded classes; implementation of play-based 

learning) associated with full-day Kindergarten enactment, and offered recommendations for 

future phases of implementation. Relatedly, the report presented by Janus and colleagues (2012) 

described an investigation of children’s developmental outcomes (measured with the Early 

Development Instrument; EDI), over the first two years of implementation, and suggested a 

“small advantage for children” (p. 87) who participated in full-day Kindergarten. While these 

reports concluded that the FDELK program was beneficial for young children, they also 

provided recommendations for future policy development, practice, and research. For example, 

Vanderlee et al. (2012) argued that “high fidelity implementation” (p. 86) hinges on the 

cohesiveness of the Kindergarten educator team and, therefore, early childhood educators and 

teachers should be provided with time, resources, and regulatory structures that allow for them to 

establish and maintain successful and collaborative partnerships. Likewise, Janus et al. (2012) 

asserted that many of the outcomes in their study were “inconclusive, or even opposite to 

expectations” (p. 87), and argued that there was potential for more detailed analysis in the future, 

such as linking Year 1 Junior Kindergarten data to Year 2 Senior Kindergarten data at the 

individual level and tracking student data into the early primary years.  
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Informed by these two large-scale studies, as well as information accessible through the 

Ministry itself, the Ontario Ministry of Education released an integrative evaluation report in 

2013 and concluded that full-day Kindergarten was, indeed, “having a favourable impact on 

four- and five-year-olds in Ontario” (p. 20). Although this report drew on the work of the Social 

Program Evaluation Group (Vanderlee et al., 2012) and the Offord Centre for Child Studies 

(Janus et al., 2012), data were not necessarily interpreted in identical ways. For instance, 

Vanderlee et al. (2012) argued:  

The most pressing issue for the Ministry is to clearly articulate the professional image of 

the ECE in relation to principles of participation in: program planning and 

implementation; assessment and evaluation; communication with families and 

communities; and most importantly, in terms of their role in supporting children’s 

learning and development. (p. 86) 

Whereas Vanderlee et al. (2012) reasoned that “the roles and responsibilities of ECEs need to be 

more clearly defined” (p. 6), the MOE (2013) report suggested that “full-day kindergarten 

educator teams were not fully leveraging the collective expertise of two professions” (p. 13). The 

report further proposed that while some educators and administrators were “working 

collaboratively on defining their roles and responsibilities within the school environment” (p. 

14), others required further guidance. Such differences suggest that while the implementation of 

full-day Kindergarten into Ontario schools was deemed a success, understanding the 

achievements and challenges of the program, as well as ensuring longer-term maintenance and 

development, requires collaborative problem-solving by researchers and stakeholders alike.  

In a similar series of studies, Pelletier (2012a, 2012b, 2014a, 2014b), as part of a research 

collaboration with two large school boards and a university research team, released the key 
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findings from an on-going investigation of the implementation and impact of full-day 

Kindergarten within the Peel region. Findings from Years 1, 2, and 3 of the longitudinal study, 

following approximately 560 children from Junior or Senior Kindergarten until the end of Grade 

2, indicated that the program showed promise: “Taken together, the results of this research to 

date paint a positive picture of the implementation and impact of [full-day Kindergarten]” 

(Pelletier, 2014b, p. 47). In addition to providing evidence to support full-day Kindergarten 

within Ontario, Pelletier (2014b) identified consistencies with findings from the previous large-

scale program evaluations (e.g., inequities in ECE and Kindergarten teacher working conditions, 

such as “teachers having more power than ECEs in the classroom,” p. 44) and provided new 

insight into the longitudinal impact of the Kindergarten “system realignment” (p. 44) for 

students, educators, and parents. For example, findings indicated that parents of full-day 

Kindergarten children reported significantly less stress than their half-day Kindergarten 

counterparts with regards to daily hassles (e.g., transporting children from childcare to 

Kindergarten).  

Alongside the release of the large-scale program evaluations, several Master’s and 

Doctoral research studies started to appear within the literature, documenting initial observations, 

reactions from stakeholders, and enactment of the full-day Kindergarten program in Ontario 

schools (e.g., observations and stakeholder reactions: Goulden, 2012; Marsh, 2011; enactment 

and implementation: Karia, 2014; Pyle, 2013b; educator team relationship and collaboration: 

Callaghan, 2012; Tozer, 2012). At the same time, some of the first empirical studies situated 

within Ontario’s full-day Kindergarten program were published in academic journals (e.g., 

educator team: McGlynn-Steward & Bezaire, 2014; curriculum enactment: Pyle & Luce-Kapler, 

2014; Kindergarten literacy: Heydon, 2013). The 2014/15 school year marked the complete 
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adoption of the FDELK program into all Ontario schools. With full-day Kindergarten entrenched 

across the province, research situated within this context began to shift focus from program 

implementation as a whole to more specific investigations and explorations of various aspects of 

the program. Since this time, graduate student research (Master’s and Doctoral) has investigated 

elements that contribute to meaningful collaboration and partnership among Kindergarten 

educator teams (e.g., Ghasemi, 2017; Gooderham, 2015; Lam, 2015; Shahbazi, 2015), the impact 

of full-day Kindergarten on students with exceptionalities and identification of at-risk students 

(e.g., Curley, 2016; Gooderham, 2015), play in the Ontario Kindergarten classroom (e.g., 

Cozzolino-Lesperance, 2015); and has examined specific areas emphasized within Ontario 

curriculum documents, such as self-regulation, literacy, and numeracy (e.g., Boese, 2017; 

Timmons, 2017; Youmans, 2016). These studies, along with the program evaluations conducted 

by various research teams, have formed the base of an ever-growing body of literature 

addressing full-day Kindergarten in Ontario.  

In recent years, a noticeable increase in the number of peer-reviewed journal articles 

focusing on and situated within Ontario full-day Kindergarten is evident. As a whole, the 

literature predominantly focuses on two areas of interest: (1) educator expectations and team 

relationships; and (2) play and play-based learning. Adding to the body of existing literature 

from early implementation of full-day Kindergarten in Ontario, several researchers have 

examined the expectations, partnerships, and relationships of early childhood educators and 

Kindergarten teachers. For example, Underwood, Di Santo, Valeo, and Langford (2016) 

examined the relationships between Kindergarten teachers and early childhood educators in full-

day Kindergarten classrooms within one Ontario school board (10 classrooms, across 6 schools; 

11 teachers and 10 ECEs), arguing that “now that the [full-day Kindergarten] implementation is 
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complete, it is important to ensure ongoing support for these teams and to value the contribution 

of both educators” (p. 43). Findings from this qualitative study indicated that educator teams 

primarily engaged in a one teaches, one assists approach to co-teaching, with researchers 

recommending that educator teams should reflect on their roles and relationship to better 

understand how they function as a team and should expand their practice to include other co-

teaching strategies (such as alternative teaching and parallel teaching). Relatedly, Timmons 

(2018) explored the factors that contribute to the formation of educator expectations in full-day 

Kindergarten through reports from 15 early childhood educators and 15 teachers on their 

teaching philosophies, roles, teaching practices, and interactions that support students in meeting 

curriculum expectations. Findings from this qualitative study indicated that there are differences 

between the two groups of educators in terms of teaching philosophies and how their 

expectations are formed (ECEs reflecting more of a child-centred focus and teachers espousing a 

more teacher-directed, structured lens), which may affect processes leading to child outcomes.  

Since 2015, Pyle and colleagues have published numerous articles focusing on play and 

play-based learning within the context of the Ontario Kindergarten classroom. Utilizing a 

qualitative methodology, Pyle and Bigelow (2015) examined three teachers’ approaches to 

integrating play-based learning into their Kindergarten classrooms with the hopes of describing 

teachers’ approaches to the enactment of play-based learning and how teachers’ perspectives of 

the purpose of play impact its implementation. Interview and observational data indicated that 

distinct approaches to play and learning were enacted in each of the three classrooms (play as 

peripheral to learning; play as a vehicle for social and emotional development; and play as a 

vehicle for academic learning), highlighting the “challenges involved in integrating the learning 

of academic standards through the use of a play-based pedagogy” (p. 392). More recently, Pyle 
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and Danniels (2017) examined play-based learning and the role of the teacher in 15 Kindergarten 

classrooms, finding two divergent teacher profiles. In the first profile, teachers viewed play and 

learning as separate constructs, and reported challenges meeting academic demands using play-

based learning. Students of these teachers primarily engaged in child-directed free play. In the 

second profile, teachers viewed play as a support for academic learning, and saw themselves 

taking on an active role in play. Students within classrooms that emphasized this perspective 

engaged in five different types of play along a continuum of play-based learning, from child-

directed to teacher-directed: free play; inquiry play; collaboratively designed play; playful 

learning; and learning through games. In discussion, Pyle and Danniels assert that while there is 

a general agreement among educators and researchers that play belongs within the Kindergarten 

classroom, how play is enacted continues to be a contentious issue. In response, the researchers 

suggest that their proposed continuum of play-based learning helps to address this dispute by 

embracing varying types of play as it “preserves [child-directed free] play while integrating 

teacher-involved play-based learning” (p. 285). In addition to publishing numerous peer-

reviewed articles on the subject, Pyle (2018) recently edited a topic on play-based learning 

within the Encyclopedia on Early Childhood Development, an online resource designed to 

connect practitioners, policy-makers, parents, and other individuals interested in topics related to 

child development with “leading-edge” research. In her commentary, Pyle provides an overview 

of possibilities and challenges associated with play-based learning for both practitioners and 

researchers.  

In addition to these two main areas of study, recent empirical research has also 

contributed to the growth of several smaller areas, including literacy and the play-literacy 

interface, classroom assessment, children’s perspectives and outcomes, and self-regulation. 
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Expanding on the literature addressing play-based learning, Pyle, Prioletta, and Poliszczuk 

(2018) and Pyle, Poliszczuk, and Danniels (2018) examined the play-literacy interface within the 

Kindergarten classroom and the challenges associated with promoting literacy integration within 

Ontario’s play-based Kindergarten program. Findings from these studies reveal common 

challenges associated with the integration of play and literacy learning, pointing to the need for 

further research and training in the area. Likewise, Pyle and DeLuca (2017) engaged in an 

empirical study with teachers to explore assessment practices within the Ontario Kindergarten 

classroom, concluding that there may be a misalignment in how teachers perceive the purpose of 

play and what teachers assess during periods of play. As part of a longitudinal study examining 

the implementation and impact of full-day Kindergarten, Heagle et al. (2017) captured children’s 

voices to compare their perspectives of full- and half-day Kindergarten. Findings from this 

mixed methods study indicated that children attending half-day programs reported academic 

activities as being important in Kindergarten significantly more than full-day students. In 

addition, researchers found that both half- and full-day students reported play and social 

activities as their favourite things about school. Relatedly, Timmons, Pelletier, and Corter (2016) 

examined Kindergarten students’ self-regulation and engagement within Ontario Kindergarten 

classrooms, discovering that students demonstrated the highest engagement in play and small 

group contexts and responded to opportunities for self-regulation significantly more often in 

similar contexts.  

The research conducted over the past decade has provided important insight into full-day 

Kindergarten within Ontario and has established a rich foundation upon which researchers, 

educators, and other stakeholders can better understand various aspects of the Kindergarten 

program. As the body of literature continues to grow and the Kindergarten program continues to 
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mature and weave itself within the fabric of the Ontario school system, the need for further 

research remains. Moving forward, there are opportunities to build on the work that has already 

been done by various researchers who have, together, established a new base of knowledge. 

Likewise, there is also room for growth into new and novel areas of research situated within and 

focusing on full-day Kindergarten within Ontario. 

A Unique Contribution 

Kindergarten in Ontario has grown substantially over the past 150 years, with Junior and 

Senior Kindergarten achieving near universal enrolment across in the province in the late 20th 

century. The recent adoption of child-centred full-day Kindergarten programming into Ontario 

schools represents a formal recognition by the province of the importance of early learning and 

the need for schools to ensure that children are provided with a strong start to formal education 

(MOE, 2010, 2016; Pascal, 2009). In his report on early learning, Pascal (2009) asserted: “The 

question is no longer if we should help prepare children for school and life beyond, but how.” As 

Junior and Senior Kindergarten programs continue to be in public demand and enrollment 

remains robust, Pascal’s emphasis on how becomes ever more important. The debate is no longer 

whether or not young children benefit from early learning experiences or if Kindergarten 

programs should exist. Rather, we are able to move beyond these deliberations to focus on how 

to best support children within these early learning experiences and how to help children 

establish a positive trajectory for future educational and life experiences. That is, how to help 

children thrive within the early years and beyond.  

The current study builds upon and contributes to the rich and growing body of literature 

situated within the Ontario Kindergarten context by exploring student thriving and the elements 

that support it. To date, no study has endeavoured to examine thriving within the early years of 



 

 37 

life, let alone within the Kindergarten classroom. Consequently, this study provides a novel and 

essential contribution to both the scholarship of human thriving and research on full-day 

Kindergarten in Ontario. Recent investigations of full-day Kindergarten in Ontario have focused 

on program implementation and have explored various aspects of program delivery and 

curriculum enactment. Whereas much of the existing research starts from the perspective or 

stance of the educator (e.g., educators’ approaches to enacting play-based learning; exploring 

educator team relationships), the current study focuses on and begins from the viewpoint of the 

Kindergarten student. In this respect, this study—in keeping with the Ontario Kindergarten 

program—is child-centred and adds a unique perspective to the current body of literature. In 

addition, this study embraces a wider perspective than previous research to observe the 

Kindergarten program as a whole and children’s experiences within it, and does so by capturing 

and integrating the voices of key Kindergarten stakeholders: students, educators, and parents.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

 

The purpose of this study was to understand how student thriving is conceptualized and 

can be supported within the Ontario Kindergarten classroom from the perspective of three key 

stakeholders—students, educators, and parents. To achieve this purpose, I engaged an emergent 

qualitative research design, rooted in a Pragmatic Grounded Theory approach, to explore 

Kindergarten student thriving. As a former full-day Kindergarten teacher and current qualitative 

researcher dedicated to understanding the perspectives of young children (e.g., Coe, 2013, 2017), 

I am ideally situated to conduct this research. In this chapter, a brief overview of grounded 

theory is provided, along with a rationale for engaging this approach for the current research. 

Procedures for ethical clearance, recruitment, data collection, and data analysis are additionally 

presented. The chapter concludes with an overview of how the findings will be presented within 

this dissertation. 

Grounded Theory  

Grounded theory is a powerful qualitative research approach involving the process of 

generating or discovering theory from data (Patton, 2002). The approach can be understood as an 

inductive design for inquiry through which researchers derive a general theory of a process, 

action, or interaction from close involvement and direct contact with the empirical world 

(Creswell, 2014; Hays & Singh, 2012; Patton, 2002; Punch, 2014). The theories discovered 

through such investigations are grounded in and illustrated by the empirical world, thus ensuring 

that theory is linked to practice or its supposed uses (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Oktay (2012) 

suggests: “The goal of grounded theory is to produce theories that can be used in practice, with 

the ideal being a practitioner and a researcher working together to develop, shape, and put theory 
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into practice” (p. 146). Because discovering theory that can be of direct practical use is at the 

core of grounded theory, the method is especially suitable for areas where little theory has been 

developed or where existing theory is too abstract to be of practical use (Mills, Birks, & Hoare, 

2014; Oktay, 2012). This makes grounded theory, as described by Oktay, particularly well-suited 

to research conducted within settings like classrooms and schools where research can impact 

practice and be of immediate practical use.  

The origins of grounded theory as an approach for qualitative research can be found in 

the field of sociology, with the first description of the method published in Glaser and Strauss’ 

(1967) key text, The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for Qualitative Research. Since 

its introduction, ideas regarding the meaning and procedures of grounded theory have been 

elaborated, discussed, and debated (e.g., Gibson & Hartman, 2014; Oktay, 2012; Walker & 

Myrick, 2006). Most notably, after introducing the method, Glaser and Strauss came to have 

different ideas about grounded theory and how it should be practised (Oktay, 2012). This 

methodological split surfaced publicly when Strauss and Corbin (1990) released their version of 

grounded theory, which Glaser (1992) later argued was too prescribed and structured (Creswell, 

2007; Walker & Myrick, 2006). Since this time, epistemological debates have challenged and led 

to the evolution of grounded theory (Bryant, 2017; Oktay, 2012; Timonen, Foley, & Conlon, 

2018). Consequently, grounded theory can now be thought of as a family of methods (Bryant, 

2017) and assumes a “number of different forms, which appear to be partly in contradiction or 

even dispute with each other” (Timonen et al., 2018, p. 1).  

While authors have offered differing interpretations of how grounded theory should be 

implemented as a method, researchers have maintained that the core purpose of grounded theory 

is to build theory and conceptual clarity from data, and that such theories should be grounded in 
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the actions, interactions, and social processes of the people involved (Creswell, 2007; Oktay, 

2012; Timonen et al., 2018). A hallmark characteristic of grounded theory that has been upheld 

over time is its iterative and inductive approach to research (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Oktay, 

2012). Researchers must approach a phenomenon having set aside preconceived notions, moving 

beyond description to generate or discover a theory about that phenomenon. To do so, qualitative 

researchers select methods that allow for the collection of rich data, perceived as being most 

useful for generating local or grand theories (Creswell, 2007; Hays & Singh, 2012). Commonly 

used methods include observations and interviews, with studies often involving a multistage 

process that allows researchers to return to the field as needed. Within such studies, data 

gathering and data analysis often occur simultaneously, with each aspect informing and focusing 

the other throughout the research process (Charmaz, 2008; Oktay, 2012; Timonen et al., 2018).  

The grounded theory method is widely understood to have four key components: 

theoretical sensitivity, theoretical sampling, constant comparison, and theoretical saturation 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Oktay, 2012). First, theoretical sensitivity involves the researcher’s 

ability to be analytic. That is, to see what is being studied in theoretical terms, while remaining 

aware of potential researcher and theoretical bias. A researcher’s theoretical sensitivity is partly 

based on familiarity with existing theories and concepts, as well as on the understanding a 

researcher brings to the study based on personal and professional experience in the area. In 

addition to the researcher’s ability to understand the people and the setting being studied, 

theoretical sensitivity refers to a researcher’s ability to generate a meaningful theory or picture 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Oktay, 2012). Second, within grounded theory studies, participants are 

recruited based on what is needed for theory development. This sampling technique is referred to 

as theoretical sampling. Sampling strategies in grounded theory studies may change over the 
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course of the study as data are collected and analyzed, allowing for thorough exploration of the 

relevant concepts. The use of theoretical sampling allows researchers to search for data that fill 

out emerging categories. Third, constant comparison refers to the grounded theory method of 

creating theory out of empirical data. Through a rigorous application of comparison, the 

researcher identifies similarities and differences among the data to develop concepts and 

categories. These comparisons are exploratory in nature and are not made to test a hypothesis 

(Gibson & Hartman, 2014). Rather, it is through these constant comparisons that “grounded 

theory generates clusters of variables that eventually become the building blocks of a specific 

theory” (Gibson & Hartman, 2014, p. 13). Finally, theoretical saturation refers to the point at 

which no new concepts are emerging from, and theory is supported by, the empirical data. 

Theoretical sampling and constant comparison are therefore repeated until theoretical saturation 

is reached (Oktay, 2012). 

A Pragmatic Grounded Theory Approach 

Along with the evolution of different variants of grounded theory has come debate and 

apprehension among researchers as to what is the ideal methodological approach (Timonen et al., 

2018). As a result, it is not uncommon for researchers to encounter difficulties:  

[Grounded theory (GT)] procedures are often seen as time-consuming and convoluted, 

involving a multitude of rules that come across as challenging and even obtuse. Students 

and even experienced researchers frequently wonder whether they are applying the GT 

method correctly or whether they are able to deploy the method in full. (Timonen et al., 

2018, p. 1) 

Recognizing this phenomenon, Oktay (2012) published a practical research guide for doctoral 

students and researchers new to grounded theory in fields that have a practice focus, such as 
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education. Within this guide, Oktay argues that a grounded theory approach cannot be easily fit 

into any single framework and advocates for the use of a pragmatic grounded theory method: 

“Adopting a pragmatic framework means that one . . . can use whatever model and techniques 

are most useful for a specific research project” (p. 23). In particular, Oktay suggests that a 

pragmatic grounded theory approach is a “good option” for researchers who are less interested in 

engaging in broader philosophical debates and more interested in carrying out the research. I 

chose to use Oktay (2012) as a guide for the current research for these reasons and because of the 

clear and easily accessible description of the grounded theory method, which embraces the four 

key components of grounded theory (theoretical sensitivity, theoretical sampling, constant 

comparison, and theoretical saturation) and encourages the use of methods that are most useful to 

achieve the study’s purpose. In addition, Oktay’s guide aligns with what Timonen et al. (2018) 

argue are the four indispensable core components of a grounded theory study: (a) taking the 

word “grounded” seriously; (b) capturing and explaining context-related social processes; (c) 

pursuing theory through engagement with data; and (d) pursuing theory through theoretical 

sampling. Adherence to these core components is seen as “necessary and sufficient to claim the 

label and status of a grounded theory study” (Timonen et al., 2018, p. 6).  

Rationale for Grounded Theory within the Current Investigation 

Grounded theory was an ideal approach for the current investigation for three primary 

reasons. First, grounded theory is seen as an optimal method for areas where little theory has 

been developed or where existing theory is too abstract to be of practical use (Oktay, 2012). 

Because the area of student thriving in the early years has been largely overlooked, grounded 

theory allowed for a base theoretical and conceptual understanding to be developed. In addition, 

the knowledge gained from this research has the potential for direct pedagogical impact by 
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connecting theory with classroom practice. Second, grounded theory research predominantly 

relies on detailed qualitative material collected through field research for theory development. 

Grounded theory allows for a variety of data collection approaches to be utilized, enabling 

researchers to engage in methods that best fit the research problem (Lapan, Quartaroli, & 

Riemer, 2012; Oktay, 2012). Because of the methodological flexibility that the approach allows, 

grounded theory has been identified as appealing to those working in the constantly changing 

worlds of children, where innovative data collection techniques may be necessary (Greig, Taylor, 

& MacKay, 2007). In this study, a variety of qualitative means were utilized to gain the 

perspectives of Kindergarten students, educators, and parents involved with the Ontario 

Kindergarten program. These methods not only allowed for the research questions to be 

addressed, but also provided a developmentally appropriate approach to gaining the perspectives 

of both young children and adult stakeholders. In addition, methodological flexibility allowed for 

the adaptation of the research design once the study was underway. Finally, grounded theory 

requires theoretical sensitivity from the researcher (Oktay, 2012). My experience as a 

Kindergarten teacher, work as a researcher, and knowledge of current literature put me in an 

ideal position to approach this research with an informed, analytic, and open mind (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2000; Oktay, 2012; Urquhart, 2013). 

Ethical Clearance and Considerations 

 As Queen’s University protocol requires, ethical clearance from the General Research 

Ethics Board (GREB) and school board was obtained. An amendment was submitted to GREB 

after data collection within the focal Kindergarten classroom, which was subsequently approved 

(see Appendix D for GREB research ethics approval). I obtained informed consent from all adult 

participants in the study (Kindergarten teacher, early childhood educator, administrator, and 
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parents). In addition, informed consent was received from the parents of Kindergarten student 

participants and verbal assent was obtained from the children themselves at each occasion of data 

collection (Basit, 2010; Lapan et al., 2012). Because this research included the use of 

photographs, confidentiality could not be ensured for participants. However, names, locations, 

and other identifying information have been concealed to respect the privacy of the participants 

(Basit, 2010; Patton, 2002). Pseudonyms have been assigned to all participants and names 

(family members, classmates, school) in all work related to this research. In the instance where 

photographs were found to contain people who did not provide their consent, the faces of these 

individuals were blurred using a digital photo-editing program. 

Focal Student Assent 

 To ensure that the Kindergarten students’ participation in the study was and remained 

voluntary, I obtained verbal assent from each of the six focal students at three formal points 

during data collection: (a) upon initial arrival in the Kindergarten classroom and prior to the 

observation period; (b) prior to the drawing exercise; and (c) prior to the student interview. In 

addition, I asked students for their permission to take photographs of them or their work (or 

creations) throughout the observation period. Upon initial arrival in the classroom, I was first 

introduced to the entire class by the Kindergarten teacher who explained to the group of children 

who I was and why I was there (i.e., I was a researcher from Queen’s University who was 

visiting their classroom to learn about what they do in Kindergarten and to talk to some of the 

students in the class). As soon as opportunity allowed, I introduced myself on an individual basis 

to the six focal Kindergarten students (as well as to any other student who approached me). I 

explained that I was going to be in the classroom for two weeks, and that I was there to learn 

more about Kindergarten, children’s involvements and experiences at school, and what helps 
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children have a positive experience at school. In addition, I told the children that I would be 

using the information I collect in the classroom to write a book (i.e., dissertation). At this time, I 

invited the students to participate in my study and I asked each student for her or his permission 

to take photographs of them throughout the school day, to watch them and takes notes on what 

they were doing, and to ask them questions. In addition to obtaining the focal students’ assent 

upon arrival, I also sought formal student assent at two subsequent points: prior to engaging in 

the drawing exercise and prior to participating the individual interview. Similar to the process for 

obtaining initial assent and prior to engaging in further data collection, I explained to each 

student what the tasks involved and why I was asking them to participate (see Appendices E and 

F). I then invited each student to participate in the data collection activity and asked for their 

verbal assent. 

Recruitment 

To gain an understanding of how student thriving is conceptualized and can be supported 

within the Ontario Kindergarten classroom, it was essential to obtain the perspectives of a cross-

section of individuals involved in the Kindergarten learning community (MOE, 2016). The 

research presented in this dissertation reflects the data collected from a total of 16 Kindergarten 

stakeholders: three educators (one Kindergarten teacher, one early childhood educator, and one 

principal); six students (three Junior Kindergarten and three Senior Kindergarten); and seven 

parents.  

Focal Kindergarten Classroom 

Upon receiving school board clearance, I endeavoured to find a focal Kindergarten 

classroom (i.e., research site) via purposeful sampling (Patton, 2002) that fit the following four 

criteria: (1) the Ontario Kindergarten program was implemented with both Junior and Senior 
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Kindergarten students; (2) English was the primary language of instruction; (3) the Kindergarten 

educator team contained both a Kindergarten teacher and an early childhood educator; and (4) 

the Kindergarten program implemented within the classroom, along with the associated educator 

team, was considered an exemplar within the school board. I used a method of nomination by 

others to identify this exemplary Kindergarten program (Pyle, 2013b; Walberg & Niemiec, 

1993). Exemplary programs are those that have “been shown to be unusually effective in 

delivering outcomes of the kind claimed” (Walberg & Niemiec, 1993, p. 430). Within Ontario, 

the head administrator “ensures that the Kindergarten program is being properly implemented in 

all classrooms and learning environments, and that teaching approaches align with the research 

informed, pedagogically sound, and developmentally appropriate practices” outlined by the 

Ontario Ministry of Education (2016, p. 113) and, therefore, are ideal candidates to identify 

exemplary programs. I was put in contact with a school principal via a personal contact (a retired 

vice-principal and educator within the school board). This principal was perceived to be a 

supportive administrator and to be very active within school- and board-level activities. I 

contacted the principal via email, who then identified one of three Kindergarten classes at his 

school as fitting the four criteria and agreed to participate in the research. With the permission of 

the school principal, I then emailed the identified Kindergarten teacher to request participation. 

We set up a meeting to discuss the study face-to-face, at which time both the Kindergarten 

teacher and early childhood educator agreed to participate. In addition, these classroom educators 

also agreed to assist me with student participant recruitment. With agreement from the school 

principal and the classroom educator team, the site was subsequently identified as the focal 

Kindergarten classroom. Brief descriptions of the school, classroom, and associated participants 

are provided within the data chapters (Chapters 4 and 5).  
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Educators. Having identified the focal classroom, I obtained informed consent from the 

Kindergarten teacher, early childhood educator, and head administrator (nominator). The 

pseudonyms of Ms. Teacher, Ms. ECE, and Mr. Principal were assigned to these participants in 

presentation of the data. I chose to include the job title, instead of a randomized name, in the 

pseudonym to ensure that readers were able to easily identify the professional role associated 

with the participants’ voices.  

Kindergarten students. Three weeks prior to entering the research site and with the 

assistance of the Kindergarten educator team, consent forms were sent home with all students in 

the focal Kindergarten classroom requesting parent consent for student participation in the study. 

One week prior to entering the research site, I met with the Kindergarten teacher to identify, 

using emergent sampling (Patton, 2002), six student participants from those with parental 

consent who best represented the diversity of students within the Kindergarten classroom, taking 

into consideration age, gender, ethnicity, ability, and engagement. Three Junior Kindergarten 

(two male and one female) and three Senior Kindergarten (three female) students were selected 

as the focal Kindergarten students. I recognize that while this sample was chosen to represent the 

diversity of the study body, the children were also in part identified by the teacher as students 

who would most likely be willing and able to provide data and be potentially good participants.  

Parents (not included in the data set). Having identified the six focal Kindergarten 

students, I then invited the parents of these children to participate in the study. Of the twelve 

parents invited, five consent forms were returned. However, of these five consenting parents, 

four parents were not responsive to my numerous attempts to set up an interview time (via email 

and phone). I conducted one interview with the mother of a focal Kindergarten student. Because 

I was not able to collect data from the majority of parents associated with the focal Kindergarten 
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classroom, I decided to use this interview to help revise the parent interview protocol and as an 

opportunity to engage in theoretical sampling (Oktay, 2012). 

Parents  

Within grounded theory research, sampling strategies are understood to change over the 

course of the study. Theoretical sampling is used to guide data collection and allows for thorough 

exploration of relevant concepts (Oktay, 2012). Having identified a lack of data from parent 

stakeholders, I decided to seek the involvement of parents not involved with the focal 

Kindergarten classroom or any single research site. Rather, I employed purposeful sampling 

(Patton, 2002) to recruit more broadly, targeting parents of current Junior Kindergarten or Senior 

Kindergarten students and parents of recent Ontario Kindergarten graduates (students now in 

Grade 1). Having received amended ethical clearance from the university, I recruited seven 

parents (1 male and 6 female) via word of mouth through personal contacts. Of these parents, 

four had a child enrolled in Senior Kindergarten, one had a child enrolled in Junior Kindergarten, 

and two had a child who had recently graduated from Kindergarten. Brief descriptions of these 

parents and their children are provided in Chapter 6. Pseudonyms have been assigned to these 

parents and their children in presentation of the data. Parents and children have been linked with 

the first letter of their pseudonyms (e.g., Andre and Ava). The parents recruited for participation 

in this study were in a sense a sample of convenience (Hays & Singh, 2012), in that, I recruited 

parents that were easily identified and were willing and able to participate in the study. While 

this sample represented a diversity of parent experiences across Ontario, I recognize that these 

experiences may not be representative of all parents. 
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Data Collection 

For this study, I utilized an emergent qualitative design to gain the perspectives of three 

key stakeholder groups: students, educators, and parents. Data from the focal Kindergarten 

classroom (students and educators) were collected in November of the 2016-17 school year. I 

chose this timing as it allowed ample time for daily routines, relationships, and friendships to be 

established within the classroom prior to data collection. Parent data were collected in October 

and November of the 2017-18 school year. Data were collected through a variety of qualitative 

means, which allowed for methodological triangulation. In addition, gaining the perspectives 

from multiple participants and researcher observations permitted for data triangulation. Because 

triangulation allows for cross-data validity checks and helps to illuminate different insights into a 

phenomenon, these two forms of triangulation helped to increase the overall strength of the 

research and the trustworthiness of the data (Hays & Singh, 2012; Patton, 2002).  

Accessing the Kindergarten Student Perspective 

 Drawing on the Mosaic Approach for research with young children (Clark & Moss, 

2001), student data were collected using a variety of means over a two-week period. First, I spent 

a total of five full school days (from arrival to departure; 9:00 am to 3:45 pm) observing within 

the focal Kindergarten classroom as children engaged in the entirety of their regular program and 

routines (total 33 hours 45 minutes), and closely noted the experiences of the six focal students 

using field notes and photographs (Butler-Kisber, 2010; Hays & Singh, 2012). Observations 

were documented by hand in a field notebook, where I recorded classroom occurrences, 

activities, verbal exchanges and interactions, and focal student and educator behaviour as they 

unfolded throughout the school day and over the observation period (McMillan & Schumacher, 

2009). During this time, photographs were taken using a digital camera (n = 397) to compliment 
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the observation field notes. Using a digital camera also allowed for rapid viewing and reflection 

(Burke, 2008). Throughout the observation period, I engaged in informal conversations with 

students to gain insight into their thoughts and school experiences as they were unfolding in the 

classroom (Green, 2012; Lambert, Glacken, & McCarron, 2013) and made notes on these 

conversations. 

 Second, after the observation period was complete, the six focal students engaged in a 

guided drawing exercise where students had the opportunity to illustrate their experiences at 

school in two separate pictures (positive experiences and negative experiences). The drawing 

exercise was designed to elicit children’s views on what may support or obstruct their ability to 

thrive at school (see Appendix E for an overview of the guided drawing exercise protocol). This 

activity took place in the school library during school hours, with participants divided into two 

separate small groups. I first conducted the exercise with the three Junior Kindergarten students, 

followed by the three Senior Kindergarten students. By including this drawing activity as a tool 

for data collection, Kindergarten students were provided with a non-verbal way to express their 

thoughts, ideas, and understandings. In addition, this method helped to establish a basis for a 

non-confrontational interaction where students could draw without needing to make eye contact 

with the researcher, reducing the possibility that students would feel that their responses needed 

to align with teacher or researcher expectations (Einarsdottir, Dockett, & Perry, 2009). As the 

students were working on their drawings, I encouraged them to talk about their illustrations. I 

then used post-it notes to annotate different aspects of the student’s drawings to ensure that I 

interpreted the illustrations in a way that the children had intended (Mukherji & Albon, 2010; 

Roberts-Holmes, 2011). 
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 Finally, each of the six focal students participated in a semi-structured, audio-

recorded interview. These interviews took place during school hours over the course of the week 

following the observation period to ensure that students were able to recall events and 

experiences. These interviews were conducted in a work room familiar to students across the hall 

from the Kindergarten classroom. These interviews averaged approximately 20 minutes in length 

for Junior Kindergarten students and 25 to 30 minutes in length for Senior Kindergarten students. 

Using select photographs taken during the observation period as prompts (Clark-Ibanez, 2008; 

Einarsdottir et al., 2009; Epstein, Stevens, McKeever, & Baruchel, 2006), the students were 

encouraged to share their perspectives as they related to the overarching research questions. A 

total of 24 prompts were created from the photographs taken during the observation period using 

Microsoft PowerPoint and included photographs that captured spaces and places within the 

classroom and school, as well as students and educators engaged in various school activities. 

These prompts were printed in colour and were each labelled with a letter for easy referencing 

and identification. The prompts were presented (single prompts and combination of related 

prompts) to the students over the course of the interview, where I asked questions and 

encouraged children to talk about the images and/or used the images as a provocation for more 

abstract questions about Kindergarten and their school experiences. As part of the interview, I 

asked students to help me construct a Kindergarten by making suggestions as to what classrooms 

and/or schools need for Kindergarten students to feel happy and excited at school. This 

“Building-a-Kindergarten” task was designed to elicit children’s views of the elements they see 

as being important to supporting student thriving in the Kindergarten classroom. Children’s 

suggestions were scribed using a template that I designed for the task prior to data collection (see 
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Appendix F for an overview of the focal student interview protocol, including photo-elicitation 

and the Building-a-Kindergarten task).  

Within these interviews, the concept of thriving was presented to students using the entry 

point of being “happy” and “excited” at school. I used this operational conceptualization as a 

means of entering into conversations with young children about thriving, and as a way to ensure 

that the interview protocol was developmentally appropriate (Dockett, Einarsdottir, & Perry, 

2009; Dockett & Perry, 2007). Just as the body of literature addressing the exploration of human 

thriving has not yet included early childhood, so too comes a lack of developmentally 

appropriate terminology associated with the study of thriving during this early stage of life. 

However, in their description of thriving in adolescence, Benson and Scales (2009) refer to 

thriving youth as exhibiting positive emotions and as being both “intrinsically animated and 

energized” (p. 90). Considering these ideas from the perspective of a young child, the experience 

of positive emotions can be interpreted as being “happy” and the feeling of being animated and 

energized can be interpreted as “excited.” Drawing on my experience as a Kindergarten teacher, 

young children are likely to be familiar with both the terminology and experience of being happy 

and excited. Likewise, Kindergarten students are unlikely to recognize the term thriving, which 

would limit their ability to provide insight into the concept. 

Accessing the Educator Perspective 

The three educators—Kindergarten teacher, early childhood educator, and head 

administrator—each participated in one semi-structured, audio-recorded interview. The interview 

with the Kindergarten teacher took place at the mid-point of the observation period and was 

conducted during the teacher’s planning time (1 hour 40 minutes in length). The early childhood 

educator interview also took place at the mid-point of the observation period during school hours 
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at a time most convenient to the participant (43 minutes in length). The interview with the 

administrator took place on a Professional Activity Day once all other focal Kindergarten 

classroom data had been collected (45 minutes in length). Interview questions were developed to 

elicit viewpoints directly related to the overarching research questions. While the interview 

protocol was developed prior to the interviews, supplementary questions were generated during 

the interviews in response to ideas expressed by the participants (Basit, 2010). 

In addition to the formal interviews, I engaged in informal conversations with the 

Kindergarten teacher and early childhood educator throughout the observation period and made 

notes on these conversations. Through these informal conversations, the classroom educators 

were able to contribute further insight into what was happening within the classroom over the 

course of data collection (Green, 2012). While classroom observations mainly focused on the 

daily learning experiences of the six focal Kindergarten students, educators were observed as 

they interacted with students on a daily basis. Observation notes included descriptions of the 

classroom environment, daily activities and routines, educator roles and interactions, and 

educator responses to and interactions with students.  

Accessing the Parent Perspective 

 The seven parents each participated in one semi-structured, audio-recorded interview. 

These interviews were conducted in person (n = 4) and over the phone (n = 3) depending on the 

physical location of the participant. The interviews ranged from 1 hour to 1 hour 30 minutes in 

length. Once again, the interview protocol was designed to elicit viewpoints directly related to 

the overarching research questions and allowed for supplementary questions to be added 

throughout the interview (Basit, 2010). 
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Data Analysis 

 Grounded theory analysis is a recursive and multistage process involving the 

development of theory from data (Hays & Singh, 2012; Oktay, 2012). Through the process of 

constant comparison, I engaged in multiple stages of analysis from immersing myself in the raw 

data to constructing a visual representation of the knowledge gained through the research (see 

Figure 1 for a visual overview of the stages of data analysis). This process was guided primarily 

by Oktay’s (2012) description of grounded theory analysis, with additional guidance from Hays 

and Singh (2012) and Urquhart (2013). Throughout the analysis process, I engaged in memo 

writing to record ideas, questions, and decisions made (Hays & Singh, 2012; Lapan et al., 2012; 

Oktay, 2012).  

Data Organization and Preparation 

In preparation for analysis, I transcribed all audio-recorded interviews using Microsoft 

Word. These interviews were transcribed verbatim (Hays & Singh, 2012), with the removal of 

superfluous verbal utterances (e.g., “uhm” or “ah”) and word redundancies (e.g., “that, that”). 

The removal of these words did not in any way change the meaning of the perspectives presented 

by the participants. Rather, this data tidying process allowed for easy reading and clarity in the 

Figure 1. Visual overview of the stages of data analysis. 
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presentation of the data within Chapters 4, 5, and 6. Field notes were both scanned and typed 

using Microsoft Word. Kindergarten students’ drawings (both with and without annotated post-it 

notes on them) and completed Building-a-Kindergarten task sheets were also scanned. I 

uploaded and reviewed all photographs taken using iPhoto, and removed any low quality or 

duplicate photos. Photographs used for photo elicitation with the focal Kindergarten students 

were marked for easy identification. Similarly, photographs corresponding to field notes taken 

during observations were also identified. Data were organized using both a digital filing system 

on my password protected computer and in a locked filing cabinet. I categorized these files 

according to the participant perspective (student, educator, and parent) and type of data. The data 

collected from the focal Kindergarten classroom (all student and educator data) were additionally 

grouped together. This organization system allowed for me to easily locate and move through the 

data as I engaged in constant comparison (Oktay, 2012).  

Early Analysis 

In keeping with grounded theory methods, collection and analysis of data occurred 

simultaneously in the early stages of analysis as I transcribed and immersed myself in the data 

(Oktay, 2012; Urquhart, 2013). After reading and reviewing the various data sets, I employed the 

process of open coding (also known as initial coding). In open coding, researchers engage in a 

wide review of the data by immersing themselves in line-by-line coding, a process that stays 

“very close to the data and to the worldview of the respondents” (Oktay, 2012, p. 55). I initially 

utilized ATLAS.ti as a tool for analyzing the qualitative data (Weitzman, 2000). I began by open 

coding the transcripts of the three educator interviews, followed by the six student interviews. 

Using labels that reflected the content of the interviews, a total of 440 codes emerged from this 

process. Reflecting on this initial analysis process, I realized that I felt limited using this digital 
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tool for analysis as I was not able to engage with the codes and the coding process in a way that 

made sense to me. I felt like I was not able to easily view the codes in their entirety, which 

limited my ability to engage in constant comparison. At this time, I also recognized that the 

language used by adults and children differed and made the decision to keep the participant 

voices (student, educator, and parent) separate until late-stage analysis.  

Revisiting the initial coding, I used a combination of coding by hand and coding using 

Microsoft Word to further engage in line-by-line analysis of the data. In the early stages of 

analysis, I used words and ideas of participants when assigning codes to ensure that I stayed as 

close to the data as possible (Oktay, 2012; e.g., Sample code name: “Describing thriving – Able 

to maneuver in a room with other students in a safe and happy way”) and analyzed the data 

according to data type moving through educator interviews, student interviews, classroom 

observations and field notes, and finishing with parent interviews. Photographs taken during 

classroom observations were considered as part of the various data sets (e.g., photos connected to 

student interview questions) and were not analyzed on their own. To code by hand, I printed the 

transcripts off of the computer and analyzed the transcripts by highlighting or underlining the 

text (each participant with a different colour). These sections were then cut out and arranged with 

similar codes on a table, which were later fastened to paper for easy review and storage. This 

open coding method was used for educator and student interviews. Coding using Microsoft Word 

involved a similar process where I cut and pasted sections of text from data files into Word 

documents. Related codes were arranged together. This open coding method was used for parent 

interviews, observations, and field notes. These files were then printed for use in future analysis. 

The next phase of open coding involved grouping codes together into initial concepts and 

categories (Creswell, 2007; Oktay, 2012). In grounded theory research, open coding begins the 
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process of constant comparison (Hays & Singh, 2012; Lapan et al., 2012), where researchers 

continuously look for similarities and differences among the data and ask themselves questions 

(Oktay, 2012). Using both coding by hand and Microsoft Word, I engaged in constant 

comparison as I moved through the data sets revisiting and grouping codes together into concepts 

and categories. For each group of data, I arranged hard copies of the previous round of coding on 

a table so that I could easily move back and forth through the data. Using a coding-by-hand  

method similar to the earlier process, I arranged codes and code clusters into related groups. 

Through this process, codes were consolidated and initial concepts were identified (Educators: 

Codes = 226; Concepts = 31; Students: Codes = 66; Concepts = 14; Observations and Notes: 

Codes = 31; Concepts = 15; Parents: Codes = 396; Concepts = 52). At this time, I also began to 

identify several overarching categories emerging from the data (e.g., Sample emerging 

categories: “Describing thriving;” “Experiences of Thriving;” “Friends” ). 

Late-Stage Analysis 

As I continued to revisit and make sense of the data, I moved into late-stage analysis 

where I engaged in focused coding, theoretical coding, and theory generation. Whereas early 

data analysis tends to be more concrete and stays very close to the data, later data analysis 

becomes more focused and abstract (Oktay, 2012). In focused (or axial) coding, emerging 

concepts and categories observed in open coding are closely explored to gain a more in-depth 

understanding of the relationships among codes, concepts, and categories, and what the data are 

revealing with regard to theory building (Hays & Singh, 2012; Lapan et al., 2012; Oktay, 2012). 

Through the process of constant comparison, I continued to move through the data engaging in 

focused coding (Oktay, 2012) to refine and consolidate codes, concepts, and categories. I also 

started to pay particular attention to how the data related to the overarching research questions 
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and the overall purpose of the study. At this point in analysis, I chose to remove data that was 

immaterial to the research questions (Creswell, 2014; Guest, MacQueen, & Namey, 2012), such 

as educator critiques of the Ontario full-day Kindergarten implementation process. During late-

stage analysis, Oktay (2012) suggests that researchers should give themselves “time and space to 

allow your mind to move back and forth between rational and playful thinking” (p. 86). As I 

continued to look for clues in the data of how the concepts and categories might relate to one 

another (Oktay, 2012), I further engaged in memo writing and began to formulate visual 

depictions of the data.  

In the final stages of data analysis, grounded theory researchers engage in theoretical (or 

selective) coding as they integrate and refine ideas developed through previous analysis (Oktay, 

2012). Hays and Singh (2012) suggest that this stage is the “most complex coding process in 

grounded theory, whereby patterns, processes, and sequences are identified among axial 

[focused] codes to generate theory about a phenomenon” (p. 345). At this stage I continued to 

make sense of the data and moved between the various data sets. At the same time, I worked to 

conceptualize how these findings fit together in the form of a visual diagram or framework 

(Oktay, 2012). I experimented with different styles and shapes for the framework, trying to 

figure out what format best fit the data itself. For example, I was wary of using arrows within 

visual representations of the data that might imply direct causation between perceived thriving 

supports and specific characteristics identified among thriving students. Similarly, while I strived 

to present frameworks that were intuitively compatible to allow readers to easily move from 

perspective to perspective, I continued to ask questions about the various formats (e.g., Memo 

note: “2018.2.16 Does this type of framework even seem to work with the children’s data? Is 

there a way to better represent this [information]?”). 
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At this late stage in analysis, I continued the process of sense making through constant 

comparison and asking myself questions about the data to further consolidate concepts and 

categories. For instance, within the category of “Student Thriving – Key Elements and 

Supports,” I reduced the number of categories from 10 down to six and then again down to four. 

I engaged in this process for the various data sets, while also looking across data sets for 

similarities and differences. As theoretical ideas became apparent, I continued to engage in 

constant comparison to refine the theory and visual representations. While I continued to analyze 

the student, educator, and parent perspectives separately, I recognized similarities among the 

data and sought to use compatible language and structures in the development of the 

frameworks. 

During the concluding stage of analysis, I reviewed the theory generated for 

completeness, internal consistency, and theoretical saturation (Oktay, 2012). Once I was satisfied 

with the perspective-focused frameworks (presented in Chapters 4, 5, and 6), I moved to 

amalgamate the data into a consolidated framework (presented in Chapter 7). Throughout the 

analysis, I had been mindful of how these perspectives may fit together as a whole. I once again 

engaged in the process of constant comparison and experimented with different formats for data 

representation. It was important to me to ensure that the voices of all of the participants were still 

represented in the consolidated framework and that the student voice did not get lost in the 

process (Mukherji & Albon, 2010). Thus, the generated framework was designed from the 

viewpoint of the student and incorporated the perspectives of both adults and children.  

Presentation of the Data 

 Findings from this study and the perspective-focused frameworks are presented over the 

next three chapters (Chapter 4: The Children’s Perspective, Chapter 5: The Educators’ 
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Perspective, and Chapter 6: The Parent’s Perspective), with a consolidated understanding and 

framework offered in the final chapter (Chapter 7: Discussion). Consistent with data analysis, I 

chose to present the data over several chapters to ensure that three perspectives were respected 

and represented in ways that were meaningful to the data themselves and to the voices of the 

participants (Mukherji & Albon, 2010).  

Classroom Vignettes  

Vignettes provide “an example or small illustrative story, which can clarify a particular 

point or perspective regarding some finding in the data” (Grbich, 2013, p. 312). In writing this 

dissertation, I generated seven vignettes based on the observation data collected from the focal 

Kindergarten classroom. While some of these vignettes reflect moments in time pulled directly 

from observation notes (e.g., Vignette 5: Hallway Artwork), others are composites developed 

from notes on equivalent activities observed over several days (e.g., Vignette 6: The End of the 

School Day). I chose to write these vignettes with the hope to provide readers with a window 

into the focal Kindergarten classroom, and the activities and experiences observed within. The 

seven vignettes are interspersed throughout Chapters 4 and 5. 
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CHAPTER 4: THE CHILDREN’S PERSPECTIVE 

 

Thriving in Kindergarten at Waterview Public School: Part 1 

Chapter Overview 

In this chapter, the focal Kindergarten classroom, students, and educators are introduced. 

Once the context has been established, the remainder of the chapter focuses on the perspectives 

of six Kindergarten students as they relate to student thriving. Children’s perceptions and 

understandings of Kindergarten are explored, followed by an examination of their thoughts on 

the positive and negative aspects of school and how student thriving (expressed as being “happy” 

and “excited”) can be supported in the Kindergarten classroom. In these sections, the data 

collected from the drawing exercise, one-on-one interviews, Building-a-Kindergarten task, and 

classroom observations are presented. In the final section of the chapter, a framework for 

understanding student thriving from the child’s perspective is presented. This framework has 

been developed from and reflects the children’s data. 

Interspersed throughout this chapter and the next are seven vignettes. These vignettes 

were written as a way to capture moments in time that were witnessed during classroom 

observations. Together, these vignettes take the reader through a school day, from arriving at the 

Kindergarten door and welcoming the children into the classroom to the end of a school day and 

an empty classroom. In addition to spanning the school day, these vignettes also capture various 

classroom routines, learning experiences, playful endeavours, and interactions among members 

of the classroom community. The vignettes are written in italics, with the beginning and end 

marked by “* * *”.  
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* * * 

Vignette 1: Welcome to Kindergarten 

In the elementary wing of Waterview Public School, a sign on the outside of a classroom 

door greets students, educators, and visitors.  

“Welcome to our busy classroom!” 

To the left of the sign is a hand drawn beehive. Two cartoon bees wearing crowns rest on top, 

each representing one of the two classroom educators: Ms. Teacher and Ms. ECE. Above the 

hive hover 26 small paper bees, each adorned with a name written in black marker. Twenty-six 

small bees for the 26 children that call this classroom theirs throughout the school year. Twenty-

six young children who are learning what it means to be a Kindergarten student; twenty-six 

young children who are learning what it means to be at school.  

* * *  

Context: Waterview Public School and the Focal Classroom 

Waterview Public School is located within a small community on the outskirts of a south-

eastern Ontario urban centre. At the time of data collection, the school was home to 

approximately 475 Kindergarten to Grade 8 students from various socioeconomic and cultural 

backgrounds. Within the school, two Kindergarten classes and one Kindergarten/Grade 1 split 

class supported the educational needs of Junior Kindergarten (JK) and Senior Kindergarten (SK) 

students. Like many schools across the province of Ontario, Waterview Public School had 

offered the full-day Ontario Kindergarten program for 4- and 5-year-olds for several years. Mr. 

Principal explained his involvement: 

When I came here, two years ago, the full-day program was already in place. What we 

did have though . . . was two brand new Kindergarten teachers and two brand-new ECEs. 
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So, even though the program had been running, in a way, it felt like we were starting 

from scratch because we had a new combination. . . . We were lucky here in that we had 

staff who had taught Kindergarten before, had done the full-day Kindergarten before. . . . 

We knew what we were doing, we were just new doing it together. 

For the two years that Mr. Principal had been at Waterview Public School, the 

Kindergarten educator team of Ms. Teacher and Ms. ECE had been working together to plan and 

deliver what he considered to be an exemplary Kindergarten program. Mr. Principal believed 

that the Kindergarten program provided by this team of educators was a space where children 

were supported in their ability to thrive at school and considered this classroom an exemplary 

Kindergarten environment within which to explore the concept of student thriving. Within this 

focal Kindergarten classroom, Ms. Teacher and Ms. ECE worked together to support the learning 

needs and interests of 26 Kindergarten students (17 Junior Kindergarten, 8 girls, 9 boys; 9 Senior 

Kindergarten, 7 girls, 2 boys).  

In addition to the two years of working together as a Kindergarten educator team, Ms. 

Teacher and Ms. ECE had a breadth of experience supporting young learners. As both an early 

childhood educator and educational assistant, Ms. ECE had worked with young learners within 

both the child care and public school systems for over two decades. Throughout her years of 

experience, she had made an effort to increase her knowledge of working with exceptional 

learners through workshops and training, and described herself as being especially drawn to 

helping those students who may come to school with higher needs than some of the other 

students in the class. With approximately 20 years of teaching experience, Ms. Teacher had been 

responsible for implementing one of the first full-day Kindergarten programs within the school 

board. Having been a part of the pilot program, Ms. Teacher was invited to be part of the Full-
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Day Kindergarten Implementation team within the school board, a small team of educators 

brought together to mobilize knowledge and support new Kindergarten teams throughout the 

program implementation process. Members of this team were viewed as experts within the 

school board, and, during the implementation phase of full-day Kindergarten (FDK), had 

attended Ontario Ministry of Education training seminars and delivered workshops for incoming 

Kindergarten teams. At the time of data collection, this implementation team was still intact at 

the board level; however, the team’s involvement in professional development and workshop 

delivery had been reduced as a result of the full-day Kindergarten program being fully 

implemented across the school board. With this teaching and learning experience, Ms. Teacher 

viewed herself as a “pioneer” of the Ontario Kindergarten program.  

Within the focal Kindergarten classroom, reflecting the ethos of the Kindergarten 

Program more broadly, children were viewed as capable, competent, and curious learners (MOE, 

2016). By incorporating a variety of student- and educator-led activities throughout the school 

day, the team of educators within the focal Kindergarten classroom sought to foster a co-created 

space where children had a voice in their own learning. When asked to describe what a typical 

school day might look like, Ms. Teacher explained: “It varies from class to class. What you see 

in our room might look different from Ms. Smith’s room across the hall, even though hers is also 

an FDK.” She further commented: “In our classroom, the general routine in the morning is that I 

tend to take care of the literacy component first thing.” While Ms. Teacher is doing a read aloud 

or leading a discussion at the carpet, “Ms. ECE, she’s checking the agendas looking for notices 

and comments back from parents. She’s making sure we’re not missing anything for the day 

ahead” (Ms. Teacher). Students would then typically move into either a writing or reading 

activity, followed by a time to freely visit the various play centres around the room. After 
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morning recess and a nutrition break, the students would usually return to the carpet for a group 

calendar and numeracy activity led by Ms. ECE. Similar to the early morning schedule, this 

carpet time was typically followed by a time where students could visit various play centres 

around the classroom. Following afternoon recess and a second nutrition break, the students 

frequently had a period of time led by a support teacher, while Ms. Teacher took her planning 

time. This teacher would either lead the children through a science-based activity or take them to 

the gymnasium or outside for physical education. The end of the school day often involved some 

music time or outdoor play in the small yard attached to the Kindergarten classroom. This time 

was supported by Ms. Teacher and Ms. ECE, and concluded with pack up and student dismissal. 

The school day began at 9:10 am and ended at 3:30 pm, with the daily schedule fluctuating 

depending on the day and needs of the students.  

Building an Understanding of Kindergarten Student Thriving:  

Six Students’ Perspectives 

While 4- and 5-year-olds may not possess the same type of insight into teaching and 

learning as their adult counterparts, their perspectives are valuable in understanding, first hand, 

the experiences and perceptions of young learners at school. Within the Ontario Kindergarten 

program, educators are encouraged in their practice to acknowledge and embrace the idea that 

“the child has something to teach us” (MOE, 2016, p. 10). This research was designed with a 

similar orientation to student voice, and the recognition that the broader education community 

can also learn from what children have to say. To best appreciate how various stakeholders 

involved with the Ontario Kindergarten program understand student thriving, it is important to 

first start by examining the perspective of the key stakeholder: the students. For this research, six 

students within the focal classroom (three Junior Kindergarten and three Senior Kindergarten) 
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Table 5. 

Overview of the Six Focal Kindergarten Students 

Junior Kindergarten Senior Kindergarten 

Amber Niall Alexander Esther Pippa Heidi 

Female Male Male Female Female Female 

 

shared their feelings, experiences, and perceptions of Kindergarten as it related to student 

thriving in the Kindergarten classroom (Table 5). While all six focal students contributed their 

voices through the various means of data collection, both Amber (JK) and Pippa (SK) were often 

more reserved in their responses than the other four children.   

* * * 

Vignette 2: The School Day Begins 

The morning bell rings, marking the beginning of the school day. The children eagerly 

make their way into the classroom from the small Kindergarten yard. Through the window of the 

classroom, parents and siblings can be seen waving goodbye while school buses pull out of the 

parking lot beyond the gated outdoor space. As Ms. ECE helps students gather their belongings 

outside, Ms. Teacher happily greets the children as they enter the classroom. The room quickly 

fills with a cacophony of excited voices.  

“Good morning!” 

“I really want to draw. Can we have the drawing station open today?” 

“We can work that out.” 

After hanging their coats and bags on their hooks, and changing into their indoor shoes, the 

children habitually move towards the colourful carpet at the front of the classroom, following a 

familiar procedure of dropping their agendas off in a plastic box on the way. Today, Alexander 
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and his friend Lucas are first to settle in their spots on the carpet. Alexander proudly shows off 

the illustrated cartoon on the front of his t-shirt, which quickly results in giggles and laughter 

from the two young boys. The carpet area begins to buzz with activity. While some children take 

this time as an opportunity to catch up with friends, others quietly select a book from a box at the 

front of the classroom and begin to peacefully read on their own.  

By now, Ms. ECE has helped all of the children inside and is settled at a child-sized table 

at the back of the classroom, checking children’s agendas for any notes from home. An 

announcement comes over the P.A. system asking students to stand for the singing of the national 

anthem. Without instruction, the children scattered throughout the Kindergarten classroom stand 

and freeze wherever they are. While some children choose to stand quietly, others sing at the top 

of their lungs as a recording of O Canada plays throughout the school. When the song and 

morning announcements are complete, Ms. Teacher encourages the remaining children to make 

their way to the carpet. She too heads to the front of the classroom, settling with the rest of the 

class on a white rocking chair in the corner of the carpet. 

* * * 

Understanding Kindergarten from a Student Perspective 

Kindergarten and the role of the student. While curriculum documents and 

professional development opportunities provide educators with an overview of what is expected 

of them within the Kindergarten classroom, students are without such a guide. Rather, it is 

through their day-to-day experiences and interactions that children come to understand what it 

means to be a student and what Kindergarten (and school, more generally) is all about. Through 

interviews and observations, the six focal students shared their insights on Kindergarten and their 

role within it. For example, Niall (JK) described his budding understanding of Kindergarten: 
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Researcher What’s this a picture of? 

Niall  The door. 

Researcher Where does that door lead? 

Niall  To our classroom.  

Researcher This [sign on the door] says, “Kindergarten.” What kinds of things do you 

do in Kindergarten? 

Niall We like go out for recess. 

Researcher What else do you do? 

Niall We play. That’s it, mostly.  

The idea that Kindergarten was a place where students engaged in playful experiences was 

echoed by Heidi and Pippa, both SK students: 

Researcher What do you do when you’re at Kindergarten? 

Heidi You play.  

* * * 

Researcher Can you tell me what do you and your friends do at Kindergarten? 

Pippa We play. 

 Researcher What kinds of things do you play? 

 Pippa  Lego. And on the climber.  

Recognising that school was not always about playing, Niall further explained that sometimes 

Kindergarten students were expected to “do some homework.” In her interview, Esther (SK) 

provided insight into the types of work Niall may have been referring to, while describing some 

of the learning experiences and activities that students engaged in throughout the school day:  
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Researcher What do you do at Kindergarten? 

Esther We have play centres. We go outside for recess. And we usually read 

books. 

Researcher Okay, so lots of different things. 

Esther And we have science. We usually watch science movies.  

In addition to these experiences, Amber (JK) commented that students would often be asked to 

“sit at the carpet” at various points throughout the school day, where the class would engage in 

various group activities (e.g., “Sometimes we read a book”).  

Acknowledging the collective aspect of school, Esther illuminated some of the social 

expectations that are placed on students within this learning environment: 

Researcher Do you do anything else? 

Esther We share. 

Researcher That’s a nice thing to do. When kids come to school, what is their job in 

the Kindergarten classroom? 

Esther To be nice to people and stuff if they’re being mean or something.  

Heidi explained how one might go about negotiating the rules and expectations of this space: 

Heidi You don’t hit or kick. And you don’t punch or bite. 

Researcher Okay. Anything else that you do at Kindergarten? 

Heidi We walk. We don’t run or fight or drink blood or bite.  

[. . .]  

Researcher When you come to school and your friends come to school, what do you 

have to do? What’s your job? 
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Heidi We do yoga. We sit criss-cross applesauce and we wait until [the 

educators] say our names.  

In addition to social expectations, Amber and Alexander (both JK) explained that students are 

also asked to take responsibility for their personal belongings (e.g., Amber: “Hang our backpacks 

up;” Alexander: “You have to pack your bags”) and for helping to maintain the cleanliness of the 

classroom (e.g., Alexander: “We have to wash tables. . . . You have to sweep the floor).  

Esther additionally illustrated her growing understanding of school within her outdoor 

play. During morning and afternoon recess on Day 1 and Day 2 of observations, Esther took on 

the role of “teacher” while playing with several of her friends in the school yard (additionally 

depicted in Vignette 3). As she waited patiently for her friends to join her at the beginning of 

morning recess on Day 2, Esther explained her plans for playing school: 

Researcher What are you going to play when they come? 

Esther  We are going to play school. 

Researcher What do you need to do to play school? 

Esther Sit down and have lunch and have recess and go home at the end of the 

day.  

Through interviews and observations, it was clear that the six focal students were 

beginning to form their own understandings about school and what was expected of them within 

the Kindergarten classroom. Overall, students displayed an understanding that being a 

Kindergarten student meant that they had the opportunity to engage in play and various learning 

experiences throughout the school day, while occasionally being required to do some formal 

work, such as writing letters and numbers or completing pages in a workbook. Play, both indoors 

and outdoors, was viewed as an important component of Kindergarten, often standing out to 
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students as their primary activity or task. Furthermore, the Kindergarten classroom was 

recognized by students as a social environment, where students were expected to follow certain 

rules and to interact with others in positive ways.  

In addition to an expanding knowledge of Kindergarten as a whole, the focal students 

also displayed an understanding that there were differences between Junior and Senior 

Kindergarten. Within the focal Kindergarten classroom, Junior and Senior Kindergarten students 

were often assigned similar, yet slightly different, tasks when engaged in independent literacy 

and numeracy activities. In her interview, Heidi, an SK student, explained the difference in 

difficulty between the Junior and Senior Kindergarten workbooks: “The Seniors don’t have the 

same things as the Juniors. The Juniors have not the same things as we have in our books. . . . It’s 

harder a little bit. And sometimes they get a little bit easier.” Similarly, while completing a 

numeracy worksheet on Day 1 of classroom observations, Esther, also an SK student, announced 

that when it came to counting and writing, “Tens are easy for Seniors” (Figure 2).  

Figure 2. Esther (left) and Niall (right) work to complete numeracy worksheets. 
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Role of the educator. Just as the six children were learning about Kindergarten and their 

role within it, they were also getting to know the two classroom educators and their roles within 

the classroom. Although the focal students appeared to have different depths of understanding as 

to the role of the educators in the classroom, it was evident that these students saw the educators 

as a part of their classroom community and believed that both Ms. Teacher and Ms. ECE were in 

the classroom to support students in a variety of ways. For the most part, the students saw Ms. 

Teacher and Ms. ECE as having identical roles, viewing them both as teachers and educators 

within the classroom (Figure 3). When asked what the educators’ responsibilities were in the 

classroom, Esther (SK) replied: “Their job is to learn. And to be teachers! . . . They look after us. 

And they play with us.” The notion that the primary role of the educators was to help and care 

for the children in the class was well established among the focal students. When asked about the 

educators’ role within the classroom, Amber (JK) replied: “Helping us. . . . They’re good 

teachers.” Similarly, Alexander (JK) declared: “They help us do stuff.” Heidi (SK) further 

Figure 3. Ms. Teacher listens attentively while Niall tells the class about an item he has brought 

from home (left). Ms. ECE helps Amber to count straws during calendar time (right). 
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explained: “The teachers help us if we get hurt or if we need help.” Niall (JK) announced, “I love 

them!” He then commented, “they help us spell the words that we do.”  

Niall was not the only student who expressed positive feelings about the two classroom 

educators. In her interview, Esther explained that Ms. Teacher and Ms. ECE made her feel 

“happy,” especially “when they read stories to me.” Alexander reiterated this feeling, stating that 

one of his favourite things at school was when: “They read stories. . . . They read books.” 

Beyond reading books and stories, when it came to teaching and learning, Esther was the only 

student to allude to the idea that the two educators were in the classroom to help students 

discover new knowledge about the world: “They usually ask questions to other people or they 

tell you something.” Esther further explained: “[Ms. ECE] usually asks us questions and writes 

stuff. Or, usually, she just takes pictures. Or she asks you stuff. . . . Ms. Teacher usually draws 

with you or she plays with you or she makes rules with you.” The idea that the educators were 

not only in the classroom to help students, but also to establish and govern classroom rules and 

expectations was additionally mentioned by Amber: “They might get some kids in trouble.” 

Rules and expectations of Kindergarten. In addition to gaining insight into children’s 

perceptions of Kindergarten and the roles of students and educators, classroom observations and 

interviews with the six focal students illuminated children’s developing understanding of the 

rules and expectations associated with the Kindergarten classroom. In particular, it was evident 

that the students had developed an understanding of: (a) classroom routines and procedures; and 

(b) expected behaviours, actions, and rules.  

Classrooms routines and procedures. Within the Kindergarten classroom, students were 

aware of various classroom routines and procedures. At three months into the school year, the six 

focal students displayed an understanding of the ebb and flow of the school day (as illustrated in 
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Vignette 2). The children knew what was expected of them when they arrived at school in the 

morning and were able to navigate their way through the formal and informal activities, recesses, 

and transitions throughout the day. In addition to having a general understanding of the school 

day, the students were also aware of the procedures associated with certain learning experiences 

and activities. For example, in her interview, Esther (SK) shared her understanding of what was 

expected of students as it related to their numeracy and literacy workbooks:  

 Researcher What do you do in those different workbooks? 

Esther We usually do like letters or we can find a page that we do. . . . So, if you 

find a one, if Ms. Teacher says find a one, just the ones. Then trace the 

ones. Then like circle the ones. And circle all of them. 

Researcher Okay, what about when you’re writing in your journals? 

Esther We copy something from the board. We copy something from the board 

and then we draw a picture up.  

Similarly, Heidi (SK) attempted to explain her understanding: 

Researcher Can you tell me about working in your books? What do you do in your 

workbooks? 

Heidi We colour. And we see what we can do in there. We try to do what we can 

do. . . . Everyone mostly kind of scribbles. Kind of. 

In their interviews, Alexander and Amber, both JK students, explained the procedures for 

choosing a play centre during the free play periods: 

 Alexander That’s the chart. 

 Researcher Okay, tell me about this chart. 

 Alexander We play at math centres. 
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 Researcher What does this chart tell you? 

 Alexander You put those things that’s open.  

* * * 

Researcher What’s this? 

 Amber  This is the chart. 

 Researcher What’s the chart used for? 

Amber For the play centres. . . . You find a centre that’s on the chart.  

While observations showed that the children within the class did not always follow the practise 

of choosing a play centre from the chart, there was a general understanding of the expected 

procedure among the focal students. 

Expected behaviours, actions, and rules. In addition to routines and procedures, the six 

focal students explained several behaviours and actions that were expected of them throughout 

the day. When discussing the types of experiences that students engage in while at the carpet, 

Alexander (JK) highlighted a few behavioural expectations: 

 Researcher What’s this a picture of? 

 Alexander It’s the picture of [the] classroom. 

 Researcher Tell me about what you do in this area of the classroom? 

 Alexander You sit on your spots. 

 Researcher Where is your spot? 

 Alexander [Points to picture]. 

 Researcher Right here on the B? 

 Alexander Yeah. 

 Researcher What do you have to do when you sit on your spot? 
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Alexander You have to sit criss-cross and our hand in. And our mouths zip. Hands on 

your lap.  

The notion that students were expected to act and behave in certain ways while at the carpet was 

echoed by several focal students. Heidi (SK) and Niall (JK) provided two such examples: 

 Researcher Okay, what’s this a picture of? 

 Heidi  The mat. 

 Researcher Can you tell me about what you do at the mat? 

 Heidi  You sit criss-cross applesauce. And you wait for the teacher. 

 Researcher What kinds of things do you do with your friends when you sit at the mat? 

 Heidi  You sit criss-cross applesauce and don’t talk. 

Researcher Is there anything else that you do? What do you do with the teacher when 

you’re at this place? 

Heidi We don’t talk. We wait until the teacher. And if somebody has something 

to show us, we look at them and we don’t talk.  

* * * 

Researcher What do you have to do when you sit down on the carpet? 

Niall  I’ll show you. [Crosses legs on chair]. 

Researcher What’s that called? 

Niall  Criss-cross apple sauce. Hands in. 

Researcher Oh, okay. Why do you have to sit like that? 

Niall Because of the teacher. We have to. Because we have to sit criss-cross 

apple sauce.  

In addition to expected behaviours and actions, students shared an understanding of the rules 



 

 77 

associated with certain experiences and activities. For example, while discussing an area of the 

classroom that was recently turned into a new play centre, Esther (SK) shared her play 

experiences while also alluding to a rule that limited the number of students allowed in the play 

area at one time: 

 Researcher Okay, let’s look at another picture. What’s that? 

Esther  This is the travel agency and the hair salon. 

 Researcher Are those play centres always in your classroom? 

Esther Usually, we put new centres there. And, usually, we just do other centres 

and other centres. But this stays up. [Points to book corner]. But these 

centres change. 

[. . .] 

Researcher Do you have a favourite place to play out of these areas? 

Esther I like this one! [Points to travel agency]. 

Researcher What do you play in the travel agency? 

Esther We usually play on the computers. Or we can look at those facts. Or we 

can travel somewhere. So, you can pick out of these ones. 

Researcher What do you do on the computers in the travel agency? 

Esther We make the airplane go and make the airplane stop. 

Researcher Oh, so you’re helping. 

Esther  And then this can be the airplane. 

Researcher Oh, okay. So, you use the couch as the airplane. And then you make the 

airplane go and stop from where you’re sitting over here. Interesting.  
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Esther Well, you sit in these chairs. There’s allowed four doing this. Three doing 

that. [Points to hair salon]. Three doing that. [Points to reading corner]. 

On Day 1, Niall (JK) was observed enforcing a similar rule during free play time. While caring 

for a large stuffed turtle, Niall and his friend were approached by another child in the class 

hoping to join their play. Niall quickly responded by turning the child away, announcing “Only 

two allowed in this area. No, you can’t. Only two people allowed here.” 

* * * 

Vignette 3: Morning Recess 

As the warm November sun shines down on the playground, the children scatter to their 

favourite outdoor play spaces. It is morning recess for the Kindergarten students at Waterview 

Public School. Niall and two friends quickly run towards the large climber situated in the centre 

of the large grassy yard. The three boys hastily scurry up the structure, making their way 

towards the two large yellow slides protruding from the far end of the climber.  

To the right of the climbing structure is a small ridge lined with trees of various ages, 

marking the boundary between the Kindergarten playground and the larger school yard beyond. 

The ground between the trees has been worn down to the dirt, evidence of wear and tear from 

months of children running and playing. Pippa and a young girl who has been away from school 

for several weeks have settled in the shade of one of the trees. They smile and laugh as they chat 

with one another, quite happy to be reacquainted with one another once again. 

On the other side of the playground, several stumps have been placed parallel to a chain 

link fence marking the edge of the school yard. Esther is sitting patiently on one of the cut logs. 

“We are going to play school!” she announces. Several minutes later, a group of girls has 

formed around her. The children sit cross legged on the ground waiting for instruction. “Okay, 
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girls. Recess!” Esther exclaims. Having obviously played this game before, the girls quickly rise 

to their feet and run down the field to an area where six stumps sit in a row. As the girls climb 

and jump on the wooden structures, Esther sits back and watches her students play. 

* * * 

Conceptualizing Thriving from a Student Perspective 

Student perceptions of positive and negative aspects of Kindergarten. As part of a 

drawing exercise, the six focal students shared their perceptions of some of the positive and 

negative aspects of Kindergarten. Students were asked to illustrate people, objects, or 

experiences at school that made them feel “good” and “not so good” (Figure 4; annotated 

drawings provided in Table 6 at the end of this section). The students were prompted with 

questions, such as: What things make you feel happy or excited at school? What gets you excited 

to come to school? What do you do at school that makes you feel good inside? What things 

might make you feel sad or upset at school? What things do you not like doing? What might 

make you not want to come to school? From these drawings, four interconnected ideas emerged: 

(a) play; (b) friends; (c) reading and learning experiences; and (d) self, family, and home. While 

five of the focal students completed drawings of both positive and negative aspects of school, 

Alexander chose to complete two positive drawings instead, stating that there was nothing about 

Kindergarten that resulted in negative feelings for him. 

Play. In their drawings, all six of the focal students identified play as a positive aspect of 

Kindergarten. While Alexander and Niall (both JK) identified certain toys in their drawings, 

Heidi and Pippa (both SK) saw their involvement in play as something that contributed to their 

positive feelings within the Kindergarten classroom. In addition, Amber (JK) and Heidi (SK) 
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identified playing outside on the playground and on the slide as something that contributed to 

their enjoyment at school. 

Friends. Having friends and the experience of playing with friends was identified by all 

six of the focal students as positively contributing to their school experience. While most 

students identified particular friends, Pippa simply mentioned playing with friends and friends 

playing with her as things that made her feel good. Although the Junior Kindergarten students 

Figure 4. The six focal students hold up their annotated drawings illustrating their perceptions 

of the positive and negative aspects of Kindergarten. 
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believed that friends were important, the quality of friendships and interactions among peers 

appeared to be of greater importance to the Senior Kindergarten students. For example, Esther  

(SK) drew a picture of someone who was sharing and someone being nice while playing with her 

as instances that resulted in positive feelings at school. Relatedly, both Heidi and Pippa 

illustrated a drawing of someone throwing rocks down the slide as an example of something that 

made them feel uncomfortable or unhappy. Additionally, Esther drew three images of individuals 

treating her or other children poorly as a negative aspect of school (e.g., pushing, pulling). 

Reading and learning experiences. Just as play, friends, and playing with friends were 

viewed by students as contributing to their positive experiences at school, so too was having the 

opportunity to read and listen to stories (as identified by five of the six focal students). Amber, 

Niall, and Alexander mentioned books as something that resulted in positive feelings for them. 

Esther shared that a positive aspect of school for her was when the educators in the class read 

stories and books to her and the class. Similarly, Pippa also expressed that she enjoyed the 

opportunity to read books when at school. Engaging in various learning experiences and work 

was also seen as a positive aspect for several students. In her drawing, Esther illustrated how she 

enjoyed doing science with the planning time teacher and going to the library. Alexander drew a 

picture of himself working at a desk with Ms. Teacher as something that made him feel happy at 

school. Comparably, Niall’s drawing showed that he did not like having to do work that he 

viewed as being too difficult, citing the example of drawing letters as something that held more 

of a negative aspect of school for him.  

Self, family, and home. Finally, the students mentioned the notion of self, family, and 

home as something that contributed to both positive and negative feelings while at school. The 

fact that students had their own designated place on the carpet was something viewed by Heidi 



 

 82 

and Pippa (both SK) as a positive aspect of school. Furthermore, Heidi expressed that being able 

to independently ride the bus to school in the morning was something that made her feel good. In 

addition to these ideas related to self, two JK students identified that being away from home or 

having to say goodbye to a parent in the morning resulted in negative emotions and was among 

the negative aspects of school. For instance, Niall expressed that he felt sad when his mom left in 

the morning, while Amber illustrated that both being away from home and having to say 

goodbye to dad in the morning resulted in negative feelings. Taking a more optimistic stance, 

Esther (SK) expressed that taking the school bus home at the end of the day resulted in positive 

feelings for her.  
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Table 6. 

Focal Student Drawings of Positive and Negative Aspects of School 

Amber 

(JK) 

 Positive aspects: 

• Books 

• Playing on the slide  

• Playing with [friend] 

 

 

Negative aspects: 

• Sad that daddy left me 

• Being away from home 

Niall 

(JK) 

 Positive aspects: 

• Books 

• Stay home day 

• Hedgehog blocks  

• A toy chrysalis 

• [friend] 

• [friend] 

Negative aspects: 

• Doing really hard work, like drawing letters 

• When my mom leaves I feel a bit sad 

• Dollhouse 
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Alexander 

(JK) 
 Positive aspects: 

• Hedgehog blocks  

• Toys – I like the trucks 

• Books 

• [friend] 

• At the desk with Ms. Teacher 
 

 

Esther 

(SK) 

 Positive aspects: 

• Someone sharing 

• Somebody who is being nice to me and 

playing with me 

• My teacher reading books to me  

• Doing science 

• Going to the library 

• I like going on the bus and going home 

Negative aspects: 

• Somebody who is doing mean stuff to people 

• I don’t like when people pull on my arm  

• Somebody pushing me 

• I don’t like my friends going to the climber 
because I don’t like it and then I can’t play 

with them 
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Heidi 

(SK) 

 Positive aspects: 

• Outside on the playground 

• I like to ride the bus to school 

• Sitting on my square  

• I like to play 

• [friend] 

 

 

Negative aspects: 

• Somebody who is going on the slide who 
throws rocks down  

• I don’t like running on the hill 

• The slide, because my friend hurt herself 

 

Pippa 

(SK) 

 Positive aspects: 

• When people play with me 

• Friends playing 

• Playing  

• I like to go to the library 

• Sitting on my square 

• Reading books 

Negative aspects: 

• I don’t like running on the hill too  

• I don’t like the slide because people throw 

rocks down it 
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* * * 

Vignette 4: Unstructured Play 

It is free play time once again in the Kindergarten classroom. A hum of excitement and 

activity fills the air. Two children sit at the writing centre, tracing and erasing letters using 

special crayons and writing sheets. At the carpet, several small groups of children have 

congregated, and are hard at work constructing houses and vehicles using different building 

materials. A young boy moves around the carpeted space pushing a small toy car along a track 

of wooden blocks. At the back of the classroom, a handful of girls have gathered at a table to 

play with a white gloopy substance. The friends giggle to themselves as they press what they call 

“flubber” into the plastic cups in front of them. 

Prrrrrfffff. Prrrrrfffff. 

Off to the side of the classroom, away from the busyness of the play centres, Amber and 

her friend Liam have pulled out a basket of colourful number tiles. Using a laminated chart as a 

guide, the two children have embarked on the task of finding and laying out as many numbers as 

they can. 

1, 2, 3, 4. 

The two young children have already managed to find the numbers one through four, and have 

carefully placed them along a line of decorative duct tape attached to the classroom floor. 

The tiles are facing different directions, but the children do not notice. They are concentrating 

on what number should be next in the sequence.  

“What comes next?” Liam enquires. 

“Five. Six.” Amber replies. 

The two children start searching through the bucket of carpeted numbers. 
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“Is this six?” Liam asks.  

“I’m not sure what six looks like,” Amber responds, gazing to the number sheet in her hand. “It 

looks like this. I think that’s a six. Okay, seven. Seven. We need a seven. Seven.”  

Moving from the bucket of tiles to the reference sheet to the line of numbers on the floor, the two 

friends work together to find more numbers. 

1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9. 

Having placed the number nine on the floor, Amber makes the decision that her time with the 

chart is now complete. Passing the sheet full of numbers to her friend, Amber confidently heads 

off towards the bucket.  

“I need a zero and a one.” 

* * * 

Thinking about the experiences of others. In addition to the opportunity to draw about 

their perceptions of the positive and negative aspects of Kindergarten, the six focal students 

talked about their likes, dislikes, and feelings in their one-on-one interviews. As one of the 

interview prompts, students were shown a print-out of the six focal students smiling (Figure 5).  

Figure 5. A photo prompt used in the interviews with the six focal students. 
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Table 7. 

Photo Elicitation: Overview of the Focal Student Responses 

Question: Why do you think these students are happy? What makes your friends happy at school? 

 Play and playing Playing with me Playing with others Friendships 

Alexander 

“Because they’re 

playing with stuff.” 

“They play outside. 

And inside.” 

   

Niall  “They play with me.”   

Amber   “Playing with them!” 
“Hugging.” 

“Saying nice words.” 

Pippa “Playing.”    

Heidi 

“They built the things 

that they wanted to 

build.” 

“Sometimes they like 

to play with me all the 

time.” 

  

Esther 
“Alexander’s playing 

with stuff.” 
   

 

They were then encouraged to talk about the images and why they thought the six children might 

be smiling. Among all six students, play was seen as the primary source of the smiles on the 

children’s faces, with an overarching belief that engagement in play and play with friends was 

what made their friends happy at school (Table 7). Niall’s (JK) and Heidi’s (SK) responses 

provided two such examples: 

Researcher Look at all these faces. What is the same about them? 

Niall It looks kind of like a smile. That looks like a smile. That looks like a 

really funny face.   

Researcher Do all these friends look sad or do all these friends look happy? 

Niall Happy. I look happy! 
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Researcher What do you think makes your friends happy at school? 

Niall They play with me.  

* * * 

 Researcher Look at these faces. What are they doing? 

 Heidi  Smiling. 

Researcher Smiling. All of these friends look happy at school. What do you think 

makes them happy? 

Heidi Because they built the things that they wanted to build.  

In addition to play and playing, students referred to themselves and others when talking 

about what contributed to their friends’ happiness at school. For example, Niall and Heidi both 

believed that, through play, they themselves contributed to their friends’ happiness. Similarly, 

Amber (JK) referred to the idea that the students were happy at school when they had the 

opportunity to play with friends or others in the class (e.g., Vignette 4). Amber further referred to 

positive peer interactions and friendships, declaring that “hugging” and “saying nice words” also 

contributed to children’s happiness at school.  

In the interviews with the three Senior Kindergarten students, the idea of not being able 

to play at school was presented to the children. When asked how Kindergarten students might 

feel if the opportunity to play was eliminated from school, Esther and Pippa both agreed that the 

students would likely feel “sad.” Similarly, Heidi believed that students would “not be happy” at 

school if there were no opportunities for play and declared a particular concern that children 

would miss out on interacting with the natural world outdoors: “Then we wouldn’t find worms 

outside. And they wouldn’t catch anything in the class.” 
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Building-a-Kindergarten. As part of the one-on-one interviews, the six focal students 

were asked to help build a Kindergarten. In this activity, participants were presented with a print-

out of an empty building, representing a vacant Kindergarten classroom, and were asked to help 

fill the space with things or experiences needed for children to thrive at school (Figure 6). 

Participants were prompted with the question: What do we need for Kindergarten students to be 

happy and excited at school? The Building-a-Kindergarten task revealed five common responses: 

play; friends; reading and learning experiences; self and others; and physical objects and 

structure. Of these responses, three elements emerged among the six focal students as being 

essential to supporting children’s positive experiences at school: (a) play; (b) friends; and (c) 

reading and learning experiences (Table 8).  

First, consistent with perceptions of what made their friends happy at school, play was 

considered by students to be one of the most important elements needed in a Kindergarten 

classroom. Each of the six focal students expressed the need for toys, alongside the necessity for 

various forms of play (e.g., outdoor play, sensory play, unstructured play, play centres). 

Similarly, students also mentioned the need for objects and spaces related to both indoor and  

Figure 6. An example of an empty and completed “Building-a-Kindergarten” prompt sheet.  
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Table 8. 

Building-a-Kindergarten Task: Overview of the Focal Student Responses 

Question: What do we need for Kindergarten students to be happy and excited at school? 

 Alexander Niall Amber Heidi Pippa Esther 

Play       

Play and playing ✓ ✓  ✓  ✓ 

Outdoor play/playground ✓  ✓ ✓   

Gym/physical movement ✓    ✓  

Sensory play    ✓   

Play centres   ✓ ✓   

Creative tasks ✓     ✓ 

Toys ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Numbers and counters  ✓  ✓   

SmartBoard play  ✓  ✓   

Play with friends      ✓ 

Friends       

Friends  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

“Me”  ✓  ✓  ✓ 

Reading and Learning Experiences       

Books and bookshelves ✓   ✓  ✓ 

Reading books  ✓  ✓ ✓  

Listening centre ✓      

Learn letters      ✓ 

“Work”/workbooks ✓   ✓ ✓  

Science      ✓ 

Watch videos/songs      ✓ 

Self and Others       

Tidy up classroom     ✓  

Smile and laugh    ✓   

Going home      ✓ 

Physical Objects and Structures       

Tables and chairs ✓  ✓    

Carpet  ✓     

Backpacks/lunch bags   ✓    

Fence ✓      

Big building   ✓    
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outdoor play experiences (e.g., number cards, playground, gym). Next, friends were identified by 

five out of six focal students as an essential contributor to supporting happy and excited children 

at school. Moreover, Niall (JK), Heidi (SK), and Esther (SK) believed that their presence in the 

Kindergarten classroom enhanced other children’s positive experiences at school. Finally, 

reading and learning experiences were viewed by the majority of focal students as important 

aspects of school. While Alexander (JK) and Esther mentioned the need for books and 

bookshelves in the classroom, Heidi, Niall, and Pippa (SK) declared that having the opportunity 

to read and listen to stories contributed to children’s happiness and excitement. Furthermore, 

Alexander, Heidi, Pippa, and Esther stated the need for workbooks and for students to have the 

opportunity to do work while at school.  

Navigating school. During her interview, Esther, an SK student, talked about some of 

her own observations about Kindergarten. In particular, she highlighted the idea that successfully 

navigating the Kindergarten classroom, and ultimately being happy at school, involved behaving 

and acting in certain ways. When discussing some of the experiences that children engage in 

throughout the day, Esther talked about her perceptions of the expectations placed on children in 

reference to a particular child’s difficulties navigating school:  

Esther  To not like scream. 

Researcher Oh, you have to not scream? 

Esther Yeah, like Benjamin screams because he doesn’t really know what to do 

in Kindergarten. Like he says, “Mommy!” or says “Mommy!” Keeps 

saying it. 
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Researcher I see. So, if you learn about Kindergarten, do you think that you will be 

happier there? 

Esther Yeah. [Nods head]. 

The particular student Esther was referring to was a student in the class with high needs, who had 

an educational assistant with him at most times throughout the day. While Esther seemed to 

possess an understanding that the student, Benjamin, did not fully understand how to traverse the 

expectations and rules of the classroom, Niall interpreted Benjamin’s actions as being “really, 

really mean.” In his interview, Niall, a JK student, stated: “Some people in my class don’t be 

nice. Like Benjamin. . . . He be mean every day.” Niall further alluded to the idea that because 

Benjamin was five years old and a Senior Kindergarten student, he should know the rules and 

expectations of the classroom. Essentially, because Benjamin did not appear to follow the same 

social guidelines as the other students in the class, Niall saw him as not being able to navigate 

school in a successful way.  

A Student’s Framework for Understanding Student Thriving 

Drawing on the experiences, perceptions, and insights of six young learners, a framework 

for understanding student thriving from the children’s perspective can be conceptualized (see 

Figure 7). From the children’s perspective, four interconnected components—play, friends, 

learning, and me—embody student thriving and contribute to their ability to thrive within the 

Kindergarten classroom. Among these four components, play and friends were viewed as 

especially important to the focal students. While students rarely referred to or mentioned 

educators, unless directly questioned about them, a general understanding existed among the 

students that the educators were in the classroom to help and support the Kindergarten students. 

Several students spoke about the ways in which the educators supported children in the 
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classroom. For example, Esther commented that the educators “play with us” and “look after us.” 

Similarly, students shared how engaging in learning experiences alongside the classroom 

educators resulted in positive feelings, such as Alexander illustrating a picture of him working 

with Ms. Teacher as something that made him feel happy at school. Although only one focal 

student directly acknowledged the idea that educators may be in the classroom to share their 

knowledge, there was a common understanding among the children that educators also helped to 

establish and govern rules and expectations of the classroom. Amber’s remark that sometimes 

the educators will “get some kids in trouble” provides one such example. While they may take 

on more of a hidden or invisible role from the children’s perspective, caring and responsive 

Figure 7. A framework for understanding student thriving from the child's perspective. 
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educators can be perceived as an underlying support for student thriving in the Kindergarten 

classroom.  

Play, playing, and the ability to engage in playful experiences, both indoors and outdoors, 

were considered by the six focal students as essential to children’s positive experiences at school. 

Through their interviews and drawings, the children indicated the need for not only toys and 

playthings in the classroom, but also access to diverse spaces and opportunities for engagement 

in various forms of play. From the children’s perspective, play and happiness were inextricably 

linked. The idea that play was a key source of happiness and excitement for Kindergarten 

students, as well as a prominent positive feature of school, was a commonly held belief among 

the focal students.  

In addition to play, the focal students viewed friendships and positive peer relationships 

as being an integral part of thriving at school. Children expressed that having friends and being a 

friend to others contributed to their positive experiences in both Junior and Senior Kindergarten. 

Similarly, having the opportunity to play with friends was seen as a positive aspect of school and 

directly contributing to children’s happiness in the Kindergarten classroom. The importance of 

the quality of these relationships and interactions seemed to increase with age, with the Senior 

Kindergarten students highlighting concepts such as sharing and treating friends nicely.  

While not as prominent as play and friends, the idea that learning was an important part 

of children’s positive experiences at school clearly emerged from the children’s data. Several 

students articulated that reading and listening to stories were among the positive aspects of 

school and were viewed as necessary experiences for students to be happy and excited in the 

Kindergarten classroom. Similarly, engagement in school work (e.g., workbooks) was also seen 

as a positive aspect of school and as an essential component of Kindergarten, providing that the 
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assigned task was not perceived as being too difficult or challenging. Moreover, an 

understanding existed that learning the rules and expectations of school would help children to 

navigate both the physical and social environment. 

 Finally, the notion of “me” played an important role in children’s understandings of their 

experiences and perceptions of school. This concept was expressed in two ways: as 

independence and as individuality. In regards to notions of me as independence, children 

expressed an appreciation of having their own space within the classroom (e.g., having their own 

square on the carpet), viewing the presence of these spaces as a positive aspect of their 

Kindergarten experience. Equally, a sense of me as individuality was expressed through 

children’s comments regarding their connection to home and family. While these elements may 

not appear to have a direct impact on children’s experiences within the Kindergarten classroom, 

having to say goodbye to family and loved ones at the beginning of the school day and being 

away from home and family for the entirety of the day was understood by many students as a 

negative aspect of school.  
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CHAPTER 5: THE EDUCATORS’ PERSPECTIVE 

 

Thriving in Kindergarten at Waterview Public School: Part 2 

Chapter Overview 

 In this chapter, the views and perspectives of the three educators—Ms. ECE, Ms. 

Teacher, and Mr. Principal—associated with the focal Kindergarten classroom are presented. 

Drawing on educators’ perceptions, descriptions, and understandings, the notion of Kindergarten 

student thriving is unpacked and investigated. Educator reflections on children’s experiences of 

thriving within the focal classroom are also explored. After providing a depiction of student 

thriving (and not thriving), educator insights into the elements that support children’s ability to 

thrive in Kindergarten and within the focal classroom are presented. In the final section of the 

chapter, a framework for understanding student thriving from the educator perspective is 

presented. The framework was developed from and reflects the data collected from interviews 

with the three educators and observations within the focal Kindergarten classroom.  

 

Building an Understanding of Kindergarten Student Thriving:  

Three Educators’ Perspectives 

At school, teachers, early childhood educators, and administrators play a central role in 

children’s experiences and are important voices to consider when exploring student thriving in 

the Kindergarten classroom. In addition to gaining the perspectives of six Kindergarten students, 

three educators involved in the focal Kindergarten classroom at Waterview Public School shared 

their insights and experiences related to student thriving. These educators consisted of the focal 

classroom’s Kindergarten teacher (Ms. Teacher) and early childhood educator (Ms. ECE), as 
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well the school’s head administrator (Mr. Principal). These individuals were all involved, in 

various capacities, with the delivery and support of the programming within the focal classroom.  

* * * 

Vignette 5: Hallway Artwork 

Tweet, tweet, tweet. 

The sound of a whistle signals the end of afternoon recess. The Kindergarten students 

make their way up the hill towards the back of the school building, one-by-one forming a line on 

a large concrete pad. When the children have all found their place, a teacher opens the door of 

the school. The class heads back inside, through the door, along the hallway, and down a ramp 

towards the classroom. Before arriving at the classroom door, the children notice that the 

bulletin board outside their room changed while they were outside.  

The blue board that sat empty before recess has been transformed into a large forest. 

Two long rows of trees painted on yellow paper fill the space. At the beginning of one of the 

rows, a sign has been hung, reading: “We read a story called the Aogiri Tree. The Aogiri tree 

was one of the few living things in Hiroshima, Japan that survived the atom bomb attack in 1949. 

. . . It is a symbol of strength, survival, hope, and most of all, PEACE. Inspired by the tree’s 

story, we drew our own Aogiri trees using charcoal and paint.”  

The children all pause in the hallway to admire their artwork. Smiles wash across several 

children’s faces, as they search for their own paintings among the rows of trees. One child 

proudly announces, 

“Those are our trees!” 

* * * 
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Educator Perceptions of Student Thriving and the Elements that Support It 

 Educator perceptions of thriving in Kindergarten. In their interviews, the three 

educators—Ms. Teacher, Ms. ECE, and Mr. Principal—shared their understandings of student 

thriving and how to identifying thriving Kindergarten students. Educators also spoke about the 

possible characteristics and indicators of students who may not be thriving at school (Table 9). In 

addition to talking generally about student thriving in the Kindergarten classroom, Ms. Teacher, 

Ms. ECE, and Mr. Principal shared their insights and perceptions on the experiences of student 

thriving within the focal classroom. Five interconnected categories emerged from these 

descriptions and understandings: (a) emotions and attitudes; (b) engagement; (c) relationships 

and interactions; (d) learning, growth, and development; and (e) thriving in individualized ways. 

Emotions and attitudes. Overall, the three educators viewed the manifestation of positive 

emotions and attitudes as evidence of student thriving in the Kindergarten classroom. For 

example, Ms. ECE provided an account of a student who, from her perspective, was thriving in 

Kindergarten, claiming that this student displayed great pride in her accomplishments at school.  

Ms. Teacher asserted that children who are thriving “come in and are bubbly and are happy. 

They’re so excited to be there.” Emphasizing positive emotions and attitudes as a key 

foundational element for student thriving, Ms. Teacher further remarked: “As long as they’re 

happy to be there, they are going to thrive because we can work with them.” 

Engagement. In addition to the display of positive emotions and attitudes, the three 

educators described engagement in classroom activities and learning experiences as being 

associated with thriving. For instance, Ms. ECE described a thriving student as one who applied 

themselves in class. Similarly, when asked how he would describe a thriving Kindergarten 

student, Mr. Principal asserted: “It’s without a doubt all about a student getting right in there.  
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Table 9. 

Educator Perceptions of Thriving and Not Thriving in Kindergarten 

 

M
s.

 T
ea

ch
er

 

M
s.

 E
C

E
 

M
r.

 P
ri

n
ci

p
al

 

A student who is thriving: Displays positive emotions ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Wants to go and be at school ✓   

Is engaged  ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Displays evidence of learning, growth, and development ✓ ✓  

Has positive relationships and interactions with peers ✓  ✓ 

Can successfully navigate the classroom/school   ✓ 

A student who is not thriving: Displays negative emotions ✓   

Does not want to go and be at school ✓   

Is withdrawn or not engaged ✓   

Displays a lack of learning, growth, and development ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Has difficulty navigating the expectations of the classroom/school ✓  ✓ 

 

 

Getting their hands dirty with the things that are going on.” In contrast, Ms. Teacher described 

how some students come to school carrying “some sort of emotional baggage,” which can affect 

their ability to fully engage in classroom experiences and activities: “The kids who are . . . either 

really emotionally withdrawn or just emotionally upset, they’re not thriving. Because they can’t 

focus on the play piece or the academic piece.” She believed that, because these students have 

“too much other stress going on in their minds,” they may become distracted or withdrawn, 

making it “really hard for them to be able to function in the room” and, therefore, thrive. 

Relationships and interactions. In their interviews, both Ms. Teacher and Mr. Principal 

shared the belief that having positive interactions and relationships with peers contributed to 
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children’s ability to thrive in the Kindergarten classroom. In her interview, Ms. Teacher asserted 

that students who are thriving in Kindergarten are “the kids who play really nicely with each 

other and know what that should look like.” Similarly, Mr. Principal described his understanding 

of student thriving as involving both the presence of positive interactions (e.g., “Healthy working 

relationships with kids, healthy play relationships with kids”) and an ability to successfully 

navigate the social environment of the classroom (e.g., a thriving learner is able to “maneuver in 

a room with 30 other little bodies and do it in a safe way, in a happy and engaging way”). 

Learning, growth, and development. The three educators cited making connections, 

building knowledge, learning new skills, and displaying growth over time as indicators of 

thriving Kindergarten students. For instance, when talking about thriving in an academic sense, 

Ms. ECE reflected on how Niall’s interest in patterning had been ignited when she had “sat at the 

table one day and made a pattern.” She further explained that she had been amazed when Niall 

displayed his growing knowledge of patterns by asking her to explain the pattern she had made: 

“He knew right away that it was a pattern. And now he enjoys making those all the time.” In a 

related example, Ms. ECE commented on Pippa’s social development as it related to thriving: 

I found last year, [Pippa] wasn’t very outspoken or outgoing with the kids in her class. 

She seems to have better peer relationships with the kids in the class [this year]. She’s a 

lot more vocal when she’s talking to them. . . . Whereas last year, if you got three words 

out of her that was a good day. So, I’ve seen her thriving in peer relationships.  

Like Ms. ECE, Ms. Teacher made similar reference to student growth and development over 

time: “We’re three months into school and I see huge changes in all of those kids since 

September.” She further reflected on the Senior Kindergarten students she had worked with the 

previous school year, “it’s so beautiful that we have the two-year span, we can see the growth in 



 

 102 

them over that two-year time period. They’ve really grown a lot since we first met them as little 

tiny Juniors” (Ms. Teacher). While some of these Senior Kindergarten students were seen to be 

developing skills and knowledge in an academic sense, others were perceived to be “thriving in 

the social aspect of school, whereas they weren’t last year” (Ms. ECE). 

In contrast to thriving, Ms. Teacher, Ms. ECE, and Mr. Principal additionally referred to 

a lack of learning, growth, and development as a sign of a student who may not be fully thriving. 

In her interview, Ms. ECE shared her point of view: 

A child who is not thriving, I think of the ones who you’ve taught them the same thing 

over and over and over again. You’ve modelled in multiple ways and you’ve provided 

them with as many experiences as you can. Then you sit with them to see how far they’ve 

come and they’re still no different than they were like three months before. Whether it’s 

counting or printing or letter recognition. Any of those things. So, you kind of worry 

about those kids and not thriving. 

Commenting on children’s social interactions, Ms. Teacher explained how children who struggle 

to develop social skills may not necessarily be characterized as “not thriving.” Rather, the 

students who are learning to “negotiate play with each other” are “still thriving . . . because 

they’re learning new skills. They’re still happy to be there” (Ms. Teacher).  

Thriving in individualized ways. Overall, Ms. Teacher, Ms. ECE, and Mr. Principal felt 

that the students in the focal Kindergarten classroom were indeed thriving. Moreover, there was 

a general agreement among the educators that the students were all thriving in individualized 

ways. Ms. Teacher remarked: “I think they are [thriving]. All in their own ways.” When asked to 

what extent he thought the students in the focal class were thriving, Mr. Principal asserted: 
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I think our kids in the Kindergarten program are thriving. I think they’re thriving socially 

and I think they’re thriving academically. The data suggests that. Behaviour suggests 

that. School attendance suggests that. The relationships and the comments we get back 

from parents tell us that they are very satisfied with what is going on here. 

Additionally, Ms. ECE commented, “I think they’re all thriving in some aspects of their day.”  

While she agreed with Ms. Teacher that the children in their Kindergarten class were all 

thriving, Ms. ECE emphasized that the students appeared to be thriving in individualized ways 

and to varying degrees depending on the area: “I don’t know if they’re all thriving in all areas of 

school. I guess, with that, some kids are going to thrive better in areas than other children.” 

Similar to Mr. Principal’s statement about the thriving both socially and academically, Ms. 

ECE’s perspective reflected the notion that there may be milieus of thriving and, at any given 

time, certain students may be thriving more than others in particular areas. For example, Ms. 

ECE highlighted how a student might struggle academically while thriving socially: “[Heidi] 

struggles with math, and she struggles with printing. But she can be very social and do very well 

in the dramatic play centre. She thrives in those hands-on experiences.”  

* * * 

Vignette 6: The End of the School Day 

The school day is nearing an end. 

The Kindergarten students move throughout the classroom, gathering their belongings 

and packing their bags for home. While some children collect items from their mailboxes, others 

assist in tidying and cleaning up the classroom. A small group of girls help to stack the chairs by 

colour, leaving makeshift towers of grey, yellow, green, red, and brown throughout the room. 

When all the bags have been packed and have been lined up in a row, and all the chairs have 
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been piled, one on top of the other, the children make their way to the front of the classroom and 

join Ms. Teacher and Ms. ECE at the carpet.  

The children sit quietly, anticipating one last story of the day. 

Niall is the last to join his friends at the carpet. He quietly squirms and wriggles at his 

spot on the carpet, eventually relaxing into a seated position. Ms. Teacher opens the front cover 

of a story book and begins to read. The children scattered around the colourful carpet all look 

calm and content, some even look tired from the full school day, now almost behind them. Ms. 

Teacher arrives at a funny part in the story. The class laughs, breaking the silence that had 

momentarily filled the room. Several children turn to their friends on either side of them to share 

their joy. Some students turn around to face Ms. ECE, who is sitting on a window ledge at the far 

edge of the carpet, curious to see if she is laughing too.  

 Alexander’s eyes start to look heavy and tired. Ms. Teacher and Ms. ECE exchange an 

empathetic look, knowing without words what the other is thinking. After the story is done, the 

children all join in for one last song. The children are then dismissed for the day.  

Outside of the large classroom window, golden school buses have formed lines in the 

parking lot. Parents can be seen arriving by foot and in their cars. The children change their 

shoes and put on their outdoor clothes. Grabbing their school bags and saying their last 

goodbyes, the children make their way into the gated yard where they started the day.  

Another school day is done. And, today, everyone is leaving happy. 

* * * 

Educator perceptions of the elements that support student thriving in Kindergarten.  

In their interviews, the three educators shared their thoughts on the elements that support student 

thriving in the Kindergarten classroom. Educators were prompted with questions such as: What 
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elements do you see as being key to helping students thrive in Kindergarten? From your 

experience, what makes Kindergarten students happy, excited, and engaged at school? What 

makes Kindergarten students excited to come to school? With the overarching belief that the 

students in the focal Kindergarten classroom were all thriving in individualized ways, the three 

educators additionally spoke about the key elements they saw as supporting student thriving 

within this space. From these responses, four interconnected categories of support emerged: (a) 

identifying and responding to individual needs; (b) the adoption of a child-centred Kindergarten 

program; (c) the presence of a supportive and responsive learning environment; and (d) the 

existence of a positive and supportive social environment. 

Identifying and responding to individual needs. Identifying and responding to individual 

needs was recognised by all three educators as an important support for student thriving in the 

Kindergarten classroom. The educators’ displayed a collective understanding that children have 

various social, emotional, cognitive, and physical needs, and that these needs must be met for 

students to be successful at school. If students have unidentified needs or individual needs that 

are not being met—or are not able to be met—on a daily basis, they may be hindered in their 

ability to thrive in the Kindergarten classroom. According to Mr. Principal, supporting student 

thriving by meeting the needs of learners first involves embracing an educational philosophy that 

emphasizes the importance of early support for Kindergarten students, with the belief that 

identifying and responding to needs in the early years can help to “ensure that they’re going to be 

successful moving forward.” This viewpoint illuminates the idea that by identifying, responding 

to, and supporting the needs of Kindergarten students, educators can not only support student 

thriving in the classroom, but also help to set students on a positive trajectory for future 

schooling and educational experiences.  
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The idea that students come to school with diverse individualized needs was illuminated 

by all three educators in their interviews. For instance, Ms. Teacher explained that: “You have 

kids coming in that have emotional needs. But you also have kids coming in with behavioural 

needs. But you also have exceptionalities coming in, and kids who are Autistic or kids who have 

developmental delays.” While students may have various needs, Ms. Teacher further asserted 

that all students are capable of thriving when their individualized needs are being met, including 

students with high needs: “They can be thriving in the room if the program is set up well for 

them. They need individualized programs, but those programs need to be followed to a tee or 

we’re doing them a disservice.”  

Identifying needs and accessing supports and resources. Within the Kindergarten 

classroom, teachers and early childhood educators work directly with students and, as a result, 

are the front line of identifying and responding to student needs. While speaking about children’s 

social adjustment, Mr. Principal emphasized the vital role that Kindergarten educators play in 

identifying and responding to students’ needs: 

Some kids come to us straight from the home setting where they’ve been an only child 

and now they’re looking around a room with 28 other little bodies and then they’ve got to 

maneuver their way through that. That’s tough for some kids. It’s all about us recognizing 

that and giving opportunities to those kids to sort of do what they need to do to be able to 

function in a large group. 

He further added: “When we see that some kids need some different structures, some different 

strategies, then we jump right in there and give them that. It’s about watching and it’s about 

listening. And that’s all on the teacher.” 
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Mr. Principal additionally suggested that educators can begin to recognize and identify 

student needs by “collecting anecdotal evidence on the students when they’re doing the activities 

in the classroom so that they can see where those gaps are, where those deficits are.” In addition 

to identifying the areas in which students may require support, educators are also tasked with 

responding to and supporting the various needs of the young learners within the classroom. To 

best meet the needs of students, Mr. Principal suggested that educators must first know what 

supports and resources are available at the school-, board-, and community-level, and figure out 

which supports will work best for those children in need. Educators must then access available 

supports and resources, which may sometimes require them to take on the role of teacher-

advocate for their students: “It’s about knowing where to access those supports. Whether it’s 

through the board, whether it’s print resources, whether it’s talking to other staff. . . . Teachers 

need to know that there are people that they can go to access those supports” (Mr. Principal). 

Moreover, Mr. Principal emphasized the important role that parents can play in helping to meet 

children’s needs at school, stating: “Parents are often a huge support for their children.” He 

further asserted that educators “can’t be afraid to ask questions either.. . . You have to lean on 

parents, you have to work with parents for those supports.” 

Responding to needs. Although Ms. Teacher and Ms. ECE agreed that all of the students 

in their class were thriving, they both believed that one student, Benjamin, could be thriving 

more. Ms. Teacher shared her thoughts on the experiences of the students with high needs: 

The ones with special needs, I think they are thriving too. But I think in this 

circumstance, we could be doing a better job. There’s growth happening there and some 

really great improvements since we first met that little one. But I think we could do more. 

But, again, that’s hard if you don’t have enough of the support to be able to do that. I 
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think they’re all thriving but that one child, in particular, I think he could be thriving 

more. Or in a better way, somehow.  

Ms. Teacher went on to explain that this particular student had been on a waitlist for a 

specialized Autism program; however, the requirements had recently changed and he no longer 

qualified due to his age. “When you look at sort of the grand picture of that child. Well, if they 

were just sitting at home. Then, yes, they’re thriving more than if we were doing nothing.” Ms. 

Teacher further commented, “But if they were in that specialized program and with a handful of 

children and very trained, specialized teachers, he could be doing so much more. . . . We’re 

doing what we can but it’s not enough for that one child.”  

In addition to trying to respond to the needs of Benjamin, the team of classroom 

educators recognized that every child was “learning at a different pace” and “in different ways” 

(Ms. ECE). Ms. ECE talked about the challenging logistics of supporting the learning needs of 

every student: “I think if you can focus on little groups of children who learn the same way, you 

could do so much more.” However, “there’s no time in the day to isolate those few kids who 

learn this way or the few kids that learn this way. Or kids like Benjamin who have so much more 

going on than they’re given credit for.” Similarly, Ms. Teacher spoke about the challenges of 

working with a large number of students, arguing that a smaller class size would allow educators 

to facilitate more one-on-one and small group learning experiences in the classroom: 

The numbers are way too high for us to be able. . . to successfully pull off what’s in that 

new program. If we want to hit all of those . . . expectations that are in that new program, 

then we need to have smaller groups of children to be working with on that. 

(Mis)aligning supports to needs. In striving to meet the individualized needs of 

Kindergarten students, Ms. Teacher explained that sometimes support from outside the 
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classroom is warranted: “When you’ve got kids in the class that need that extra support and an 

extra set of hands, then you need it. Otherwise, the rest of the class suffers as a result.” Drawing 

on a previous experience, Ms. Teacher described how students might suffer from such an 

instance. In her example, she highlighted how having unmet behavioural needs in the classroom 

can make learning difficult for not only the individual child, but also for others in the class 

because “the behaviour would take over and you wouldn’t get to any of that nice explicit 

teaching that all the teachers really want to get to at some point in the day.” In such instances, 

Ms. Teacher saw her role in the classroom shift from teaching and working with a large group of 

students to monitoring and managing one child’s behaviour. “When those extra hands are 

missing in our room, the rest of the kids aren’t getting that nice one-on-one attention from us or 

the extra modeling from us. . . . Ideally, having those supports for those specific kids is really 

important” (Ms. Teacher). 

As classroom educators, both Ms. Teacher and Ms. ECE were quite knowledgeable and 

experienced in working with learners with varying needs. However, these educators still felt ill-

equipped to fully support Benjamin’s needs in the classroom. Ms. Teacher explained: “I have my 

Special Education specialist certification and Ms. ECE worked for years and years with Autistic 

kids as an EA [educational assistant]. Even with a specialized team with training, we still feel 

like . . . we’re not hitting the mark with him.” In her interview, Ms. ECE talked about the 

importance of having support in place, reaching beyond the classroom educators, for students 

like Benjamin: “I think when we have outside people come in and if programs that are 

recommended are put in place, I see kids like Benjamin thriving.” Although Benjamin did have 

an educational assistant that worked with him for much of the school day, the support was not 

ongoing throughout the day. Ms. ECE highlighted how there were instances where she could be 
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informed with a moment’s notice that the educational assistant would be leaving Benjamin 

without support in the classroom as a result of working with multiple students within the school. 

In such instances, if Ms. ECE had been working with a group of students at the time, she would 

have to immediately leave them to support Benjamin. Ms. ECE remarked: “Then all that learning 

that you’ve started is gone because now you have to get up and be solely responsible for one 

child.” Similarly, Ms. Teacher shared how she struggled to find time to “just park yourself at [a] 

station and see what bubbled up” because she is constantly being pulled away to deal with 

different situations in the classroom. She commented: “I think we miss a lot of those little 

snapshots throughout the day because we’re pulled away.” 

From Mr. Principal’s perspective, having supports in place to meet the needs of students 

was not always about “having more.” Rather, he emphasized the importance of having open-

communication and strategies in place within the school: “We need to have good systems in 

place and everyone’s aware of what those systems are. Communication has to be really, really 

good. Everybody’s got to know what their role is and what they’re responsible for doing.”  

Mr. Principal asserted that “it really comes down to just knowing what’s right for kids and then 

doing it,” and cautioned against thinking that the only solution to a problem is more: 

I don’t think the answer ever is, “if I just had two more EAs I think I would be okay.” “If 

I had one more ECE in the classroom I think I would be better off.” Because sometimes 

more of that is not the answer. Sometimes that just makes things more difficult.  

In this respect, many issues presented within the classroom could likely, from Mr. Principal’s 

perspective, be resolved through a creative use of resources found within the school. However, 

Mr. Principal recognized that in some instances these resources may not be enough, stating: “If 

we do need more, well then we advocate for more.”  
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While Mr. Principal may have felt that “more” is not always the answer, both Ms. 

Teacher and Ms. ECE expressed that having additional and continuous support within the 

Kindergarten classroom would help them better support student thriving. In her interview, Ms. 

ECE talked about how continuous support for students such as Benjamin would allow for fewer 

interruptions throughout the school day (e.g., being pulled away from working with a group of 

students to be the sole caregiver for one student). Similarly, while she recognized that “the board 

is given a set amount of funding and . . . it’s very legislated in terms of how much funding goes 

into each pot,” Ms. Teacher asserted that “we need more hands” to be able to support all students 

in their ability to thrive in the Kindergarten classroom.  

Child-centred Kindergarten program. Having a child-centred Kindergarten program, 

where children’s play and interests are inherently embraced, was viewed by the three educators 

as a critical element in supporting children’s thriving at school. In her interview, Ms. ECE 

emphasized the importance of implementing a Kindergarten program that is “accessible” to all 

students, with the overarching belief that children should be at the centre of their own learning: 

“I think there’s got to be a child-centred curriculum for them to thrive. And that play is 

provided.” Within the classroom, Ms. ECE asserted that children also need to have access to a 

variety of learning experiences to address their holistic needs: “You want to be able to provide 

every aspect of the learning. So, providing a sensory, . . . an art time, the science, the literacy, the 

math. But providing a variety of activities in [those areas].”  

Just as the focal Kindergarten students viewed play as an integral part of Kindergarten 

and essential to their thriving, the educators agreed that play, in various forms, was an important 

element in a child-centred Kindergarten program. Educators highlighted that children can gain 

ownership of their learning and have a voice in the classroom through opportunities to engage in 
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free play and play-based learning experiences. Mr. Principal shared how he saw play-based 

learning, as presented within the Kindergarten program, contributing to children’s thriving in the 

classroom and how this type of programming ensured that children played a central role in their 

own learning experiences at school: “What I love about the play-based learning . . . is that 

everything really is initiated by the kids, as much as possible.” He further explained: “A lot of 

the activities that the teachers end up planning for kids, a lot of it comes from them observing 

what the kids enjoy doing in the classroom and what the kids may talk about.” 

While both Ms. Teacher and Ms. ECE believed that having a play-based Kindergarten 

program, such as the one mandated by the Ontario Kindergarten curriculum, was central to 

student thriving, they also emphasized the importance of striking a balance among play, explicit 

teaching, and following the interests of the students within a child-centred curriculum. Ms. 

Teacher asserted: “One of the biggest issues with the Full-Day Kindergarten Program was the 

misinterpretation that it needed to be play all day. That it had to be this sort of free, unfocused 

play all day.” She further remarked:  

You need large uninterrupted blocks of play throughout the day, but you can’t throw 

away the explicit teaching. Because the minute you throw away that, the kids are lost by 

the time they hit Grade 1. They don’t know their letters or sounds. They can’t count. 

While Ms. Teacher valued the ways in which free play contributed to children’s engagement and 

learning in the classroom, she also believed that incorporating explicit teaching into the 

children’s daily experiences was of equal worth. However, she stressed the importance of 

integrating these moments of explicit teaching into the school day in playful ways: “You need to 

hook them in and engage them. It needs to be things that they’re going to be interested in 

learning about. . . . But you can twist some of that explicit teaching into what looks like play to 
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them.” As the other half of the Kindergarten educator team, Ms. ECE held a similar belief. From 

her perspective, implementing a child-centred curriculum in the Kindergarten classroom did not 

always mean letting the children play. Rather, she emphasized the importance of using students’ 

interests as a way to lead into academic content and explicit teaching. However, in thinking 

about the Kindergarten program as a whole, she further emphasized: “But I think the [child-

directed free] play is important on its own as well” (Ms. ECE).  

Supportive and responsive learning environment. In their interviews, the three educators 

spoke about the importance of fostering a supportive and responsive learning environment for 

children to thrive. To help create such a space, Ms. Teacher emphasized the need for the learning 

environment to be “a safe space, a fun space for the kids to be in” by providing them with a 

variety of engaging, hands-on experiences: “The more hands-on [students] are, the more engaged 

they are in the space.” She further asserted that students feel happier coming into the classroom 

when they sense that they “have a say in what they’re learning about and what we’re going to use 

to learn about those things.” Within the classroom, Ms. ECE stressed the importance of 

providing children with a variety of learning experiences and “a wealth of experiences that will 

engage them in the program.” When asked what elements she thought were important in 

supporting student thriving in the focal classroom, Ms. ECE responded: “I guess just providing 

[students] with lots of opportunity to explore all areas, I think is helping them to thrive.” 

Emphasizing the need for educators to help foster positive attitudes, emotions, and engagement 

among students, she further asserted: “Even the ones who aren’t thriving academically, providing 

them with things that would help them thrive in other areas. . . . You don’t want to squash their 

spirit or squash those areas of things that could help them thrive later on.” 
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Having a supportive physical learning environment. In his interview, Mr. Principal talked 

about the important role the physical learning environment can play in supporting student 

thriving. Recognizing that many Kindergarten classes are “fairly large,” with class sizes of “28 to 

30 kids,” he emphasized the importance of having a space that is able to physically support such 

numbers: “You have to have the right space. You have to have the materials. You have to have a 

space large enough for kids to be able to move around.” Sharing a similar view, Ms. ECE 

commented: “I think [physical space] plays a huge role in supporting student thriving.” 

Likewise, Ms. Teacher remarked: “I think that [physical environment and space] is actually huge 

in full-day Kindergarten.” Although Ms. Teacher claimed that “you can make it work in a little 

classroom” (e.g., working creatively with the provided space; utilizing the hallway or outdoor 

play spaces), she further described the impact that a large space can have on student thriving: “It 

certainly supports student thriving if there’s a lot more space. Because they have room to roam 

and room to play. And you can do a lot more things when you’ve got space.” In thinking about 

supporting student thriving in the focal class, Ms. Teacher additionally highlighted how she felt 

“very, very lucky” that her class had direct access to a small outdoor space: “That outdoor space 

that we’ve got attached to the classroom is brilliant. Most don’t have that.” While both Ms. 

Teacher and Ms. ECE agreed that having a large classroom was ideal in supporting student 

thriving, they both recognized that this type of space “isn’t always a reality” (Ms. ECE). 

However, no matter the size of the classroom, Ms. ECE asserted that “you need to be aware of 

what [the students] need and what the room needs to look like. And change it as need be.”  

Fostering a co-created space and embracing student interest. To Ms. Teacher, part of 

fostering a supportive and responsive learning environment involved children having a voice in 

their own learning and taking on the role of co-creator: “Ideally, [the classroom] needs to be a 
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co-created space. It needs to be a space where the kids not just feel comfortable in but feel like 

they have ownership over it.” Ms. Teacher further explained that because “the kids take more 

ownership over it, they treat the objects in the room with more respect because they know it’s 

something that they know they helped to create.” In her interview, Ms. ECE additionally alluded 

to the idea of having a co-created space, suggesting that the learning environment needs to be 

both responsive to and supportive of the interests of the students in the class. Within the 

Kindergarten classroom, Mr. Principal viewed the presence of a team of supportive and 

responsive educators as an important part of fostering a co-created learning environment: “What 

I like about the . . . Kindergarten classrooms is that it’s all about teachers watching and listening 

and taking their cues from the kids.” In his view, by closely observing and listening, educators 

can respond to the needs and interests of the students in their class, while also capitalizing on 

what excites and engages them: “If this gets them excited about school, then let’s do more of it. 

As opposed to ‘here’s what we’re giving you. Gosh, I hope a few of you like this.’”  

In her interview, Ms. Teacher further spoke about fostering a co-created space within the 

focal Kindergarten classroom. In doing so, she emphasized the importance of establishing a 

balance with the children at the beginning of the school year: “I mean enabling thriving, you’ve 

got to have that nice balance in place. The kids need to be happy in here. They need to be 

engaged. They need to have ownership over the space.” For Ms. Teacher, part of striking a 

balance was to also establish clear guidelines for the classroom: “The rules have to be there too. 

They need to know that there are parameters.” She further emphasized: “You need to set those 

really early in the fall with a positive spin of what we do in Kindergarten, as opposed to what we 

don’t do. . . . Set it up well and then you’ve got happy kids coming in.” In addition to taking a 
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positive approach to establishing rules, Ms. Teacher additionally commented that, within the 

focal classroom, the rules had “been created by them with us.”  

Within the physical learning environment, Mr. Principal expressed the need for children 

to see themselves, their interests, and their involvement (e.g., as illustrated in Vignettes 5 and 7) 

reflected within the space: “Kids want visually to see the things in the room that excite them, that 

engage them, that they’ve co-created.” He further stated, “You don’t just want a classroom of 

things you’ve bought out of a catalogue. Kids want to see the things that they’ve created in their 

space.” In thinking about the focal Kindergarten classroom, the three educators spoke about how 

student interests and needs were reflected in both the physical environment of the classroom and 

in the activities and experiences provided within it. Mr. Principal shared his understanding of 

how the team of educators embraced the interests of the students in the focal classroom, “I mean 

right now, Ms. Teacher and Ms. ECE are creating an airport in the corner of their classroom next 

to the window because they observed and listened to the kids being really excited about travel.” 

He further asserted, “That’s all been driven by what the kids were interested [in] and asking 

questions about, and the teachers being aware and in tune with what they’re doing.” Similarly, 

Ms. Teacher and Ms. ECE talked about how the play centres around the classroom were often 

created in response to listening to and observing the children. Ms. Teacher explained that some 

of the strategies used to gain insight into children’s interests included asking children what they 

were interested in learning about and what they wondered (“that’s usually where you start 

pulling from to get our read-alouds or our writing activities”), as well as utilizing classroom 

observations. She commented: “Next week there’s a travel agency opening and a hair salon. That 

came . . . from observations from the kids.” For example, Ms. Teacher explained that the idea for 

the hair salon had come from observing children brushing each other’s hair one day with brushes 
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that had been previously used as part of a play centre vet clinic. From Ms. Teacher’s perspective, 

embracing and responding to children’s interests in the classroom was beneficial in that it helped 

to keep “their play very focused,” increased student engagement, and left children feeling like 

“Hey! That was my idea. I get to build that station to play at.”  

Playing and exploring. Just as the educators saw that appreciating and incorporating the 

interests of students helped to support student thriving, providing children with the time to 

explore and engage in playful experiences (e.g., child-initiated free-play and play centres) was 

seen as being equally important in the classroom. Within the focal Kindergarten classroom, 

children were observed engaging in various forms of play and playful experiences throughout the 

school day. Each morning, children typically engaged in what the classroom educators referred 

to as “Big Play Centres” in which children could engage in free play of their choosing. The play 

observed during this period (approximately 50 minutes) was, for the most part, child-initiated 

and child-directed. While students were asked to choose from a list of play centres on a chart, 

additional centres were often “opened” in response to student interest or requests. Some of the 

observed play centres presented to children during this time included, but were not limited to, 

dramatic play (e.g., hair salon and travel agency), puppet theatre, building with various types of 

blocks, painting and colouring, writing and tracing, listening centre, reading, numbers and 

counters, and sensory experiences.  

In addition to the big play centres, children in the focal Kindergarten classroom also 

engaged in an additional period (approximately 50 minutes) of play around noon each day. This 

play block typically had a math-focus and took the form of both play centres and what the 

educators referred to as “merry-go-round math.” Similar to the big play centres, children would 

choose their math play centres using the play chart (e.g., see Figure 8). Like the play period 
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earlier in the school day, children’s play during this time was, for the most part, child-initiated 

and child-directed. Merry-go-round math was only observed once during the five days of 

observations in the focal Kindergarten classroom. For this activity, the educators set out various 

math-related games, toys, and manipulatives at the tables around the classroom. Students would 

then rotate among the tables to engage in various playful learning experiences. Students were 

provided with the choice of which table they wanted to start at but were expected to stay with 

their group as they rotated throughout the room based on the educators’ timing and instructions. 

While the students were expected to use the materials provided to them, they were free to play 

with the materials in whatever way they wished. Throughout this time, Ms. Teacher and Ms. 

ECE would typically situate themselves at one of the stations. 

While both of these periods of play were scheduled for just short of an hour each, the 

educators took a flexible approach to scheduling and would often extend play periods or provide 

additional play periods when deemed warranted. During these times of play, the educator team 

strived to maintain “some basic rules about how to interact with each other” and “how to interact 

Figure 8. Play chart used in the focal Kindergarten classroom. This photo provides an example 

of the types of centres that might be “open” during the math play centre period. 
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with the materials and treat them respectfully” (Ms. Teacher). However, the educators 

intentionally did not tell students “this is what we think you should be doing” or provide them 

with specific instructions or expectations. As an educator, Ms. Teacher expressed that this type 

of approach to teaching and learning could be “a bit of a challenge” for educators “because you 

never really know what you’re going to see when they’re at a play centre.” While educators may 

not be able to predict what might come out of children’s play, Ms. Teacher explained that these 

instances can be “fascinating” to observe as children “explore things in new ways that we never 

thought they would go to.” 

In addition to the two formal play periods, the children in the focal Kindergarten 

classroom were also provided with opportunities to engage in outdoor play during morning and 

afternoon recess. Similarly, children were frequently provided with time for outdoor free play 

during Phys Ed and the last period of the day. During these times, children engaged in physical 

forms of play, including climbing, running, chasing, and jumping. While some children would 

use outdoor times to play on the climbing structure or with the natural loose parts (e.g., moving 

or rolling wooden logs) in the school yard, others would engage in less physical forms of 

dramatic play. Researcher observations illuminated that these outdoor free play periods were 

completely child-driven. 

Finally, observations additionally showed that the children in the focal Kindergarten 

classroom also engaged in various games throughout the school day. For example, during Phys 

Ed class, children were observed playing physical games such as “What time is it, Mr. Wolf?” 

and “Zombie Tag.” Similarly, in the classroom, games were often used as a way to dismiss 

children during times of transitions (e.g., before recess or school day dismissal).  
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Positive and supportive social environment. The three educators highlighted the 

presence of a positive and supportive social environment as an important element in supporting 

student thriving in the Kindergarten classroom. In their interviews, the three educators talked 

about the role that friendships and positive peer relationships, positive student-educator 

relationships, and positive Kindergarten educator team dynamics played in the classroom. 

Moving beyond the classroom social environment to that of the school, the educators 

additionally spoke about the need for open communication between school and home, and the 

important role that a supportive school community can play in supporting student thriving. 

Having friendships and positive peer relationships. Echoing the findings from the focal 

Kindergarten students, the three educators understood friendships and positive peer relationships 

as playing a primary role in student thriving. In her interview, Ms. Teacher talked about how 

positive peer relationships can help students connect with and develop a sense of belonging at 

school: “Peer relationships are really important. [Students] need to feel like they have a buddy 

and a friend at school.” Viewing peer relationships as being intricately linked to student success, 

Mr. Principal highlighted that “the kids that we see who maybe aren’t being so successful, often 

times we can go right back to the fact that their relationships with other peers aren’t overly 

successful.” With this idea in mind, Mr. Principal emphasized the importance of supporting 

students in developing positive peer relationships in Kindergarten: “Probably the number one 

thing we need to teach these kids when they come into our school is how to work with other 

kids.” He further explained, “Many of [the students] come in with very few ways of self-

regulating, very few ways of solving problems with other students when they’re working 

together. . . . As teachers, we have to teach those things.” Ms. Teacher expressed a similar view, 

suggesting that, in addition to helping children build relationships, educators “need to be doing a 
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good job in the room of modeling that friendly behaviour.” For example, “if you have a kid who 

clearly doesn’t have friends or the other kids aren’t comfortable playing with them, we need to 

be modeling how it can be fun to play with that child. To invite them in.” 

Fostering positive student-educator relationships. Like peer relationships, student-

educator relationships were seen as an important element in the Kindergarten classroom. From 

Ms. ECE’s perspective, these relationships contribute to student engagement in the classroom: 

“If there’s a positive relationship then [the students] will be more open to trying activities or 

doing whatever needs to be done.” Relatedly, she believed that negative relationships can result 

in students withdrawing from classroom experiences and interactions: “I’ve been in situations 

where there hasn’t been a positive relationship between students and teachers, and you can just 

watch [students] shut down.” Highlighting his belief that student-educator relationships 

contribute not only to engagement but also to student success as a whole, Mr. Principal stressed: 

“The stronger the student-teacher relationship is in the classroom, the more successful that the 

student is going to be.”  

In fostering positive student-educator relationships, Ms. Teacher emphasized the 

importance of developing a connection built on care and trust: 

Kids’ relationships with the teachers is huge. . . . I know [teachers] always say, “I’m not 

here to make friends.” . . . But if the children don’t see you as their friend in some 

capacity—yes, you’re an authority figure—but if they don’t trust you and see you as 

someone who is warm and nurturing and someone they can trust, it’s not going to go 

well. For either party.  

Ms. Teacher further expressed that coming to school might be a “struggle” for children who do 

not feel like they have a positive relationship with the educators: “Younger kids might just not 
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want to come to school if they feel like the teacher doesn’t like them. That’s a big one you can 

get from parents: ‘My child thinks that you don’t like them.’” From Ms. Teacher’s perspective, 

teachers and ECEs play a central role in fostering student-educator relationships, asserting that if 

educators are struggling to develop a positive relationship with a child at school, “for whatever 

reason that, even if it’s a kid that just gets under your skin, you can’t ever let that come across to 

the child or to the parent.” She firmly believed that, as educators, “That’s not our role: To decide 

whether we like or dislike certain aspects of a student. We’re there to help them grow in some 

capacity. It needs to be a positive relationship to help them grow.” 

Within the focal Kindergarten classroom, the effects of having established a positive 

relationship among the students and the educators was visible to Ms. ECE in “the respect that the 

kids have for both Ms. Teacher and I.” She commented, “I think if there’s a positive student-

teacher relationship, I find with Ms. Teacher and I with our students, I find they’ll come to either 

one of us for anything.” Within the focal Kindergarten classroom, both Ms. Teacher and Ms. 

ECE felt like they had established a positive relationship between themselves and the students in 

the class. Ms. ECE asserted, “I think we’ve built a good relationship with them.”  

In speaking about student-educator relationships, Ms. Teacher emphasized the power of 

language and tone, and the potentially long-lasting impact of a negative experience. She shared 

an example from the previous school year: 

There’s a red light that can come up on the corner of the SmartBoard. Very early last 

year, we had Seniors, you know the light would come on and they would tell us, “We 

broke the SmartBoard and the SmartBoard is really angry with us now.” When we asked 

them what makes you say that? “That’s what our teacher last year said. That the 

SmartBoard is angry with us.” So, even what might sound like really simple language, 
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it’s the negative tone to it. It shifted those kids. They were constantly on edge feeling 

like, “I’ve done something wrong” or “I might break something.” When they’re 

constantly edgy like that coming in, they’re very stressed. I think it did them a disservice.  

Consistent with Ms. Teacher’s comments about the power of language and tone, classroom 

observations revealed that the two educators always spoke to the children in a gentle and 

supportive tone, never raising their voices. When responding to students, the educators used 

respectful language, such as “please,” “thank you,” and “no, thank you.” Similarly, when taking 

students aside to do some individual activities in the classroom, the educators would ask for the 

students’ permission first. For example, when doing a reading game with select students during 

free play time, Ms. Teacher asked a young boy, “Can I borrow you, please?” When responding 

to student misbehaviour, Ms. ECE and Ms. Teacher would maintain a calm and respectful 

demeanour. For instance, in response to a child who was acting silly instead of putting away his 

snack, Ms. ECE said, “No, thank you. Finish up and join us, please.” Comparably, Ms. Teacher 

calmly responded to a situation where several boys had pulled wood shavings out of a tray onto 

the table and floor. Consistent with her tone and demeanour throughout the day, Ms. Teacher 

asserted, “Oh, friends. No, thank you. Can you clean that up, please?” In response, the boys 

agreed to clean up the mess, quickly retrieving a small broom and dust bin to help their cause. 

When the job was done, Ms. Teacher thanked each of the boys for their help.  

Just as Ms. Teacher and Ms. ECE were seen responding to misbehaviour in a calm and 

supportive way, the educators were also observed providing positive feedback and 

encouragement to the students throughout the school day. For example, on Day 3 of 

observations, the students were practicing writing their names on small chalkboards. Ms. 

Teacher responded to several of the students’ efforts in a positive and supportive way. In 
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working with one student, Ms. Teacher commented, “This is looking good. You need to be 

checking that [the letters] are all on the same line. Like this.” Ms. Teacher then showed the 

student what she meant. Following the visual example, she then asked the student, “Can you try 

it?” After observing the child write all of the letters in a line, Ms. Teacher declared, “You got it!” 

Similarly, in responding to Amber’s (one of the focal JK students) efforts, Ms. Teacher said, 

“Look at that ‘e.’ That’s really, really good. You have all the letters in the right place. I’m proud 

of you.” 

Developing a positive educator team relationship and work dynamic. Within the focal 

classroom, guided by the Ontario Kindergarten program, the early childhood educator and 

Kindergarten teacher collaborated to plan and deliver the Kindergarten program. Recognizing 

this team approach, the three educators expressed the importance of having a positive working 

dynamic between the members of the Kindergarten educator team in the classroom and believed 

that a negative relationship would have a harmful effect on student thriving. Ms. Teacher 

expressed her perspective: “If it’s not a positive relationship, the kids will pick up on it very 

quickly. And parents pick up on it very quickly.” Ms. ECE asserted, “Kids are intuitive. They 

can hone into things.” In addition to sensing the negative relationship, the three educators 

believed that an unhealthy working relationship would negatively impact the students in the 

class. Ms. ECE remarked: “I think if the teacher and the ECE don’t have a good relationship or 

are not working well together, I think that can have a huge impact on the students.” In thinking 

about the effect that a poor working relationship could have on Kindergarten students, she 

further asserted, “They’re not going to thrive as well as with a team that’s working well 

together.” From Mr. Principal’s perspective, a key to building and maintaining a healthy working 

relationship is open communication between members of the Kindergarten educator team. For 
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this dynamic to be successful, educators do not necessarily have to agree on everything (e.g., 

they may have “different opinions on play-based learning or just a different philosophy in terms 

of how you work with young kids”). Rather, they need to be open to listening to different points 

of a view, having a dialogue, and deciding together on the best course of action for the students 

in the class. 

In thinking about student thriving in the focal Kindergarten classroom, both Ms. Teacher 

and Ms. ECE spoke about their positive relationship and team dynamic (e.g., Vignettes 2 and 6 

provide brief insight into the educator team dynamic). In her interview, Ms. Teacher joked that 

having a teaching partner is akin to “an arranged marriage. You get chucked in this class together 

and you spend more time with your teaching partner than you do with your own spouse or 

partner at home.” Having worked with each other the previous school year, Ms. Teacher and Ms. 

ECE both felt like they had established a strong working relationship and a positive team 

dynamic in the classroom. Ms. Teacher reflected on their growth as a team: “Because last year 

was [Ms. ECE’s] first year in this school and it was my first year working with her in this school 

as well, we took the year to feel things out.” Commenting on Ms. ECE’s evolving role in the 

classroom, Ms. Teacher explained: “She would sometimes do an art activity with a small group 

of kids. But she very rarely, if ever, was in front of the entire group. Now that I think she’s a 

little bit more comfortable with the group, she’s running this full calendar time.” For this 

Kindergarten educator team, having the opportunity to work with one another for more than one 

school year had provided them with the time to learn about each other as educators and 

contributed to their ability to develop a positive relationship and team dynamic in the classroom.  

Ms. ECE spoke about her role in the classroom: “My role has been different at every 

school I’ve been at. I find my role with Ms. Teacher, I’ve been more of a team player. So, taking 
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a portion of the day, like calendar time, and running that.” Commenting on this team approach to 

education, Ms. Teacher asserted, “It’s nice because the kids are then seeing her as an educator in 

the room too.” In addition to working with children on a daily basis, Ms. ECE spoke about a 

team approach to planning and implementing the Kindergarten program: “We try to plan 

together to come up with like the dramatic play centres, running centres throughout the day. . . . 

And just being more responsible for the recording, what they’re doing and how they’re doing.” 

Having a positive relationship with her teaching partner and being able to contribute to the 

classroom in an equitable way left Ms. ECE feeling valued: “My role here has been more of a 

team teaching component. As opposed to the other ones, where it was more assisting the teacher 

and providing crafts. . . . I feel I’m more hands-on in this role. . . . I enjoy it more.” This “part of 

the class and part of that team” relationship with Ms. Teacher was different than with her 

previous teaching partners who had left her feeling like less than an equal: “Working with Ms. 

Teacher, it’s totally different because she treats you as her team. Working with some of the other 

teachers, you’re beneath them. Because you’re the ECE, they’re the teacher.” 

While the educators within the focal Kindergarten classroom had established a positive 

relationship and team dynamic, Ms. Teacher expressed that scheduling time to plan and 

communicate with Ms. ECE, as part of a teaching team, often presented an ongoing challenge: 

The ECEs in the classroom don’t get any . . . planning time or prep time. We have been 

told from day one that this is your educator partner and you have to work side-by-side 

with them and it has to be a shared role, but there is never release time to talk with them 

about the program. To discuss: What are we doing next week? How do we help this one 

child? Anything. There’s never time during the school day for that. 
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Ms. Teacher felt that communication was critical to both establishing and maintaining a strong 

working relationship within the classroom: “We need time with each other to be able to talk 

about what’s going on in the classroom and to share ideas and to share observations.” However, 

given the logistics of the school day, release time, and educator contracts, Ms. Teacher felt that 

there was still much to overcome before this challenge could be resolved: “[ECEs] are paid less 

money . . . , they don’t have the same benefits, . . . they’re not in the same union, their hours 

aren’t the same. Until that is balanced out, there’s always going to be a bit of tension.” From Ms. 

Teacher’s perspective, this situation not only had the potential to add strain to the educator team 

dynamic and relationship within the classroom, but also could impact their ability to support 

student thriving and deliver a strong Kindergarten program, “Because [ECEs are] not given the 

same sort of opportunities they need to make the program successful.” 

 Having a supportive school community. Moving beyond the classroom, educators spoke 

about how the presence of a supportive school community contributed to student thriving. While 

the Waterview Public School building held several hundred students within its walls, Ms. 

Teacher commented that its “unique” nature mad it feel “like a small community school.” From 

Ms. Teacher’s perspective, having the support of the administrators within the building 

contributed to student thriving both directly and indirectly:  

I’ve never had administrators like the ones we have here in my entire teaching career. 

They’re the most supportive admin team I’ve ever worked with. When we had little ones 

last fall with some really severe special needs—and they were those blind shots that 

showed up in the fall and we didn’t realize we would need extra hands—before we had 

supports put in place for those kids, we had admin coming in and rolling up their sleeves. 
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In his interview, Mr. Principal asserted that educators within the school “know they can come to 

me if they’ve got questions” or need help. He further remarked: “It’s my role to supervise. It’s 

my role to be an advocate for staff and for students in there. . . . It’s my role as a lead learner in 

the school to help staff out, help kids out in their classroom.”  

 Beyond support from administrators, Mr. Principal stressed the critical role that 

educational assistants play in supporting higher needs students in the classroom. Similarly, Ms. 

Teacher remarked that they were “really well-supported in terms of the staff in the building. 

They’re very supportive of our program. If they have additional resources or just extra hands, 

older kids who have some spare time, they will send them to us.” Mr. Principal suggested that 

this assistance was part of the school’s effort to foster a supportive school-wide community. 

Arguing that Kindergarten students can benefit from the peer support and role modeling 

provided by other students in the school, he further explained how the school was trying to “take 

down some of those borders and boundaries so that our older kids have an opportunity on a 

daily/weekly basis to interact with some of our young kids. Our young kids can start to build 

some relationships with the older kids in the school.” For example, within the focal classroom, 

several Grade 5 “Kindergarten Helpers” frequently assisted during nutrition breaks. This 

experience, as illuminated during the classroom observations, appeared to be positive and 

rewarding for both the Kindergarten students and the older student helpers.  

In thinking about the members of a supportive school community, Ms. Teacher 

emphasized the important, and often overlooked, role that planning time teachers play in both 

maintaining a responsive and supportive classroom environment and providing consistent 

support and programming for students. Within the focal Kindergarten classroom, a planning time 

teacher would take responsibility of the class four days a week, for a total of 240 minutes (four 
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hours), to provide Ms. Teacher with release time. In her interview, Ms. Teacher expressed her 

concern: “Those planning teachers spend a lot of time with our kids. But they’re not getting any 

support to learn what this new program is supposed to look like for them.” To help provide a 

consistent Kindergarten program and support students in their ability to thrive within the 

classroom, Ms. Teacher felt that “there needs to be more training.”  

Fostering a positive home-school relationship. Establishing a positive relationship and 

open communication between home and school was viewed by the educators as an important 

support to student thriving. In her interview, Ms. Teacher explained that it made her life, as a 

teacher, easier to have “parents who are on board with you” and to “have a nice open 

communication with parents.” She further asserted, “You do need support from home. You can 

still do your job without that support. But if it’s not there, it can make your life really, really 

hard. And it can make the student’s life really hard too.” Ms. ECE expressed a similar view, 

drawing a direct link between positive home-school relationships and student thriving in the 

classroom: “If there’s a good connection with home and if the kids know there’s a good 

connection with home, I think that really plays a key in their thriving.” Ms. ECE further 

explained that having a positive relationship and open communication between school and home 

can be helpful when attempting to respond to students’ needs: “Like a student who’s really 

struggling, if you have a good relationship with home then you can send a few extra things home 

or you can talk to parents about it and get things in place.” Similar to Ms. Teacher and Ms. ECE, 

Mr. Principal believed that developing a positive relationship between school and home was 

important. For him, this relationship was as much about building trust among parents as it was 

about supporting students in the class:  
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Parents send their four- and five-year-olds to school. They’re terrified to do it. It’s the 

first time that they’ve let their kids go. It’s so important that when they let their kids go, 

they feel positive and safe with who they’re leaving them with. 

Reflecting on the beginning of the school year in the focal Kindergarten classroom, Ms. 

Teacher highlighted the importance of making an overt effort to ensure that students have a good 

start and “feel like this is where you all belong.” In thinking about the focal class, she remarked: 

“We were really lucky this year. This little crew had tears for the first two or three days and then 

they all settled in. And then they’ve been great.” Ms. Teacher suggested that, for many students, 

having supportive families at home and having had prior experience with early years 

programming prior to starting Kindergarten aided this smooth start to school. In addition to 

establishing a positive start for the students in the class, Ms. Teacher further emphasized the 

importance of establishing communication and positive connections between school and home 

early in the school year. Ms. Teacher shared a success story of how they had navigated one such 

relationship to help support the needs of a student: 

We had a little guy in here this fall actually who we were having all kinds of issues with 

and I called the parents and talked to them about it. We really got them on board. They 

were using the same language at home as we were using here. We created some little 

social stories, so he could read the same things at home as he was at school. He’s doing 

really well now. . . . Now, if I call that parent for anything, she’s super supportive.  

In addition to illustrating how positive home-school relationships can benefit students, this 

example demonstrates how establishing a positive relationship with home early in the school 

year can have a long-lasting impact throughout the school year. Ms. ECE reflected on a similar 

instance from the previous school year, where having built a good relationship with the parents 
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of a student with high needs, “we just watched things get better and better as the year went on.” 

Thinking about the communication between home and school within the focal classroom, she 

further asserted: “I think we have even better connections with [parents] this year. . . . I’ve felt 

like there have been better connections between home and school, and parents wanting to be 

involved. I think that really helps their kids.” 

Communicating and connecting with support beyond the school. In supporting thriving 

and meeting the needs of learners in the Kindergarten classroom, Mr. Principal asserted that 

having connections with a community of support beyond the school itself was of great benefit: 

“We’re doing a much better job now in our school board of understanding what deficits students 

may have or needs students may have before they come to us in Junior Kindergarten.” He further 

spoke about how they, as a school, often received notice from community providers, such as 

child care centres or Family and Children's Services, when a child that might need extra support 

was moving into Kindergarten. This type of forewarning enabled the school to begin to prepare 

for the child’s arrival and to develop potential strategies: “That means that team meetings are 

able to be set up before a student enrolls in school, where everybody gets an opportunity to be on 

the same page with here’s what the student needs, here’s what we can do” (Mr. Principal). 

* * * 

Vignette 7: The Empty Classroom 

Silence fills the Kindergarten classroom.  

The space that was buzzing with excitement not too long ago, now sits quiet and empty. 

Though the children have left for the day, evidence of their presence in this space is everywhere. 

On the walls around the classroom, student art work hangs. Colourful paintings brighten the 

room. Twenty-six empty mailboxes sit on a large shelf that divides the classroom from the cloak 
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room, each one marked with a different child’s name and photo. On the cupboards above, 

vibrant crayon rubbings of fall leaves dance across the doors. Notes and scribbles created by 

students during play rest on a small shelf at the far end of the classroom.  

On the wall above the children’s work, several quotes have been hung, undoubtedly 

reflecting the educators’ perspective on the role of play in this Kindergarten classroom. 

“Play is the work of the child.” ~ Maria Montessori 

“Play is the highest form of research.” ~ Albert Einstein 

The classroom itself is welcoming and bright. The sun shining through the large windows brings 

a calming warmth to the space. Stacks of small colourful chairs are scattered throughout the 

room. The child-sized tables of the same colours have all been wiped clean and sit empty for the 

time being. Toys and resources rest on the low-rise shelves around the classroom, waiting for 

another school day. At the far end of the room, a small green couch rests against a wall.  

Today, it was used by the children as a seat of an airplane.  

Tomorrow, the possibilities are endless. 

* * * 

An Educator’s Framework for Understanding Student Thriving 

Drawing on the insights and perspectives provided by three educators—a Kindergarten 

teacher, an early childhood educator, and a head administrator—associated with one Ontario 

Kindergarten classroom, a framework for understanding student thriving in the Kindergarten 

classroom can be constructed. Within this framework, six interconnected components reflect 

how student thriving can be understood in the Kindergarten classroom from an educator 

perspective (Figure 9). From this perspective, a thriving student: (a) has positive relationships 

with peers; (b) wants to go and be at school; (c) displays positive emotions (such as happiness 
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and excitement); (d) is engaged in classroom activities and learning experiences; (e) is learning, 

growing, and developing; and (f) is able to navigate the classroom/school successfully.  

In addition to the six components used to understand student thriving in the Kindergarten 

classroom, several overarching characteristics of thriving emerged from the educators’ 

perspectives. First, among the three educators an overarching belief existed that all students are 

capable of thriving. Second, the extent to which a child is able to thrive depends on their 

individual needs, and whether or not these needs are being supported. Third, student thriving is a 

multi-dimensional construct, made up of several inter-connected components (e.g., emotions, 

attitudes, engagement, etc.). Fourth, there can be milieus of thriving. In this respect, a student can 

be struggling in one area, while thriving in another area. Fifth, thriving can be conceptualized 

Figure 9. A framework representing the three educators’ understanding of student thriving in 

the Kindergarten classroom. 
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both in the moment and over time. For example, a student may be struggle with something on a 

particular day, but continues to follow an overall positive trajectory throughout the school year. 

Finally, there was a central belief among the educators that thriving in Kindergarten helps to 

establish a positive trajectory for children’s future learning and experiences. In this respect, 

supporting student thriving in Kindergarten also supports a positive start to school as a whole.  

 From the educators’ perspectives, four key elements help to support student thriving in 

the Kindergarten classroom. These elements are presented in Figure 10, as part of a holistic 

framework for understanding and supporting Kindergarten student thriving from the educator 

perspective. First, the educators highlighted the importance of identifying and responding to 

individual student needs. In supporting student thriving, schools and educators should strive to 

identify student needs, access supports and resources (school-, board-, community-level), and 

respond to needs.  

Second, the three educators expressed the belief that a child-centred Kindergarten 

program is key to supporting student thriving in a Kindergarten classroom. From their 

perspective, a child-centred program should help to support the whole child, be accessible and 

developmentally appropriate for Kindergarten students, provide students with opportunities to 

play and engage in play-based learning, and should enable students to have ownership and voice 

in their own learning.  

Third, the presence of a supportive and responsive learning environment was also seen as 

a support for student thriving in the Kindergarten classroom. From the perspective of the three 

educators, this learning environment should be co-created and reflect the needs and interests of 

the Kindergarten students. The physical space should be safe, welcoming, and engaging for 
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students. Furthermore, students should be supported by caring and responsive educators who 

provide them with a variety of experiences and resources.  

Finally, the educators emphasized the contribution that a positive and supportive social 

environment can play in supporting student thriving. Positive peer relationships and friendships, 

student-educator relationships, and educator team dynamics were viewed as critical to student 

thriving. Similarly, having a supportive community (both within and outside the school) and a 

positive relationship between home and school were also seen as important.  
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CHAPTER 6: THE PARENT’S PERSPECTIVE 

 

Thriving in Kindergarten Across Ontario 

Chapter Overview 

 In this chapter, the perspectives of seven parents whose children were involved in the 

Ontario Kindergarten Program are considered. After introducing each of the parent participants 

and providing an overview of their children’s Kindergarten experiences, the notion of 

Kindergarten student thriving is unpacked and investigated from the parent perspective. Parent 

perceptions of the characteristics of a thriving (and not thriving) Kindergarten student are 

presented, followed by an examination of the elements believed to support children in their 

ability to thrive at school. Following a similar structure to the previous two chapters, a 

framework for understanding student thriving from the parent perspective is offered. This 

framework has been developed from and reflects the data collected from interviews with the 

seven parents, and has been intentionally designed in a form that is consistent with the previous 

frameworks presented (student perspective and educator perspective).  

 

Context: Parent Perspectives Across Ontario 

Seven parents (1 male and 6 female) were interviewed to gain their perspectives on 

student thriving in the Ontario Kindergarten classroom (see Table 10 for an overview of the 

parents interviewed and their children’s Kindergarten contexts). First, Andre was the father of a 

Senior Kindergarten student in a south-eastern Ontario city. While coming from what Andre 

described as an English-speaking family, his daughter, Ava, attended a Francophone school for 

both Junior and Senior Kindergarten. Second, Beatrice was a mother of a Grade 1 student in a  
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Table 10. 

Overview of the Parent Participants and their Children’s Kindergarten Experiences 

Name Relation Child Child’s Kindergarten Experiences 

Andre Father Ava 
 Female SK student in a south-eastern Ontario city 

 Attended a Francophone school for both JK and SK 

Beatrice Mother Brendon 

 Male Grade 1 student in a south-western Ontario city 

 Attended SK at his current French-Immersion school and JK in a 

non-immersion program in a different city 

 Higher needs student 

Christine Mother Connor 

 Male SK student in a south-eastern Ontario city 

 Was enrolled in a SK/Grade 1 split class, where he was taught by 

one teacher and no ECE 

 JK at the same school with the same teacher and an ECE 

Denise Mother David 

 Male SK student in a southern Ontario municipality 

 Attended the same small Catholic school for both JK and SK 

 Did not have an ECE in either of his Kindergarten classrooms 

Eliza Mother Evette 

 Female Grade 1 student in a south-eastern Ontario city 

 Attended SK at her current school 

 Did not attend JK 

Faye Mother Felix 

 Male SK student in an eastern Ontario city 

 Attended a French-Immersion program for both JK and SK 

 Attended JK at the same school, where he was the youngest student 

in the school when he started 

 Had four classroom educators (two teachers and two ECEs) who 

worked in teams of two on alternating days (French and English) 

 Academically advanced 

Gillian Mother Grady  Male JK student in a small north-western Ontario town 

 

south-western Ontario city. Her son, Brendon, attended Senior Kindergarten at his current 

French-Immersion school and Junior Kindergarten in a non-immersion program in a different 

Ontario city. Brendon was described as a higher needs student: “We are on a waitlist for 

Occupational Therapy for sensory processing. We are having him assessed for ADHD and 

possible other medical conditions” (Beatrice). Third, Christine was a mother of a Senior 

Kindergarten student in a south-eastern Ontario city. Her son, Connor, was enrolled in a Senior 

Kindergarten/Grade 1 split class, where he was taught by one teacher and no ECE. In Junior 
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Kindergarten, Connor had been in a classroom with the same teacher, along with an ECE. 

Fourth, Denise was a mother of a Senior Kindergarten student in a southern Ontario 

municipality. Her son, David, attended the same small Catholic school for both Junior and Senior 

Kindergarten, where he did not have an ECE in either of his classrooms. Fifth, Eliza was a 

mother of a Grade 1 student in a south-eastern Ontario city. Her daughter, Evette, attended 

Senior Kindergarten at her current school. She did not attend Junior Kindergarten. Sixth, Faye 

was a mother of a Senior Kindergarten student. Her son, Felix, attended a French-Immersion 

Kindergarten program in an eastern Ontario city. Felix attended Junior Kindergarten at the same 

school and was the youngest student in the school when he started. Felix had four classroom 

educators (two teachers and two ECEs) who worked in teams of two on alternating days: “They 

go in the French classroom one day with a teacher and ECE. The next day, they go across the 

hall with the English teacher and the English ECE” (Faye). Faye described Felix as being 

academically advanced. Finally, Gillian was a mother of a Junior Kindergarten student in a small 

north-western Ontario town. Her son, Grady, was in a classroom with both a teacher and an ECE.  

Building an Understanding of Kindergarten Student Thriving:  

Seven Parents’ Perspectives 

Within the Ontario Kindergarten program, parents are recognized as “the first and most 

powerful influence on their children’s learning, development, health, and well-being” (MOE, 

2016, p. 109). Not only do parents, caregivers, and families play an important role in children’s 

learning, they also can help educators to better understand young children’s needs and how best 

to meet them within the classroom (MOE, 2016). When examining Kindergarten student 

thriving, it is important to consider the viewpoints of these stakeholders. These individuals bring 

with them “diverse social, cultural, and linguistic perspectives” (MOE, 2016, p. 109), and 
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possess unique insight into children’s experiences in the world and at school. To complement the 

perspectives of the students and educators associated with the focal classroom, seven parents 

from across Ontario were recruited to offer their insights into Kindergarten student thriving.  

Parent Perceptions of Student Thriving and the Elements that Support It 

 Parent perceptions of thriving in Kindergarten. In their interviews, the seven parents 

spoke about their understandings of student thriving and how one might go about identifying a 

thriving (versus not thriving) Kindergarten student (Table 11). In addition, parents shared their 

insights and perceptions of their own children’s experiences of thriving within various Ontario 

Kindergarten classrooms. Similar to the findings from the educator interviews (presented in the 

previous chapter), five interconnected categories emerged from these descriptions and 

understandings. While these categories are comparable to those presented within the educator 

findings, several small differences and additional elements emerged from the parent data. The 

five categories are: (a) emotions, attitudes, and behaviours; (b) engagement; (c) learning, growth, 

and development; (d) relationships and interactions; and (e) diverse trajectories of thriving.  

 Emotions, attitudes, and behaviours. Presenting a similar perspective to that of the 

educators at Waterview Public School, the seven parents viewed the display of positive 

emotions, attitudes, and behaviours as evidence of Kindergarten student thriving. For example, 

Gillian and Eliza described a thriving student as someone who is “happy to be there.” Beatrice 

added, “[a student] who wants to be in the classroom.” In addition to speaking about the 

manifestation of positive emotions within the classroom, parents also described indicators that 

reached beyond the school itself. For instance, Andre stated: “They look forward to going to 

school.” Likewise, Christine commented, a thriving student as someone who is “excited to go [to 

school], where you’re not having a battle to get out the door.” Parents also spoke about thriving 
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Table 11. 

Parent Perceptions of Thriving and Not Thriving in Kindergarten 
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A student who 

is thriving: Displays positive emotions  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Wants to go and be at school ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   

Talks about school at home ✓  ✓ ✓    

Is engaged     ✓ ✓  ✓ 

Displays evidence of learning, growth, and 

development 
     ✓ ✓ 

Is being appropriately challenged      ✓  

Has friendships and positive interactions with peers ✓  ✓  ✓   

Has positive relationship with classroom 

educator(s) 
✓ ✓ ✓     

A student who 

is not thriving: Displays negative emotions and behaviours   ✓    ✓ 

Does not want to go and be at school ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   ✓ 

Does not talk about school at home   ✓     

Is withdrawn or not engaged  ✓  ✓ ✓   

Is overtired and exhausted   ✓     

Is not reaching their individual potential      ✓  

Has poor peer relationships and/or difficulty 

forming relationships with peers 
✓ ✓   ✓   

Has poor relationship with educator(s) and/or may 

feel like the educator(s) does not like them 
✓       
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students returning from school with a positive disposition and willingness to share school 

experiences at home. For example, Andre remarked: “They’ll actually talk about what happened 

at school.” In speaking about her two school-aged children, Denise asserted: “Seeing my boys 

come home happy and excited from school shows me that they’re thriving. . . . They really get 

excited when they’ve learned something at school and they come home and tell me all about it.”  

In contrast, parents shared possible characteristics and signs of a student who may not be 

thriving in Kindergarten. Andre suggested: “They don’t want to go to school. They’re making 

excuses. Their stomach hurts.” The idea that students who may not be thriving likely display 

signs of not wanting to go or be at school (e.g., crying, emotional breakdowns at home, struggle 

to get children out of the house and to school in the morning) was echoed by the other parents. 

Christine commented that these children may also display a reluctance to share school 

experiences at home, as evidenced by “a lack of communication, where . . . they’re not excited to 

share with you.” Reflecting on the prior school experience of her eldest son, now in Grade 2, 

Christine illuminated how signs of not thriving at school are not always be visible in the 

classroom: “He was great at school, they loved him there. But there was so much screaming [at 

home]. So much crying. ‘I don’t want to go to school!’”  

Engagement. Five of the seven parents described engagement in classroom experiences 

as being associated with thriving in the Kindergarten classroom. For example, Gillian described 

a thriving student as someone who “is engaged in what is going on.” Denise spoke of a 

“willingness to learn,” while Eliza commented on the idea that a thriving student both “asks 

questions and is comfortable asking questions” and is engaged in the social aspects of school. In 

contrast, Denise highlighted that students who are not thriving in Kindergarten may show signs 

of “not being engaged.” Eliza suggested that these students may be “withdrawn” or 
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“withdrawing” from their peers. Gillian described not thriving as being “disengaged for whatever 

reason. Either academically, they can’t follow what’s going on. Or there’s other stuff going on 

with them, like they haven’t eaten or students who don’t know where their parents are and that’s 

distracting them from learning.”  

Learning, growth, and development. Two parents—Faye and Gillian—referred to the 

idea of learning, growth, and development as being associated with student thriving. While 

acknowledging that a display of positive emotions and disposition about school was important to 

thriving, these parents highlighted that students should also show some form of individual 

development over time. Faye commented, “[Students] have to be happy, but also learning. . . . I 

think they really need to be challenged.” Similarly, Gillian described a thriving Kindergarten 

student as someone who “is making progress,” although progress “looks different for every 

student” and may “not necessarily [be] academic.” However, “making some kind of growth or 

progress in some area” was viewed by Gillian as an important indicator of student thriving. In 

contrast to showing signs of growth, Faye suggested that a lack of progress could be a potential 

sign of a student who may not be thriving in Kindergarten. From Faye’s perspective, this lack of 

development seemed especially problematic because children are “little sponges at that age” and 

are at an ideal stage to learn and acquire knowledge. 

Relationships and interactions. Like the students and educators at Waterview Public 

School, parents spoke about how positive social interactions and relationships were indicators of 

a thriving student: “That’s a big element to the thriving—that social element” (Andre).  

Friendships and positive peer relationships. The presence of friendships and positive 

peer relationships were viewed by parents as indicators of student thriving in the Kindergarten 

classroom. For example, Andre commented that thriving students “have positive friendships at 
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school” and that there is an “absence of bullying or negativity” among their peers. Similarly, 

Eliza stated: “A student who is thriving in Kindergarten is engaged with their peers and looks 

forward to that aspect of school.” Christine suggested that wanting to spend time with friends 

outside of school time could be an additional indicator of thriving: “Connor’s active in play 

dates. . . . He’s excited to have a friend come over and bring that [school] piece with him.” In 

contrast, Andre warned that not talking about friends or not being able to name friends may be a 

sign of a student who may not be thriving: “If a kid can’t name who their friends are or thinks 

everybody hates them, those are real problems. . . . There’s such a strong social dimension to it, 

especially at those early ages.” Eliza further cautioned that seeing a child withdraw from their 

peers may be an additional marker of a student who may not be thriving in Kindergarten. 

Positive student-educator relationships. Parents also viewed positive student-educator 

relationships as an indicator of student thriving. Beatrice asserted: “A student who is thriving in 

Kindergarten is someone . . . who has a connection with their teacher.” Andre commented: 

“Once in a while, we bump into teachers [outside of school]. When that happens, I can see my 

daughter smile and run up to the teacher. She clearly has a positive relationship and some 

affection for her teachers.” Similarly, Christine described how her son would often talk “about 

his teacher in really fond ways.” In contrast, Andre warned that there are “also kids who feel like 

the teacher doesn’t like them or is actually against them somehow,” reminding that how a child 

perceives their relationship with classroom educators is also important to consider. 

Diverse trajectories of thriving. The seven parents provided insight into their children’s 

experiences of thriving within various Ontario Kindergarten classrooms. Though some shared 

experiences were presented, diverse trajectories of thriving were highlighted. Whereas, several 
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children were seen to thrive from the beginning of Kindergarten, others faced challenges that 

inhibited their ability to thrive at various points in their Kindergarten lives. 

Ava. Andre remarked that his daughter Ava was thriving “really well” in Senior 

Kindergarten with “really strong, positive social interactions.” However, Junior Kindergarten 

had presented much more of a challenge: “Her start was difficult for her. There are a few reasons 

for that. One, the language barrier. She goes to this [Francophone] school and doesn’t understand 

a word of what’s being said.” Andre suggested that her young age (“She was three when she 

started”) and the physical demands of the school day had also initially hindered Ava’s ability to 

thrive, where she would often “come home exhausted.” He further commented that Ava 

eventually started to display gradual improvement over the course of the school year, but “it 

probably took until February before . . . she was physically and cognitively ready for that kind of 

full day experience.” 

Brendon. Reflecting on Brendon’s Kindergarten experiences, Beatrice suggested that 

while she found that her son “really thrived” in his second year of Kindergarten, his initial 

adjustment to Junior Kindergarten had been a challenge: “When it came to his JK experience, I 

know for him it was a little bit of a rough go at the beginning because he had been at home with 

me the whole time.” In addition to the physical adjustment of home to school, Beatrice 

commented that Brendon had also struggled with adjusting to a new social environment: “He 

was thrown into this environment where I think there were 29 children, and a mix of JK and SK. 

He had never really been in a large group setting and, all of a sudden, he was overstimulated.” 

Connor. From Christine’s perspective, her son Connor had been thriving in Kindergarten 

since his start the previous school year. She commented that “he was excited to go” and did not 

have any issues adjusting to being at school. Christine attributed this comfort with school to him 
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having attended daycare prior to starting Kindergarten: “He was independent, he was motivated, 

and knew what he wanted to do. . . . He knew how to negotiate a group of people, he knew how 

to stand up for himself.” Connor had also been quick to establish a strong friendship with a child 

in the class at the beginning of Junior Kindergarten and was eager to share his experiences at 

home. In Senior Kindergarten, Connor continued to follow that positive trajectory: “He’s excited 

to go, he’s excited to learn. I think he’s becoming sort of a little leader in there. He’s getting 

motivated,” and “happy, happy, happy!” 

David. Having had a smooth transition and a “great experience” at school, Denise 

expressed that David was thriving in Kindergarten and loved going to school. From Denise’s 

perspective, her son had established a positive relationship with his Kindergarten teacher and had 

become friends with many of the other Kindergarten students.  

Evette. With Evette now in Grade 1, Eliza reflected back on her daughter’s Senior 

Kindergarten experience. She explained that, having chosen not to attend Junior Kindergarten 

and having recently moved to the city, Senior Kindergarten had been “a really tough year for 

[Evette] in terms of transitions.” Eliza described Evette’s start to school as being “difficult,” and 

believed that this “bad start” had initially hindered her ability to thrive at school. However, with 

time, Evette “developed some great friendships” and eventually established “quite a nice bond” 

with the educators in the classroom. Eliza commented: “[Evette] really loved to come home and 

sort of chat about what she had done in the day.” In addition, Evette had “flourished in terms of 

her letters and numbers and colours. Her name and being able to write other people’s names. . . . 

Asking questions about how things worked.”  

Felix. In her interview, Faye remarked that “thriving depends on the individual kid and 

what their needs are.” While she believed that her son Felix had thrived in Junior Kindergarten, 
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she was not convinced that all of his needs were being met in Senior Kindergarten: “He’s 

meeting everything on all of his markers when they come home on all of his report cards, [but] I 

don’t know if he’s actually thriving.” Although she recognized that her son loved school, Faye 

considered that Felix was not being appropriately challenged. She continued: “To thrive, you 

really have to be improving and learning.” Faye further asserted: “As a JK, I would say that Felix 

really thrived. He improved a lot, he learned a lot. But . . . he’s not getting a lot out of being in 

SK. . . . He’s not being challenged this year.”  

Grady. Gillian commented that her son Grady was “doing pretty well” in Junior 

Kindergarten: “He loves it. His experience has been great so far. . . . He is very much, very 

strongly thriving.” She further asserted that Grady was progressing well academically, had 

developed positive relationships with peers and classroom educators, and displayed a positive 

outlook towards school, as well as pride in his accomplishments: “He’s breezing along in his 

sound book. He seems to really like going. He never says he doesn’t want to go. . . . He is very 

proud of the work that his teacher sends home.”  

Parent perceptions of the elements that support student thriving in Kindergarten. 

The seven parents shared their perceptions of what elements help to support student thriving in 

the Kindergarten classroom. Drawing on their children’s experiences, parents further spoke 

about the elements perceived as supporting or hindering their children’s thriving at school. 

Parents were prompted with questions, such as: In your experience, what elements do you see as 

being key to helping students thrive in the classroom? What about the classroom, teachers, or the 

Kindergarten program do you think contributes to or works against your child’s thriving at 

school? From your experience, what makes your child happy, excited, and engaged at school? 

What makes your child happy or excited to go to school? From these responses, five 
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interconnected categories emerged: (a) supporting children’s basic and individual needs; (b) 

having a child-centred Kindergarten program; (c) the presence of a supportive and responsive 

learning environment; (d) the presence of a positive and supportive social environment; and (e) 

connecting with family, home, and community. Just as parents’ descriptions and understandings 

of the characteristics of student thriving were closely aligned with that of the educators, so too 

were the perceived supports for student thriving.  

Supporting children’s basic and individual needs. The seven parents spoke about the 

various social, emotional, physical, and cognitive needs of Kindergarten-aged children. In doing 

so, they illuminated the idea that students may be hindered in their ability to thrive if their basic 

and individual needs are not met. Gillian emphasized the important role that educators play in 

supporting student thriving by both recognizing and respecting the developmental needs of 

students: “[The children] need somebody in there—the teacher or ECE or both of them, 

preferably—who understand little people. Not everyone can develop the same way.” She further 

commented, “It’s perfectly developmentally appropriate to be breezing through your sound book, 

like Grady is, or having a hard time like some of the other students. . . . Someone who 

understands that makes a big difference.”  

Beatrice expressed that Kindergarten student thriving is fostered by educators “who 

support [children] and their individual learning needs,” as well as “their little quirks.” Reflecting 

on her son’s challenging start to school, Beatrice asserted that having educators who “understood 

that children are still growing and developing” helped ease her son’s transition. From Gillian’s 

perspective, supporting children’s individual needs involves educators having “high expectations 

for their learning.” However, having high expectations “doesn’t necessarily mean that 

[educators] have to be focused on high achieving.” Rather, it was the view of several parents that 
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children should be supported as they grow at their own individual pace. For example, Faye spoke 

about her son’s accelerated pace of learning and how there needs to be an “acknowledgement 

that children learn at different rates,” emphasizing that educators need to acknowledge that 

“there are children who are going to learn slower and there are children who are going to be on 

an accelerated pace” and that the program “needs to cater to both.” 

 Speaking as both a parent and an experienced Kindergarten teacher (currently on 

maternity leave), Christine commented that children’s emotions and basic human needs must be 

addressed for them to thrive at school: “We always had the open snack table, which I think is 

good because some kids crash out and some kids don’t eat before school. . . . To be at your best, 

you need to be able to eat when you need to.” She further added that young students also need to 

move and be active throughout the school day, a sentiment that was echoed by Faye in her 

interview. In thinking about her own “very active” child’s experience, Faye remarked that while 

“most people say when their kid starts school they’re absolutely exhausted, they’re tired. [Felix] 

comes home and he needs to run and he needs to move.” She further asserted: “Kids aren’t 

getting the time to really run—at recess, in gym. They have these little body breaks when they’ll 

do maybe a five-minute or seven-minute yoga video, but that’s not really what four- and five-

year-olds need.” In addition, Faye spoke about the importance of having “quieter areas” and 

“places where kids feel safe” within the classroom for children to retreat to if feeling 

overwhelmed or overstimulated at school. She remarked that school “can be quite 

overwhelming” for young children: “A lot of times Felix needed to just take a book and go to the 

corner and sit in the beanbag chairs . . . and just read a book.” 

Having a supportive class size and student to educator ratio. In their interviews, the 

seven parents shared the perspective that class size and student to educator ratio can impact 
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student thriving. While located in vastly different locations in Ontario, Gillian and Denise 

attributed their child’s thriving to small class size. For example, Denise asserted that she felt 

“fortunate” that her boys attended a “very small” school: “In David’s class, there’s only 15 

students. I think my kids have gotten a lot more out of that than other schools that are bigger with 

a lot larger classes.” In contrast, Eliza spoke about how a “huge class size” had been 

“overwhelming” for her daughter Evette. In addition to having 26 students, several educators and 

support workers were also present in the classroom. While she recognized that the Kindergarten 

class “seemed to be good staff-wise,” the number of bodies within the classroom had presented a 

challenge for Evette as she struggled to “feel connected to her teaching team” and classmates.  

In addition to building more in-depth “connected relationships” with students, Beatrice 

argued that small class sizes enable educators to better “build the curriculum around the children 

and their interests. Really create an environment that is supportive and allows them to just play 

and be children and learn through fun experiences.” Gillian believed that small class sizes 

enabled “more one-on-one time throughout the day.” Likewise, Andre suggested that he, “like 

every parent,” wants “smaller class sizes” because they allow for more focused time with 

individual children to help extend their learning and provide instructive feedback. For Andre, 

having two educators, a teacher and an early childhood educator, in the classroom was positive: 

“It essentially cuts the student-teacher ratio in half and just allows for more attention and more 

activities to be run.” However, while a team of educators may help to reduce the ratio within the 

classroom, having a large number of young students was seen to present some innate challenges. 

For example, Gillian remarked: “The noise level in the room is just so different with 25 versus 

17.” She further commented that “having that noise level and not being able to find a quiet space 

can be . . . detrimental” for some students (e.g., children with processing issues).  
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When asked what might hinder a child’s ability to thrive in the Kindergarten classroom, 

Christine adamantly responded: “Numbers. I can’t answer that question without going teacher 

head first because the numbers in our current system are terrible.” She further asserted: “When 

you have those smaller numbers, it’s face time and getting to extend their play. Whereas, I think 

with 30 [students], it’s often just play.” This idea was echoed in Faye’s plea for her son to have 

more one-on-one time with classroom educators: “If there were fewer kids, . . . one of the 

teachers would be able to take 20 minutes and sit down with [Felix] and go over some letters 

with him.” Knowing that her child often required individualized support, Beatrice had accepted 

that, due to large class sizes, Brendon would not always be provided with the guidance he 

needed: “With a class of 30, you can’t always work one-on-one with the student supporting the 

social skills play.” Overall, Christine summed up many of the parents’ thoughts: “If you want a 

classroom full of kids thriving—instead of having your handful of kids leaving thriving at the 

end of the day—you need to have numbers that are different.” 

Avoiding the Senior Kindergarten/Grade 1 split class. Christine spoke about her son’s 

experience in a Senior Kindergarten/Grade 1 class and the challenges associated with it. While 

the majority of the students in Connor’s class were enrolled in Kindergarten, the program being 

implemented in the classroom was “not as play-based” as she would have liked it to be, as the 

teacher appeared to favour a more literacy-focused program over that of play-based learning. 

Christine held the belief that an SK/1 class was “not the right split” and was concerned that 

Connor would lose out on the positive aspects of Ontario’s play-based Kindergarten program: “I 

believe in the Kindergarten program.” Christine further commented that, within the SK/1 

classroom, there was “not quite as much freedom” and “not as much open and free play” in 

comparison to Connor’s Junior Kindergarten year. While Christine believed that her son’s 
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teacher was trying her best to support the students in her class, the SK/1 split was not viewed as 

an effective support for Kindergarten student thriving. 

Fostering parent advocacy. In her interview, Beatrice spoke about some of the needs of 

her son Brendon. In addition to being born with a physical disability that made some bodily 

movements and activities challenging, Brendon was currently on a waitlist for occupational 

therapy and was being assessed for ADHD and possibly other conditions. Recognizing 

Brendon’s individual needs, Beatrice had already embraced the role of a parent advocate. When 

it came to accessing school and community resources and supports, Beatrice asserted: “I’m 

pretty resourceful in that area. . . . Brendon’s very fortunate that he’s got a mom that advocates.” 

However, Beatrice suggested that “not all parents have that” ability and argued that schools 

should have information and resources readily available “so that parents can start advocating.” 

Child-centred Kindergarten program. Drawing on their perceptions of and experiences 

with the Ontario Kindergarten program, the seven parents shared their thoughts on what 

programmatic elements need to be in place for students to thrive. Overall, parents spoke of a 

desire for a child-centred program that both supports the whole child and incorporates play. 

Beatrice asserted that the structure of the program should be guided by “a curriculum that invites 

the voice of the child” and allows educators “to be flexible.” She further commented: “I’m a big 

proponent of the play-based learning. . . . It being used in the classroom makes me extremely 

happy.” While Beatrice was unwavering in her support, Andre admitted that it had taken him 

several years to “get on board” with Ontario’s play-based Kindergarten program. He suggested, 

“As a parent, I think there’s a real appeal to those academics. . . . It looks like what you imagined 

school to look like.” Initially, when his eldest child started Kindergarten, Andre had felt like he 

possessed “no point of reference for play-based. Now that I see the kids and have been in the 
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Kindergarten classroom, I kind of realize I do. That’s actually not that different from what I did 

in my Kindergarten.”  

In addition to viewing play-based learning as being developmentally appropriate, Andre 

saw this type of child-centred programming as contributing to a positive start to school: “By 

incorporating students’ interests, you can engage them with school and give them that positive 

start, . . . with positive attitudes about school.” He further suggested that a child-centred 

approach allows educators to “engage the kids with their own interests” and enables children to 

have “a voice in their own learning.” Christine added that Kindergarten students are “so much 

more excited to learn when it’s their own ideas” and when they “have ownership” over their own 

learning. Embracing a similar perspective, Gillian commented: “If you want a child to engage in 

an education system, you need an education system that engages the children.” She further 

asserted: “If you’re trying to educate children, then your curriculum should be child-centred. It 

should focus on who you’re trying to educate.”  

 Faye recommended “balance” in how a play-based program is implemented in the 

classroom: “It needs to be what they’re interested in, but it also needs to be what they need to 

learn.” Relatedly, Christine drew a connection between children’s playful experiences and 

curriculum expectations: “They’re going to learn all of the things you need them to learn. If you 

want [students] to learn their letter sounds or even empathy, you can do it all through what 

they’re interested in.” Gillian observed that “[the educators] get a lot of their information from 

watching children play and listening to what they’re saying. Even going over and asking 

questions.”  

Whereas Faye emphasized balance between child-driven and educator-driven learning 

experiences, Eliza cautioned against the use of memorization and homework in Kindergarten—
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approaches that she perceived as reaching beyond a developmentally appropriate, child-centred 

program: “Kindergarten should be about learning to be at school. Learning why that’s valuable 

and how it can be fun.” She observed: “The areas that [Evette] struggled with weren’t play-

based. I don’t think sending home memorization tables is play-based learning. . . . Those were 

the things that caused her to withdraw and feel uncomfortable.” Eliza additionally spoke about 

her daughter’s negative experience with homework: “[Evette] was not engaged at all in 

homework. Didn’t want to do it, got very emotional. Teary, even. As far as, ‘I’m stupid. I can’t 

do this. I don’t want to do this.’” As a result, Eliza had decided not to “push homework that was 

making her resent school because I just didn’t think that was a good start [to school].”  

 Overall, the parents were supportive of the Ontario Kindergarten program and saw it 

contributing to children’s ability to thrive at school. Denise asserted: “I love it! . . . Even though 

it’s play, I think they’re still learning a lot.” Similarly, Christine remarked: “I don’t care if 

[Connor is] reading an ‘E’ book by the end of Kindergarten, I want him to be someone who can 

make his own choices and say what he can do. I think play-based contributes to that.” Adding to 

the supportive remarks, Eliza commented, “Play-based learning is amazing.” However, she also 

cautioned: “I don’t think we have fully realized it where we’re at right now” because “there 

doesn’t really seem to be any concern about consistency” in how the program is implemented 

from classroom to classroom, an observation also reflected in the seven parents’ varying 

accounts of how the Kindergarten program was being enacted in classrooms across the province.  

Supportive and responsive learning environment. In their interviews, the seven parents 

expressed the need for a supportive and responsive Kindergarten learning environment, arguing 

that both the physical and social environment contribute to a student’s ability to thrive at school.  
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Having a supportive physical learning environment. Reiterating ideas presented by the 

educators at Waterview Public School, the seven parents spoke about the physical learning 

environment and how they saw it contributing to student thriving. Parents expressed the need for 

classrooms to be clean, bright, fresh, open, welcoming, and inviting, while also reflecting the 

needs and interests of the students within it. Faye asserted: “The classroom needs to be 

stimulating, the classroom needs to be safe.” Comparably, Beatrice commented that the 

environment should be a place where children are “invited into the classroom” and “invited in to 

play,” a space that feels “safe” and “like home.” Reflecting on Brendon’s Senior Kindergarten 

experience, Beatrice described how “you could see [students’] learning happen and unfold in the 

classroom through just the environment itself. . . . You could see centres being set up and 

experiences being set up.” 

Several parents spoke about the needs of young students as they related to the physical 

learning environment. For example, Beatrice and Christine commented that Kindergarten-aged 

children are often quite active: “Kids at this age need to move. They can’t just sit” (Christine). 

While Beatrice remarked that Brendon’s SK classroom had provided students with “the room to 

move and the room to just kind of float around and figure out where they wanted to be,” she also 

warned of the potential difficulties and dangers associated with a small Kindergarten classroom: 

“[Brendon’s] JK classroom was just so tiny. They had 30 children in there and it was just so 

cramped. . . . Brendon ended up getting into a huge accident where we had to take him to the 

hospital.” Although she joked that her son “had a fight with a chair and the chair won,” Beatrice 

highlighted how the accident could have been prevented if there had been more space within the 

classroom. Recognizing the potential hazards associated with a small classroom, Gillian 

additionally asserted that “it’s important to have the right number of students for the classroom,” 
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suggesting that space to student ratio should be considered when planning the physical 

environment. In addition to having space to move, areas for children to be alone within the 

classroom were also viewed by several parents as being important. Andre commented: “There 

are times when kids need to be alone, but also not excluded.”  

Several parents discussed how the placement of the Kindergarten classroom within the 

school itself can impact children’s perceptions of belonging to the larger school community. 

Eliza asserted: “It’s important to have Kindergarteners feel like they’re part of the school 

because it helps them transition into Grade 1, which is intimidating.” In thinking about Grady’s 

school environment, Gillian commented: “Having them in with everybody else seems to work 

best. . . . They are still their own entity if they want to be but it’s not as hard for them to join in 

with activities with the rest of the school.” Relatedly, Denise spoke about how attending a small 

school had enabled her school-aged children to be a part of a close-knit school community: “I’m 

a big fan of our small school” because “it feels like such a community.” 

  Beyond the classroom, numerous parents emphasized the need for children to have 

access to both a gymnasium and the natural outdoor environment. Faye commented: “The space 

to run around and expel energy needs to be there for the kids. They need that play yard. They 

need that gym. They need to be able to move.” Denise remarked that while David’s school may 

be small, “they have a huge yard around them [and] a forest, which is really nice.” In addition to 

expressing her appreciation for the school’s physical location within the community (“they’re not 

off a main road”), Denise praised the school for its naturalized schoolyard: “They have a lot of 

forest and sandboxes, and they’re not penned in. They’re not like at some of the newer schools 

where it’s like pavement and then a fence around them—it looks like a jail that they have been 

let out to the pen.” While Denise hoped that this naturalized yard would be utilized more 
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throughout the day, Faye expressed concern with how the growing student population at her 

sons’ school was beginning to limit children’s play and physical experiences: “They have one 

gym for way too many classrooms. . . . They put a whole new Kindergarten class in when they 

went to Full-Day Kindergarten, but the Kindergarten yard didn’t get any bigger.” 

Fostering a co-created space. From being involved in daily routines and maintenance of 

the classroom to engaging in experiences that reflected their interests and inquiries, parents 

emphasized the importance of children being able to learn and thrive within a co-created space. 

From the parents’ perspective, part of fostering a co-created space involved educators 

appreciating and embracing children’s interests. Andre commented: “It’s important for the 

teachers to pay attention to the interests of the kids and try to incorporate those interests into the 

classroom.” Similarly, Christine remarked: “If [children] feel like the teacher is invested and 

interested in what they’re excited about, I think it’s going to make a big difference.” Thinking 

back on her son’s Kindergarten experience, Beatrice praised his educators for embracing the 

interests of students. She expressed particular admiration for Brendon’s Senior Kindergarten 

teacher “who really embraced his flag reproducing. Months and months of reproducing flags.” 

Beatrice further explained: “The teacher was very involved in working with him and trying to 

understand and learn with him. For me, that made it a happy experience for him in the classroom 

environment.”  

Establishing routines and navigating expectations. In their interviews, Gillian, Eliza, and 

Beatrice spoke about the need for clearly established routines and expectations within the 

Kindergarten classroom. Gillian commented that having “a very good routine” can help to 

support student thriving, suggesting that young children “like to know what they’re doing, what 

they’re supposed to be doing, and what is expected of them. What that guy is doing wrong and 
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who to tell on.” Recognizing that her daughter “likes ritual,” Eliza shared that having an 

understanding of daily routines and procedures had helped Evette eventually thrive in 

Kindergarten: “In the morning, they would get together at circle time. They had a morning song 

and an end of day song. Those were big hits for her.” Similarly, Beatrice commented that clear 

expectations and routines had also helped Brendon thrive in Kindergarten: “He loves tasks. If 

you write down, you’re going to do this and then you’re going to do this. He thrives in those 

routines. That’s where he’s most successful.”  

While clear expectations and routines were seen to help students thrive, Beatrice and 

Eliza emphasized that these concepts need to be taught as not all children come to school with an 

understanding of how to navigate the learning environment. For example, Beatrice commented: 

“For Brendon, when he first entered JK, he had a hard time understanding the rules of school. 

Like, the no hugging or getting in people’s faces.” Similarly, Eliza commented that Evette 

“walked in the first day and her teacher went to the front of the room and clapped her hands and 

said, ‘Criss-cross apple sauce.’” She further explained: “From that, Evette was supposed to know 

that she was supposed to sit down on the blue mat with her legs crossed and her hands in her lap. 

She didn’t know that.” Although some children may come to Kindergarten having had school-

like experiences (e.g., pre-school), Eliza reminded that this involvement is not always universal: 

“We didn’t do any of the pre-Kindergarten things. They really expect you to have done all that.” 

In thinking about Evette’s transition to school, she added that there were “a lot in the first while,” 

such as: “She had never had lunch on a schedule. She’d never had to wear shoes inside. She had 

never had to wear sneakers. Now she had to do all of these things, all at once, all with a stranger. 

Offering variety, exploration, and unstructured play. Similar to the viewpoint presented 

by Ms. ECE at Waterview Public School, parents talked about how access to a variety of 
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experiences can be beneficial for children’s thriving. The seven parents shared numerous 

experiences perceived as contributing to their children’s positive experiences in Kindergarten, 

including engaging in art and creative pursuits (e.g., creating art work, reproducing flags, 

creating self-portraits, engaging in crafts involving cutting, pasting, and paint), building (e.g., 

blocks, marble ramps), writing (e.g., writing letters/numbers, stories, and illustrating), sensory 

play (e.g., sand, rocks, beads), baking (e.g., apple sauce), and having the opportunity to learn 

new things (e.g., new words in French, developing a new skill).  

In addition to having access to a variety of experiences within the classroom, parents 

spoke about the need for the learning environment to provide children with “the ability to 

explore” (Faye) and opportunities to engage in unstructured playful experiences—a perspective 

also emphasized by both students and educators at Waterview Public School. Gillian 

commented: “Kids that age, their brains are still developing. That’s how they are learning. They 

need fine motor, gross motor, social interaction. All that comes through play.” Faye asserted: 

“Kids need to play and play a lot at that age.” Similarly, Beatrice emphasized: 

“Developmentally, it just makes the most sense for play to happen. . . . With play, it’s work. It’s 

their learning. It’s how they try to understand the world.” When asked why unstructured play 

appeared to be so important to Kindergarten-aged children, Christine emphatically responded: 

“Because they can all access it.” She further asserted: “There is stuff that some of them can’t 

access. It’s not interesting to them yet or it’s maybe not where their strength is. Whereas, they 

can all find something in play.”  

Christine described playful experiences as a way for children to “feel powerful” and 

“included” within the classroom. Andre asserted that play is intrinsically rewarding for young 

students and is something that children “just need to do.” From Eliza’s perspective, playful 
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experiences also provide young students with a sense of autonomy and choice: “Kids want to 

feel like they have choice. I think that when they are doing some more formalized learning, they 

feel like they are being dictated to.” She further commented: “Play gives them the ability to feel 

like they’re in charge.” Faye spoke about how unstructured play can “equalize kids” by 

providing a space where children of differing abilities and cultural backgrounds can come 

together: “It doesn’t matter if you have very high functioning math skills or low functioning 

math skills, you’re just all playing. . . . It doesn’t matter who you are, you can do that.”  

 In addition to highlighting several intrinsic benefits associated with unstructured play, 

parents observed that children can use play as a means to express themselves, share their 

knowledge, and “learn through their own experiences” (Denise). For example, Beatrice remarked 

that both parents and educators can learn a lot about children by “listening to them in their 

unstructured play.” Gillian commented that while young children may have “trouble finding 

words for things or explaining what they’re trying to say,” they may be able to “show you” their 

understanding through play. Comparably, Faye remarked: “If they’re playing, they’re going to 

encounter new situations. That’s where the questions come from. When they question things, 

that’s when you can teach them things.” From Gillian’s perspective, unstructured play is also 

about social development for young children: “Learning to take turns and not fighting over toys 

and playing. Playing games that might be different from the ones you have at home.” Similarly, 

Faye commented: “They’re going to have fun with other kids. . . . That’s how they’re going to 

end up socializing and learning how to socialize.”  

 Playing and learning outdoors. In their interviews, six of the seven parents emphasized 

the need for outdoor play within the daily Kindergarten schedule. This finding is reminiscent of 

thoughts presented by the six focal students at Waterview Public School, who perceived both 
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outdoor and indoor play as being important to their thriving at school. Beatrice commented, 

“Outside play is important to a healthy child.” She further added: “Children really need to 

connect with the earth in their own way and their outside environment.” Christine spoke of the 

importance of having easy access to the outdoors, where children have “space to move” and are 

“allowed to be loud.” She asserted: “They need to have a lot of outdoor time. . . . Let them get 

messy and one-on-one with a lot of nature stuff because, at that age, they’re so excited by it.” 

While she believed that outdoor play was “really important,” Eliza expressed concern that young 

children may not be getting “enough time to touch dirt and just explore and play and dig and 

climb.” Voicing a similar worry, Faye commented: “They don’t let them slide down snow hills 

anymore. The schools have banned balls on the school yard. How are the kids supposed to play 

soccer or play soccer baseball?”  

 Faye viewed the outdoors as an ideal location for unstructured play. She commented: 

“Free play outdoors can be a lot freer than indoors.” Similarly, Denise highlighted that recess can 

provide children with the opportunity to engage in free play of their choosing. While some 

children may be prepared to “do whatever they want” (Denise) outdoors, Christine argued that 

others may need “a little bit of structure at the beginning to make sure that everybody can access 

the points, and then from there let them go and let them try things out.” She commented that 

educators often send children outside “thinking that kids have had experiences out there. Some 

haven’t.” From Christine’s perspective, teaching children to safely use equipment and engage 

with outdoor play structures is an important part of helping them to “take risks” and play outside.  

Positive and supportive social environment. Mirroring viewpoints presented by both 

educators and students associated with the focal classroom at Waterview Public School, the 

seven parents stressed the importance of positive relationships as an integral support for student 
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thriving. In fact, Eliza went as far as to remark: “Interpersonal stuff and social stuff is a 

foundation for everything. I think that’s more important than learning your ABCs.”  

Having friendships and positive peer relationships. Friendships and positive peer 

relationships were highlighted by parents as being a key element in supporting student thriving in 

the Kindergarten classroom. Parents spoke about how their children frequently talked about 

classmates at home and how friends were often what got their children most excited to go to 

school. For example, Beatrice remarked that school, for her son Brendon, was more of a “social 

thing” than anything else, while Eliza asserted that friends are “part of what makes kids want to 

go to school.” Eliza further commented that friendships are “really important” to student thriving 

because “kids do better in school when they have good peer relationships.” In addition to having 

someone to “take a break with” (Eliza), Faye suggested that having “close relationships” and 

someone to “partner up with” helps to support children who may be “struggling with 

something.” Moreover, Gillian emphasized: “Kids need friends. They need to feel welcomed 

when they go to school."  

 Several parents highlighted the idea that the presence of poor peer relationships or a lack 

of friendships could have a negative impact on students. Christine commented: “If they don’t 

have a friend or if they’re having a conflict, there’s no way they can learn because it takes up 

most of their brain.” She added: “They’re not going to want to go. They’re not going to 

challenge themselves and they’re not going to take risks. They’re not going to be the little people 

they can be.” Andre asserted: “I don’t think it matters what grade you’re in. If you don’t have 

good relationships or friendships with the other kids in the class, school’s going to be miserable.” 

Similarly, Denise remarked: “If they aren’t making a lot of friends or being bullied, it can affect 

not only their school work but their life in general.”  
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Recognizing that Kindergarten-aged children are “learning how to make friends and keep 

friends,” Gillian emphasized that educators can support students by modelling positive 

interactions and helping children develop social skills. Similarly, Beatrice commented: “Building 

that [development] into the curriculum is important . . . because your peer relationships are 

important to your success in a classroom environment.” Further emphasizing the critical role that 

educators play in supporting peer relationships in the classroom, Andre asserted: “It’s important 

for the teacher to manage the peer relationships. Not only model what positive relationships look 

like, but step in and give active feedback when relationships are not positive.” 

 Overall, parents were pleased with their children’s social development and interactions in 

Kindergarten. Christine highlighted the fact that Connor was “well liked” by his classmates was 

something she “consider[ed] a success. Because it’s showing that he has got the social skills to 

go and find a buddy.” From Andre’s perspective, the development of close friendships “really 

started in Kindergarten” for both of his children: “To see my kids developing . . . in a social 

realm and making friendships and to see that things were going well for them at school, that was 

a big thing for me.” Likewise, Eliza recognized Kindergarten as a year where Evette had 

developed socially, observing that her daughter now “warms to a room much faster than she used 

to” and is “far more able to dive in [and be] enthusiastic about a full experience” with her peers. 

Fostering positive student-educator relationships. The presence of positive student-

educator relationships were viewed by parents as an important support for Kindergarten student 

thriving. Moreover, several parents saw this element as being critical, stating that positive 

student-educator relationships were “vital” (Eliza) and “extremely important” (Denise) to student 

thriving. Denise went as far as to say that “if [children] don’t have that connection with the 

teacher, then they won’t thrive that year.”  
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In their interviews, parents emphasized the importance of children feeling appreciated, 

respected, and well-liked. Andre asserted: “The teacher has to like the kids and really has to 

enjoy their company and enjoy who they are as people. . . . It’s so important for them to feel like 

the teacher likes them.” Taking a similar stance, Christine suggested that children “will want to 

do more for the teacher if they feel like the teacher is interested in them or invested in their 

learning.” She added that this type of investment from educators “really motivates” students and 

inspires them to make their educators proud: “When they want to please their teacher, they’re 

going to try harder. . . . They’re not going to try for someone who doesn’t smile at you or doesn’t 

engage you or challenge you.” Similarly, Eliza remarked: “If the student feels like the teacher 

has their best interest at heart and if they feel like they can trust the teacher and if they feel safe, 

they are more likely to take risks [and] ask questions.” 

Several parents described how their children had developed positive relationships with 

their classroom educators. For Faye, having a positive relationship with the educators in the 

classroom allowed her children to develop trust and a feeling of security at school: “My boys 

love their teachers. The teachers, in return, love my sons. . . . They feel comfortable with them 

and they can talk to them. The teachers are another person they can trust.” Andre commented 

that the addition of an ECE into many Ontario Kindergarten classrooms has added “another adult 

personality in the class for the kids to go to.” Eliza highlighted that student-educator 

relationships can reach beyond the Kindergarten educator team, remarking that Evette had been 

“most enthusiastic” about the support teacher who had taught her music and physical education: 

“She was really engaged by him. In particular, the songs and he did a lot of dance with them. He 

just was very interactive.” Just as relationships with multiple educators were seen as beneficial, 

Faye shared that a lack of educator consistency can have a negative impact on students: “In [my 
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eldest son]’s JK year, they had a teacher that kept going in and out on disability. That French 

class went through seven teachers in a JK year. It was horrible. . . . That class really suffered.” 

While positive student-educator relationships were perceived by parents as being critical 

to student thriving, Eliza reminded that a connection cannot be automatically assumed. From her 

experience, a lack of introduction to classroom educators and the school itself had resulted in a 

difficult start for her daughter Evette. Eliza shared that, despite her best efforts to obtain 

information, they had been unsure who Evette’s Kindergarten teacher would be on the first day 

of school: “We never officially knew who her teacher was. . . . She was supposed to just line up 

in a yard, then go in and see her teachers inside without ever having known who they were.” 

Being the first child in her family to start Kindergarten and having not attended school in any 

capacity until the first day, Evette “didn’t know where she was going, . . . who she was going 

with, [and] had no idea what to expect.” From Eliza’s perspective, arriving at school not 

knowing who her teacher had resulted in Evette’s “insecurity of feeling like [school] was a safe 

and comfortable place.”  

Modeling a positive Kindergarten educator team relationship and work dynamic. In their 

interviews, Beatrice and Gillian attributed the presence of a strong educator team to their 

children’s thriving in the Kindergarten classroom. Beatrice commented: “For SK, I found 

[Brendon] really thrived in that environment because the teaching team was awesome.” 

Similarly, Gillian remarked that Grady’s Kindergarten educator team “work really well together, 

which is definitely key.” Several parents spoke about how the presence of both an ECE and a 

teacher in the classroom allowed for educators to bring their own specialities to the room. Gillian 

remarked: “The ECE tends to have a little bit of a different perspective with their training. . . . 

They have that whole child development program.” Beatrice commented: “I really love that 
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ECEs have been brought into the classrooms because they have a different perspective than a 

teacher. Because not every teacher comes from a child development background.” Having only 

encountered Kindergarten classrooms led solely by a teacher, Denise suggested: “[The 

classroom] runs fine with just the teacher.” However, she added: “I think it runs fine, but I’m 

sure the teacher sometimes would like to have an ECE.” From Christine’s perspective, “it should 

never happen when there’s not an ECE in Kindergarten.” She commented: “It’s such a valuable 

relationship between the teacher and the ECE, but also for the kids.” Having worked with a 

teaching partner in her own practice, Christine added: “A classroom without an ECE is missing 

part of its heart. I really wish they would stop it being a numbers game and say this is what we 

have; we have two people who work together as a team.”  

 Further reflecting on how the presence of strong educator teams had helped to support her 

son’s thriving throughout Kindergarten, Beatrice commented: “When you have that working 

relationship, then you have a thriving environment.” However, if “you have an environment 

where [the teacher] asserts control and doesn’t take the voice of the ECE, then you know that 

they’re not taking the voice of the child.” In both Junior and Senior Kindergarten, Beatrice 

observed that the ECE and Kindergarten teacher had established a balanced relationship: “You 

could see it. They were treated as equals. The parents treated them as equals. . . . Instead of one 

being, you know, the teacher and the other one being the ‘helper.’ They were both the teachers.” 

In Faye’s experience, Felix’s teachers and ECEs had worked “really well together.” Though, she 

was quick to assert that if there was a negative relationship, it would “definitely” impact the 

students: “If those two [educators] weren’t getting along, the kids would be learning about 

negative relationships instead of positive relationships and teamwork.” Commenting on the 

unique structure of the French immersion program at Felix’s school, Faye added: “Everything at 
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this school is about teaching pairs or teaching quads. It’s all about teamwork. If they didn’t get 

along, [the students] would be getting exactly the wrong signal.” While Eliza did not think that a 

negative educator team relationship or work dynamic would impact students, most parents 

agreed with Andre’s suggestion that a negative educator team relationship could “indirectly” 

impact children: “You’re just not going to have the same level of cooperation or the same level 

of dedication to each other to make sure the activities are successful.”  

Fostering a positive home-school relationship. Having a positive home-school 

relationship was highlighted by several parents as a support for Kindergarten student thriving. 

For example, Denise believed that David’s ability to thrive at school had been aided by a teacher 

who had been both receptive and responsive to her sharing some insights into how best to 

manage her son’s behaviour: “I had a conversation with her when David first started school and 

explained . . . that he’s the type of kid that needs the rules in place. . . . She’s really good with 

that. I think he has really thrived because of that too.” From Beatrice’s perspective, a positive 

home-school relationship had also helped her son thrive in Kindergarten: “What helped 

[Brendon] transition and to thrive in a JK environment was a lot of open dialogue with the 

teachers, so that we could be on the same page supporting Brendon.” Beatrice further remarked 

that, in both Junior and Senior Kindergarten, one of the overall successes was having educators 

that “were very responsive to Brendon’s needs. I found that when I shared those needs with 

teachers and they understood my perspective that they were able to support Brendon in giving 

him those successes.”  

 In developing and fostering a positive home-school relationship, parents emphasized the 

need for open communication and dialogue between school and home. Faye commented: “It’s 

important that you kind of know what’s going on.” Similarly, Denise asserted: “It’s important for 
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you to be on the same page with things. I think if you’re not on the same page it can cause 

confusion for the student.” Likewise, Gillian remarked that having a positive relationship 

between school and home helped to deepen the “connection [students] feel to the building, to the 

school.” While she believed that fostering open communication between home and school was 

“super important,” Christine commented that “it’s easy for it to slip through the cracks. Everyone 

is busy.” In addition to educators and parents having busy, and possibly conflicting, schedules, 

Christine added: “The way that you’re communicating isn’t the way that we used to . . . Kids are 

getting on the school bus and things get forgotten.” Beatrice shared that some parents may “have 

anxiety around school,” which can result in them feeling intimidated or anxious about 

establishing communication from their end. Nevertheless, she emphasized the need for educators 

and schools to initiate and develop “a positive, affirming, but realistic relationship” with parents. 

Eliza suggested that this relationship should be built on mutual respect, highlighting that “even if 

school and home have a different structure of how we go about things, there should be respect on 

both sides.”  

To learn about Kindergarten experiences, several parents endeavoured to speak to their 

children about school each day. For example, Gillian shared that she tried her best to attend to 

communications extended by the school or classroom educators, such as “get[ting] out the 

agenda” or “look[ing] at the blog.” She added: “Grady has a million pieces of paper, and a lot of 

them end up in the recycling, but I looked at them. ‘Oh, hey Grady, it looks like you know the 

letter ‘K’ because you did this with your bingo dabber. . . . Show even just a little bit of interest 

in what they are doing. It goes a long way.” In addition to providing parents with insight into 

daily classroom occurrences, Christine suggested that photos and stories shared by educators—

whether it be via an app, social media, email, or any other method—may help to enable parents 
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to engage in conversations with their children at home about school experiences: “Parents 

actually have a link where they can say, ‘Oh, I saw . . . a picture of you drawing here today. I 

saw you using clipboards. What were you doing on that clipboard?’ And then that creates that 

link.”  

 While parents spoke positively about the use of communication apps, social media, and 

one-on-one conversations with educators, the use of agendas and communication books were 

perceived by some parents an being an ineffective tool. Beatrice commented that the agenda was 

“very rarely filled out” and Eliza shared that she found this method of communication to be 

“very limiting.” Similarly, Faye remarked, “there’s honestly been days I don’t check my kids’ 

agendas and the book bag goes back to school.” For Eliza, being able to engage in face-to-face 

conversations with classroom educators had proved to be a more effective method for 

communication: “I walked [Evette] to school every morning. I certainly got to know her teacher 

in that way. I got to know her classroom.” However, even with her effort to frequently 

communicate with the teacher both in person and via the communication book, Eliza asserted 

that, as parents, “we felt really disconnected” and that she “didn’t really have any clue what 

[Evette] was doing” at school, which had been “another sort of level of anxiety for Evette.” 

Although some parents, like Andre, were pleased with the communication they received 

from the school, others expressed discouragement. Some parents were disheartened when meet 

the teacher nights took on more of an open house format, rather than an opportunity for parents 

to communicate with educators about their child and what would be happening in the classroom 

that year. Moreover, Christine and Eliza expressed particular concern with an absence of parent-

teacher interviews. In addition, parents spoke about their (lack of) involvement and engagement 

with school activities. While some parents shared that they were frequently invited into the 
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Kindergarten classroom for parties, nature walks, or events, others commented that parental 

involvement was not encouraged. Denise remarked that, aside from being invited on school trips, 

David’s school tended to discourage parental involvement: “They don’t love parents in the 

classroom.” Similarly, Eliza commented that parents “weren’t really allowed in the classroom 

that much,” an action that left her feeling both discouraged and disconnected: “I had no sense of 

who was in her class. I had no sense of how to be part of her class.” Likewise, Christine had a 

comparable experience to that of Denise and Eliza: “Parent involvement is not encouraged. . . . 

Even when I did parent council stuff at their school, it wasn’t a friendly environment.”  

Having a supportive school community. Being a parent of a higher needs student, 

Beatrice had first-hand experience working with a supportive school community. She spoke 

about how the educators and principal at Brendon’s school had been “very supportive,” and how 

the school had embraced a team approach to responding to his needs and helping him to access 

appropriate supports and assessments: “The principal is on board, the teachers are on board. His 

SK teacher, we worked on a way to even try to speed up the [occupational therapy] process.” In 

addition to having a supportive team of educators and administrators, Beatrice shared that the 

school had also helped to foster a “community of parents,” which she believed had helped 

Brendon in his ability to thrive in Senior Kindergarten “because he had the support from not just 

us, as the parents, but from the teachers [and] the students.” 

In his interview, Andre commented that supportive individuals beyond the classroom 

help to make “the broader school community feel inclusive and warm and welcoming,” and 

highlighted some people who positively contributed to Ava’s school experience: “The bus driver 

is Ava’s first point of contact with the school every day and the last point of contact every day. 

The bus drivers we’ve had have all been really fantastic. . . . I really appreciate those bus 
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drivers.” He added: “When the kids don’t really know what to do, they go to the office. The 

school secretaries are these very lovely, kind women that are patient with the kids and help them 

and seem to really like the kids.” Similarly, Faye remarked: “I swear [the administration staff] 

know the name of every single kid in that school. . . . I think that’s very important for the kids’ 

sense of belonging at the schooling.” Presenting a unique viewpoint, Denise spoke warmly about 

David’s small school and believed that the size helped to enable the development of a strong 

school community: “As parents, we all know each other. . . . The teachers all know every single 

kid in that school.” She further explained, “Because it’s a small school, they try to keep siblings 

with the same teachers, so they get to know the families really well.” 

Connecting with family, home, and community. When talking about the elements that 

support student thriving in the Kindergarten classroom, several parents spoke about the need for 

schools to establish and maintain a connection with family, home, and community. Eliza shared 

that her daughter Evette “really likes her teacher to have a sense of who her family is” and that 

having a teacher who knew the names of the people in her family was “a significant thing.” In 

addition to having an awareness of family members, Andre and Christine spoke about their 

appreciation for educators who were supportive of life outside of school. For example, Andre 

commented that the school had been “very supportive of us taking the kids out for two months” 

to visit family abroad. Similarly, Christine spoke warmly about Connor’s ECE, who had 

displayed an interest in experiences that were happening in his life outside of school. For 

instance, when Connor’s little sister was born, the ECE had helped him to share the news with 

his classmates and showed photos of her to the class. Christine commented that the birth of her 

daughter had been an important moment for her entire family and that “it was so sweet” that the 
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educators had taken the time to recognize this event at school: “They didn’t just brush by that. . . 

. They knew her name, they put a big picture up, celebrated it.”  

 Andre and Eliza spoke about how their children enjoyed any opportunity to share home at 

school. For example, Andre commented that Ava “was pretty excited” when “it was her turn to 

show and tell.” Similarly, Eliza described how Evette’s Senior Kindergarten class had engaged 

in a “secret sound sharing” activity every morning, where select students would “share 

something from home—that might be a drawing or a picture or an item—that started with that 

letter.” Eliza remarked that this routine “was a big hit” for Evette and had been something that 

she loved to participate in. In addition to building a link between school and home, several 

parents indicated that opportunities for children to engage and connect with the greater 

community enhanced their children’s positive experiences at school. Eliza talked about the 

importance of “having a connection to the community” and how a school trip had been an 

important moment in her daughter’s life: “Evette had one field trip last year. They went to Fred 

Penner. It was life changing for her. It was a really big deal. She felt totally independent and like 

a grown up.” Christine commented: “I would like to see more community involvement, where 

we’re bringing things into the classroom for the kids.”  

A Parents’ Framework for Understanding Student Thriving 

Drawing on the insights and perspectives provided by seven parents, a framework for 

understanding student thriving in the Kindergarten classroom can be constructed. Within this 

framework, six interconnected components reflect how Kindergarten student thriving can be 

understood (Figure 11). From this perspective, a thriving student: (a) has positive relationships 

with both peers and educators; (b) displays a positive attitude about school and learning; (c) 

displays positive emotions; (d) is engaged in classroom activities and learning experiences; (e) is 
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being appropriately challenged and is learning, growing, and developing; and (f) is able to 

navigate the classroom/school successfully.  

In addition to the six components used to understand student thriving in the Kindergarten 

classroom, four overarching characteristics of thriving emerged from the parents’ perspectives. 

First, the extent to which a child is able to thrive depends on their individual needs and whether 

or not these needs, as well as their basic needs, are being supported. Second, student thriving is a 

multi-dimensional construct, made up of several inter-connected components (e.g., emotions, 

attitudes, engagement, etc.). Third, the extent to which a child is thriving can change over the 

course of a school year. In this respect, thriving can be conceptualized both in the moment and 

over time, and as following individual trajectories. For example, several parents described that 

Figure 11. A framework representing the seven parents’ understanding of student thriving in 

the Kindergarten classroom. 
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their children had encountered various struggles at the beginning of the school year, which 

hindered their ability to thrive. However, with time and following individual trajectories, these 

children eventually reached a state of thriving in Kindergarten. Finally, a commonly held belief 

among parents was that Kindergarten helped children to establish foundational skills and 

knowledge (social-emotional, as well as academic) needed for future success in school. 

Similarly, parents believed that having a positive start to school in Kindergarten helped to build 

this foundation and was essential for their children’s future success. In this respect, supporting 

children in their ability to the thrive in Kindergarten helps children not only have a positive 

Kindergarten experience, but also establish a positive trajectory for children’s future learning and 

educational experiences.  

 From the parents’ perspectives, several key elements help to support student thriving in 

the Kindergarten classroom. While these supportive elements closely resemble those presented 

by the educators at Waterview Public School, there are some distinctions (e.g., connecting with 

family, home, and community). These elements are presented in Figure 12, as part of a holistic 

framework for understanding and supporting student thriving in the Kindergarten classroom 

from the parent perspective. First, the parents highlighted the importance of supporting 

children’s basic and individual needs. In supporting student thriving, parents emphasized the 

importance of having a supportive class size and a low student to educator ratio. The presence 

and support for parent advocacy within the school was seen as an additional support. 

Second, parents believed that a child-centred Kindergarten program contributes to student 

thriving in the Kindergarten classroom. From the parents’ perspective, a child-centred program 

should support the whole child, be accessible and developmentally appropriate for Kindergarten 
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students, provide students with opportunities to play and to engage in play-based learning 

experiences, and should enable students to have ownership over and voice in their own learning.  

Third, a supportive and responsive learning environment was additionally seen by the 

parents as being a supportive element for student thriving in the Kindergarten classroom. This 

learning environment should be a co-created space, reflecting the needs and interests of the 

students. The physical space should be safe, welcoming, and engaging for students, and clear 

expectations and routines should be established to help children successfully navigate the 

learning environment. Within the classroom, children should be provided with the opportunity to 

engage with a variety of resources and experiences and should have easy access to the outdoors. 

Moreover, students should be supported by caring and responsive educators.  

Fourth, the seven parents emphasized the important role that a positive and supportive 

social environment plays in supporting student thriving. Positive friendships/peer relationships, 

student-educator relationships, and Kindergarten educator team relationship and dynamics were 

viewed as critical to student thriving. Similarly, having a supportive school community and a 

positive relationship, built on mutual respect, between home and school were also seen as vital. 

Finally, parents highlighted how schools can support student thriving by establishing and 

maintaining a connection with family, home, and the greater community. Community 

connections and opportunities to share home at school were seen by parents as being important. 

Similarly, parents spoke fondly of educators’ efforts to bridge the gap between home and school 

by celebrating life events in the classroom (e.g., birth of a sibling) and being supportive of events 

that may be happening at home or with family. 
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CHAPTER 7: DISCUSSION 

 

Thriving in Kindergarten 

For many children, Kindergarten marks the entry point into the formal education system 

and is quite often their first exposure to the larger social world beyond the family (Hymel, 

Schonert-Reichl, & Miller, 2006). Given that children’s early experiences lay the foundation for 

lifelong learning, development, health, and well-being (Best Start Expert Panel on Early 

Learning, 2007; MOE, 2016; Mustard, 2006), the importance of supporting children to thrive 

within this early learning environment should not be overlooked. The Best Start Expert Panel on 

Early Learning (2007) advocates that “every child has the right to the best possible childhood” 

(p. 3). Taken in the context of the Kindergarten classroom, it can be argued that every child has 

the right to the best possible education and early school experiences. It is not enough for children 

to merely “get by” or survive at school. Rather, every child should be encouraged and supported 

to succeed, reach their full potential, and thrive at school.  

Findings from this multi-perspective qualitative study provide insight into Kindergarten 

student thriving and its supports. In particular, the study explored how student thriving is 

conceptualized and can be supported within the context of the Ontario Kindergarten classroom. 

In this final chapter, the findings presented in the previous three chapters are synthesized and a 

comprehensive framework of Kindergarten student thriving is offered. In addition, connections 

are drawn to existing research and to understandings of human thriving across the lifespan. The 

chapter concludes with a discussion of possible implications of this research and areas for future 

study.  
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Understanding Kindergarten Student Thriving: Three Stakeholders’ Perspectives 

The purpose of this multi-perspective qualitative study was to understand how student 

thriving is conceptualized and can be supported within the context of the Ontario Kindergarten 

classroom from the perspective of three key stakeholder groups. Six Kindergarten students, three 

educators (Kindergarten teacher, early childhood educator, and head administrator), and seven 

parents shared their perspectives on Kindergarten student thriving and the elements that support 

it. This investigation was driven by six research questions, two questions per stakeholder group. 

These research questions are revisited in the following sections, alongside a brief review of the 

key findings from each perspective.  

Revisiting the Student Perspective 

 Six students (three Junior Kindergarten and three Senior Kindergarten) from the focal 

Kindergarten classroom at Waterview Public School participated in this study and provided 

insight into their understandings of Kindergarten and thriving (presented to students as being 

“happy” and “excited” at school) within this context. This portion of the study was driven by two 

guiding questions: (1) How do six students within one Ontario Kindergarten classroom 

understand the concept of Kindergarten and their role within it? (2) How do these students 

describe thriving in the Kindergarten classroom and the elements that support their ability to 

thrive at school? 

 Above all, Kindergarten was perceived by the six focal students as a place where children 

played and were able to engage in a variety of playful experiences both indoors and outdoors, 

alone and with friends. They also understood Kindergarten as a place where children participate 

in various experiences throughout the day (e.g., going outside for recess, participating in play 

centres), while sometimes being required to engage in the “work” of school (e.g., brainstorm as a 
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class at the carpet, complete worksheets). The focal students identified that there were slight 

differences between Junior and Senior Kindergarten, and held the belief that Senior Kindergarten 

students were asked to engage in work that was somewhat more difficult than the work of their 

younger peers.  

The six focal students saw Kindergarten as a social environment involving certain rules, 

routines, and social and behavioural expectations. For example, students displayed an 

understanding that they were expected to interact with their peers and educators in positive ways. 

Similarly, students were able to explain procedures for choosing and engaging in play centres, 

although they did not always follow them in practise. Educators were viewed as an important 

part of the classroom community, and were seen as taking on various roles within with the 

classroom and school. Most noticeably, the Kindergarten teacher and early childhood educator 

were perceived by students as primarily being in the classroom to help and care for students, 

with only one student suggesting that it was the educators’ role to help students discover new 

knowledge about the world. Two students additionally highlighted that the classroom educators 

also helped to establish and monitor rules and student behaviour.  

A framework for understanding Kindergarten student thriving from the students’ 

perspective emerged from the data. From this perspective, student thriving was conceptualized as 

consisting of four interconnected components: play (play, playing, and engaging in playful 

experiences; indoor and outdoor; alone and with friends), friends (having friends, being a friend 

to others, and playing with friends), learning (reading, being read to, and engaging in school 

“work”), and me (independence—having personalized spaces and items within the classroom; 

individuality—self-identity, family, and home). Of these four components, play and friends were 

viewed by the six focal Kindergarten students as being of utmost importance. While students did 
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not specifically identify educators as being key to their thriving, they did recognize these 

individuals as being in the classroom to help and support Kindergarten students. In this respect, 

the presence of caring and supportive educators can be conceived as an underlying support to 

student thriving.  

Revisiting the Educator Perspective 

Three educators (early childhood educator, Kindergarten teacher, and head administrator) 

associated with the focal classroom at Waterview Public School shared their perspectives on 

Kindergarten student thriving and the elements that support it. This portion of the investigation 

was driven by two guiding questions: (1) How do three educators involved in one Ontario 

Kindergarten classroom describe and understand student thriving and the elements that support it 

within the context of the Ontario Kindergarten program? (2) How do these educators perceive 

and describe students’ experiences of thriving within one Ontario Kindergarten classroom? 

In their interviews, the educators identified several characteristics perceived as being 

common to thriving Kindergarten students. These characteristics included the display of positive 

emotions and attitudes (e.g., happy and excited children, pride), engagement in learning and 

classroom/school experiences (e.g., involvement in classroom activities, playing with friends), 

presence of positive relationships and interactions (e.g., ability to play nicely with classmates), 

and evidence of learning, growth, and development (e.g., learning new skills and knowledge, 

growth over time). Building on these ideas, a framework consisting of six interconnected 

components was conceptualized. From the educators’ perspective, a thriving Kindergarten 

student: (a) wants to go to and be at school; (b) displays positive emotions; (c) is engaged in 

classroom activities and learning experiences; (d) is learning, growing, and developing; (e) is 

able to successfully navigate the classroom/school; and (f) has positive peer relationships. 
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Overall, the three educators believed that the students within the focal Kindergarten 

classroom were thriving in individualized ways, and expressed an overarching belief that all 

students have the potential to thrive when provided with appropriate supports. The educators 

identified four interconnected categories of support for Kindergarten student thriving. First, 

educators highlighted the importance of identifying and responding to individual needs and 

believed that having unmet needs may hinder a child’s ability to thrive, suggesting that educators 

should work to identify student needs, access supports and resources at the school-, board-, and 

community-level, and respond to needs within the classroom and school.  

Second, educators encouraged the adoption of a play-based, child-centred Kindergarten 

program, like that of the Ontario Kindergarten program. From their perspective, a child-centred 

program aims to support the whole child, embraces the voices and interests of students, and is 

both accessible and developmentally appropriate for young students. In addition, educators 

asserted that the program should involve a balance of self-directed free play, play-based learning, 

and explicit teaching of specific academic skills and knowledge.  

Third, the three educators highlighted that a supportive and responsive learning 

environment, where children have access to a variety of resources and experiences, is integral to 

supporting Kindergarten student thriving. Educators spoke of cultivating a co-created learning 

environment, and believed that nurturing a safe, welcoming, and engaging space helps young 

children to develop a sense of belonging at school. Similarly, educators emphasized that the 

physical learning environment should reflect the needs and interests of Kindergarten students 

and, hence, should be routinely adjusted. 

Fourth, the presence of a positive and supportive social environment was viewed by 

educators as a final supportive element, where friendships, peer relationships, and student-
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educator relationships were seen to have a direct impact on Kindergarten student thriving. 

Whereas positive relationships were perceived as a support, negative relationships and 

interactions were seen to hinder a child’s ability to thrive at school. The presence of a positive 

home-school relationship, supportive school and local community, and positive educator team 

relationship were additionally perceived as being indirect supports for student thriving. 

Revisiting the Parent Perspective 

Reaching beyond the focal classroom, seven parents (one male and six female) whose 

children were involved with various Kindergarten programs across Ontario additionally provided 

their perspectives on Kindergarten student thriving and the elements that support it. This portion 

of the examination was driven by two guiding questions: (1) How do seven parents whose 

children were enrolled in a variety of Kindergarten programs across Ontario describe and 

understand student thriving and the elements that support it within the context of the Ontario 

Kindergarten program? (2) How do these parents perceive and describe their children’s 

experiences of thriving within the Kindergarten classroom? 

The seven parents identified several characteristics associated with student thriving in the 

Kindergarten classroom. These characteristics included the display of positive emotions, 

attitudes, and behaviours (e.g., children talk about school at home), engagement (e.g., asks 

questions), evidence of learning, growth, and development (e.g., making progress, being 

challenged), and the presence of positive peer and educator relationships (e.g., friendships, feel 

liked and supported by educators). Building from this understanding, a framework consisting of 

six interconnected components was conceptualized. From the parents’ perspective, a thriving 

Kindergarten student: (a) displays a positive attitude about school and learning; (b) displays 

positive emotions; (c) is engaged in classroom activities and learning experiences; (d) is being 
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appropriately challenged and is learning, growing, and developing; (e) is able to successfully 

navigate the classroom/school; and (f) has positive peer and educator relationships. 

In their interviews, parents spoke of their children’s Kindergarten experiences and 

diverse trajectories of thriving. While some children had a smooth transition to Kindergarten, 

others had encountered challenges that had initially hindered their ability to thrive. However, 

with time and at their own pace, these children eventually reached a point where their parents 

perceived them to be thriving at school. Following an alternative trajectory, one parent asserted 

that her child had thrived in Junior Kindergarten but was not thriving to the same extent in 

Senior Kindergarten due to a lack of challenge within the classroom.  

The seven parents identified five interconnected categories of support for Kindergarten 

student thriving. First, parents emphasized the necessity of supporting individual needs, 

suggesting that children have basic and holistic needs that must be addressed for them to thrive. 

In supporting children’s needs, parents stressed the importance of having low class sizes and 

multiple educators within the classroom, with one parent highlighting issues associated with the 

formation of a Senior Kindergarten/Grade 1 split class. In addition, the parent of a higher needs 

student suggested that parent advocacy can help educators and schools best meet the needs of its 

students.  

Second, the existence of a child-centred Kindergarten program was identified by parents 

as a key support for student thriving, where children’s interests, play, and play-based learning are 

central tenets. Overall, the seven parents were supportive of a play-based approach to 

Kindergarten, as adopted within Ontario classrooms, and believed that children’s unstructured 

free play was important in its own right.  
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Third, the presence of a supportive and responsive learning environment was perceived 

by parents as a necessity for student thriving, suggesting that attention should be paid to both the 

physical and social environment of the classroom and school. Parents asserted that the physical 

environment should be bright, welcoming, and inviting, as well as large enough for children to 

move without obstruction. Several parents emphasized the need for children to have easy access 

to quiet spaces, outdoor learning environments, the gymnasium, and school as a whole. Within 

the classroom, parents spoke of the cultivation of a co-created space, where children’s voices and 

interests are reflected in daily experiences and children are provided with the opportunity to 

engage in unstructured play and a variety of classroom experiences. Within this co-created space, 

parents suggested that educators should work with children to establish clear expectations and 

help them to navigate the routines and procedures of the classroom and school.  

Fourth, the presence of a positive and supportive social environment was viewed by 

parents as a critical support for Kindergarten student thriving. Parents emphasized the integral 

role that friendships and positive peer relationships play in helping students feel included and 

supported within the classroom. Similarly, parents saw positive student-educator relationships as 

vital, emphasizing that children need to feel liked, respected, and appreciated by their educators. 

A positive educator team relationship was also perceived as being important, along with the 

presence of a supportive school community and positive home-school relationships built on 

mutual respect. 

Finally, connecting with family, home, and community was viewed by parents as a fifth 

supportive element. Several parents shared that their children were excited by opportunities to 

share experiences and items from home at school. In addition, parents highlighted that 
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connecting with community, by both venturing out of the school and inviting members of the 

local community into the classroom, can enhance children’s positive experiences at school.  

An Examination of Thriving Across the Three Perspectives 

This study sought to understand how student thriving is conceptualized and can be 

supported within the Kindergarten classroom from the perspective of three key stakeholders—

students, educators, and parents. With the aid of child-centred and contextually relevant (Dockett 

& Perry, 2005) data collection methods, students were able to successfully share their thoughts 

on Kindergarten and thriving within this context, and provided insight into their educational 

experiences (Pyle, 2013a, 2013b). Six children’s voices, as “key commentators” (Smith, Duncan, 

& Marshall, 2005, p. 486) on their own Kindergarten experiences, complemented the voices of 

three educators and seven parents to provide a rich understanding of Kindergarten student 

thriving and its supports. Upon examination, numerous commonalities and consistencies can be 

observed across the three perspectives, although the language used to convey these ideas differed 

among the stakeholder groups, with students using the language of young children (primarily 

focusing on themselves within the social context of the classroom), educators using the language 

of education professionals (primarily focusing on Kindergarten students as a whole), and parents 

using the language of personal caregivers (primarily focusing on their own child or children). 

These consistent themes are: (a) positive relationships; (b) in[ter]dependence; (c) value of play; 

(d) holistic development; and (e) individualized experiences and diverse trajectories. 

Positive Relationships 

Across the three perspectives, positive social connections and relationships were 

identified as both a key characteristic and support for Kindergarten student thriving. This finding 

is consistent with previous research on thriving across the lifespan and within various contexts. 
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For example, Spreitzer and colleagues (2005) identified heedful relating, where individuals 

demonstrate attentiveness to those around them, as one of three agentic behaviours seen to 

contribute to thriving in the workplace. Similarly, Schreiner (2010a) identified social 

connectedness as a key element to the construct of thriving in higher education, with Benson and 

Scales (2009) recognizing people, such as caring adults, as part of the developmental context that 

impacts the thriving of youth. Within the current study, positive peer and student-educator 

relationships were viewed as directly connected to Kindergarten student thriving. The working 

relationship and dynamic of the Kindergarten educator team were also perceived by educators 

and parents as having an indirect, yet important, impact. Furthermore, the presence of a 

community of support and a positive home-school relationship were additionally viewed by adult 

participants as support for Kindergarten student thriving.  

While positive relationships were consistently identified as being connected to thriving, 

the various groups of participants focused on varying points of interest. For instance, 

Kindergarten students were especially focused on friends and peer relationships, while parents 

were attentive to children’s relationships with both peers and educators. Likewise, although they 

recognized themselves as playing an important role in the Kindergarten classroom, educators 

failed to include their own relationship with children as a characteristic of student thriving. 

Offering a unique perspective, parents illuminated that signs of not thriving may not necessarily 

be visible at school. Rather, these instances may only be apparent at home, where children may, 

for example, display a reluctance to speak about school or exhibit negative behaviours when 

preparing to go to school in the morning. This finding underscores the importance of open and 

honest communication between home and school, as well as the need for educators and 
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researchers to consider the perspectives of parents and families when striving to understand 

children’s experiences at school. 

In[ter]dependence 

In addition to acknowledging social facets of Kindergarten student thriving, the three 

groups of participants highlighted that the recognition of children’s needs, aspirations, and 

individuality is also important within the classroom. From the perspective of Kindergarten 

students, the notion of “me” was identified as a key component of student thriving, where 

children expressed appreciation for opportunities to exert independence and to be recognized as 

both an individual and as part of a collective whole. Students were the only participants to 

identify the importance of having spaces and items within the classroom explicitly connected to 

them (e.g., cubby or spot on the carpet, art work on the wall), places that signal to children that 

they belong within the shared space. Educators highlighted the positive implication of 

identifying and responding to student needs, while parents spoke of how low class sizes and 

parent advocacy can better enable educators to meet their children’s individualized needs in the 

classroom. At a curricular level, both educators and parents identified the need for children to 

have a voice in their own learning, where interests and inquiries can be explored through child-

centred and play-based programming. This idea of recognizing and appreciating children’s 

interests is similar to Benson and Scales’ (2009) description of knowing, affirming, and 

celebrating a young person’s spark, a “self-identified core passion” (p. 91). In addition, educator 

and parent participants also emphasized the need for Kindergarten students to contribute to the 

construction of a co-created learning environment where children are both influenced by and 

have influence on the developmental context (Benson & Scales, 2009; see also Bundick et al., 

2010; Lerner, Dowling, & Anderson, 2003).  
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Value of Play 

The third theme recognized by the three groups of participants was the importance of 

unstructured play and play-based learning to student thriving, with focal students identifying 

play as a top priority and as something that makes school a positive experience for them. This 

finding mirrors that of Heagle and colleagues (2017), who found that Kindergarten students, in 

both full-day and half-day programs, “overwhelmingly choose play as their favourite activity at 

school” (p. 986)—a phenomena that has also been recognized among students in early childhood 

contexts beyond the Ontario Kindergarten classroom (e.g., United States, Koch, 2018; Australia, 

Dockett & Perry, 2012). Acknowledging children’s desire to engage in playful experiences, 

educators and parents saw play and play-based learning as contributing to student thriving. 

Educators viewed play in the classroom as an element that engages and motivates young 

learners, while parents saw indoor and outdoor play as an opportunity for children to explore, 

learn, and develop in holistic ways. 

Holistic Development 

In their exploration of thriving among adolescents, Benson and Scales (2009) assert that a 

thriving young person is someone who is “growing, moving forward, and becoming” (p. 91). 

Reflecting this idea, the three groups of participants identified learning, growth, and 

development as an important component of Kindergarten student thriving. Although not as 

prominent as friends and play, focal students identified learning, including reading books and 

desk work, as a key component of thriving in the Kindergarten classroom. However, this 

component was only seen as positive when the work students were asked to engage in was not 

perceived as being too hard or too challenging. In addition, while it was not clear from the data 

whether or not children viewed play and learning as interconnected, the focal students expressed 
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an awareness that they had access to a variety of learning experiences and play types within the 

classroom (e.g., free play, play centres, outdoor play). This variety reflects the enactment of a 

continuum of play-based learning within the focal Kindergarten classroom (Pyle & Danniels, 

2017). Pyle and Danniels found that educators who implemented such programs and “embraced 

a holistic perspective of play” (p. 280) believed that this type of continuum provided children 

with the opportunity to grow in holistic ways. Relatedly, in their study on Kindergarten students’ 

perspectives on play and learning, Pyle and Alaca (2018) found that Kindergarten students saw 

play and learning as being connected in classrooms where a continuum of play-based learning 

was provided.  

Both educators and parents emphasized learning, growth, and development as an 

indicator of student thriving, with parents adding that students should also be appropriately 

challenged within the classroom. From these perspectives, learning was viewed in a holistic way 

where Kindergarten students were seen to develop not just cognitively, but socially, emotionally, 

and physically as well. Although educators and parents agreed that learning was a key 

component to student thriving, they differed on why this particular aspect might be important for 

young children. While educators emphasized a need to help prepare students for academic 

success in Grade 1, parents expressed their desire for children to simply learn about school and 

how to navigate this space successfully. 

Individualized Experiences and Diverse Trajectories 

Educators perceived students in the focal Kindergarten classroom as thriving. However, 

they did not see them doing so in identical ways. Rather, they perceived the experience as being 

individualized. This finding is comparable to that of Arghash (2018) who found that female 

graduate students described thriving in relation to their own particular life circumstances and 
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personalities. Likewise, parents spoke of varying trajectories of thriving, where students 

followed unique developmental paths throughout Junior and Senior Kindergarten. In addition, 

parents were the only participants to identify the transition to Kindergarten as something that 

may potentially hinder a child’s ability to thrive at school, suggesting that some children may 

encounter difficulties when they first enter this new environment. These findings serve as a 

reminder that supporting student thriving requires not only the recognition of the holistic needs 

of a Kindergarten class, but the changing needs of individual students throughout the school 

year.  

A Comprehensive Framework for Understanding and Supporting Student Thriving  

 The insights provided by three groups of stakeholders—Kindergarten students, educators, 

and parents—cast light on how student thriving can be conceptualized and supported within the 

Kindergarten classroom. Merging these three perspectives together, a comprehensive framework, 

grounded in the data, can be constructed. This framework is presented in Figure 13. In keeping 

with the student-centred approach to the current research, the comprehensive framework of 

Kindergarten student thriving has been designed from the viewpoint of a Kindergarten student. 

At the centre of the figure is a circular image illustrating the five characteristics of a thriving 

Kindergarten student. These characteristics largely emerged from the adult stakeholder data 

(educators and parents), while also capturing many shared ideas and perspectives presented by 

the Kindergarten students themselves. On the left side of the comprehensive framework is a list 

of five areas of support for Kindergarten student thriving, which emerged from the adult 

stakeholder data. On the right side of the framework is an additional list of supports developed 

from the focal Kindergarten student data, which have been written in a way that represents the 

child’s voice. The supports emerging from both the adult and child stakeholder data align with 
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one another and capture five broad areas: (a) individual needs; (b) Kindergarten program; (c) 

learning environment; (d) social environment; and (e) beyond school. 

The comprehensive framework of thriving presents five common characteristics 

associated with a thriving Kindergarten student (presented in isolation in Figure 14). First, the 

thriving Kindergarten student has positive emotions, attitudes, and behaviours that are not only 

visible at school (e.g., happy in the classroom; displays pride in accomplishments), but also 

evident in the actions and dispositions of young children at home (e.g., eagerness to talk about 

school experiences and friends at home; excited to go to school in the morning). Second, the 

thriving Kindergarten student is engaged in classroom experiences, play, and with peers. Third, 

the thriving Kindergarten student is learning, growing, and developing in holistic ways. Fourth, 

the thriving Kindergarten student is able to navigate the classroom and school successfully, in 

that they are able to understand and traverse the rules, routines, procedures, and expectations of 

Figure 14. A comprehensive understanding of the characteristics of a thriving Kindergarten student. 
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the classroom and school. Finally, the thriving Kindergarten student has friends and positive 

relationships with peers and educators.  

In addition to presenting the characteristics of a thriving Kindergarten student, the 

comprehensive framework offers suggestions for how student thriving can be supported within 

the Kindergarten classroom and school (presented in isolation in Figure 15). These supports fall 

into five broad areas. First, student thriving can be supported by recognizing, identifying, and 

responding to individual needs. Educators and parents recognized that students come to school 

with individualized needs that require varying amounts of support, with parents reminding that 

children’s basic needs must also be met for students to fully thrive (e.g., need for safety and care, 

Figure 15. Supports for Kindergarten student thriving, as conceptualized from the adult and 

student perspective. 
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need for nourishment, need for activity and rest). From the adult stakeholder perspective, this 

area of support involves identifying individual student needs, accessing supports and resources, 

responding appropriately to needs within the classroom and school, and creating a compassionate 

atmosphere for parent advocacy. From the student perspective, meeting individual needs 

involves the recognition of Kindergarten students as both members of the classroom community 

and as individuals within this space.  

Second, student thriving can be fostered through a supportive Kindergarten program 

where children have ownership and a voice in their own learning. From the adult perspective, 

this area of support involves the implementation of a play-based, child-centred Kindergarten 

program, and programming that is accessible, developmentally appropriate, and designed to 

support the development of the whole child (social, emotional, physical, and emotional). From 

the student perspective, being able to engage in diverse playful experiences as part of a 

Kindergarten program is essential to positive functioning at school. In addition, engagement in 

unstructured play both indoors and outdoors, alone and with friends, can contribute to students’ 

ability to thrive at school. 

Third, student thriving can be supported by fostering a supportive and responsive 

learning environment. From the adult stakeholder perspective, this area of support encompasses 

aspects of the physical environment (e.g., safe, welcoming, accessible, and engaging space) and 

the culture of the classroom and school (e.g., fostering a co-created space, where children’s 

interests and needs are reflected and supported). In addition, the adult stakeholder perspective 

reminds that Kindergarten students should have access to a variety of experiences and resources, 

and should be supported in learning how to successfully traverse the classroom and school. From 

the student perspective, thriving at school is connected to having access to a variety of 
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experiences throughout the day, such as being able to play, read, and be read to, and to engaging 

in some group activities and individual work, providing that the work is not perceived as being 

too hard. Furthermore, the student perspective suggests that children appreciate the rules, 

routines, expectations, and procedures associated with Kindergarten, which help them to 

successfully navigate the classroom and school.  

Fourth, Kindergarten student thriving can be supported through the cultivation of a 

positive social environment. Within the classroom, this aspect can be supported through the 

development of positive and caring student-educator relationships, as well as friendships and 

positive relationships with peers (having friends and being a friend to others). From the student 

perspective, educators should care for children, help them when they face challenges, and keep 

them safe. From the adult perspective, the cultivation of a supportive social environment also 

involves fostering a collaborative educator team relationship, as well as the presence of positive 

home-school relationships and a supportive community inside and outside of the school.  

Finally, student thriving can be supported through connections to life beyond school. 

Parents emphasized the importance of children maintaining a connection to home and life events 

when at school, suggesting that being able to celebrate important moments, sharing items from 

home, or having their family members recognized by their educators are all efforts that support 

children in their ability to thrive at school. In addition, building connections with community, 

through ventures out into the local community or by inviting members of the community into the 

classroom can also help to support students’ positive experiences at school. From the student 

perspective, being able to maintain a connection with family and home while at school is 

important to their ability to thrive at school.  
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 Drawing on the insights and descriptions provided by the three groups of stakeholders, 

several overarching characteristics and associated beliefs of Kindergarten student thriving can be 

identified. First, Kindergarten student thriving can be conceptualized as a multi-dimensional 

construct, consisting of several inter-connected components, and reflects a child’s positive 

functioning within the Kindergarten context. Next, student thriving can be observed both as an 

outcome at any given time (e.g., on any given school day) and as a process over time (e.g., 

overall upward trajectory toward optimal functioning over the course of the school year). In 

addition, student thriving is experienced in individualized ways, in that the extent to which a 

student is thriving can vary amongst school-related milieus and at different points throughout the 

school year. Last, all students are capable of thriving when provided with appropriate supports 

(individual, educational, contextual, social) within the classroom and school. Furthermore, 

supporting students in their ability to thrive not only enables children to have a positive 

experience in Kindergarten, but also supports young students in establishing both a positive start 

to school as a whole and a positive trajectory for future learning and educational experiences. 

Implications for Research and Practice 

 The primary aim of this study was to gain an understanding of how student thriving is 

conceptualized and can be supported within the Ontario Kindergarten classroom. Because no 

prior research has endeavoured to explore thriving within this context, and early childhood more 

generally, this research provides an essential starting point from which to better understand 

human thriving at this early stage of life and across the lifespan. Furthermore, the findings from 

this study offer insight into the indicators and supports of student thriving within the unique 

developmental context of the Kindergarten classroom. In the following section, I offer three 

implications for research and practice emerging from this work.  
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Implication 1: The Development of Four Frameworks of Kindergarten Student Thriving 

Through this investigation, four frameworks of Kindergarten student thriving were 

developed based on the data collected from students, educators, and parents. The comprehensive 

framework of Kindergarten student thriving (presented earlier in this chapter), along with the 

three perspective-focused frameworks (presented in Chapters 4, 5, and 6), can be used as a tool 

by educators, researchers, policy makers, curriculum developers, and other stakeholders in their 

efforts to support children’s positive entry into the school system. In addition to providing a 

practical tool for planning and reflection, the framework illustrates how various areas of research 

and practice fit together as a whole as they relate to student thriving. Within this study, thriving 

was conceptualized by the various participants in a holistic way, suggesting that attention should 

be paid to understanding and supporting the social, emotional, physical, and cognitive needs of 

young learners. Researchers may see their work situated within the various aspects of the 

comprehensive framework, and may gain insight into how their area of focus is connected to 

student thriving, possibly illuminating areas for further research. Equally, the framework may 

contribute to early years learning within teacher education and early childhood education 

programs, in that it provides a vision of holistic student support and serves as a reminder that 

being an educator of young children requires more than simply delivering a curriculum. 

Connections to Practice. The consolidated framework of Kindergarten student thriving 

developed through this research provides educators with a tool for reflective practice. As a tool, 

this framework offers a way for educators to identify students who may be thriving and, 

conversely, not thriving, while also highlighting several areas of support. Educators may find the 

framework useful for identifying strengths in their own practice, as well as areas for 

improvement and future professional development. In addition, educators may use the 
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framework as empirical evidence of how to support student thriving in the Kindergarten 

classroom when advocating for resources and support from administration. Furthermore, because 

the consolidated framework of Kindergarten student thriving is presented from the viewpoint of 

the student, it may also serve as a reminder to educators to purposefully consider the voices and 

perspectives of children in their teaching practice.   

Connections to Research. The consolidated framework and the three perspective-

focused frameworks can be used by researchers to identify how their work may relate to student 

thriving and its supports. In addition, the consolidated framework may allow researchers to gain 

an understanding of where their work may be situated within an inter-connected and holistic 

understanding of student thriving, possibly illuminating areas for future research and 

consideration. Furthermore, the four frameworks may serve as examples how a complex 

construct can be clearly presented in a visual format.  

Implication 2: The Value of Incorporating and Embracing Multiple Perspectives 

Using an assortment of qualitative methods, this study incorporated the voices of 

students, educators, and parents to gain a rich and robust understanding of Kindergarten student 

thriving. The effectiveness of this multi-perspective approach has important implications for both 

research and practice. While students, educators, and parents did not necessarily use the same 

language, these three groups of stakeholders presented many common ideas about what it means 

to thrive in Kindergarten. Likewise, these participants also offered ideas unique to and reflective 

of their various roles. For example, while members of Kindergarten educator teams are seen to 

bring complementary skills to the classroom (MOE, 2016), they also carry with them different 

personal experiences, training, and expectations (MOE, 2018c; Timmons, 2018). In addition, as a 

result of their professional responsibilities, these educators may take on different roles 



 

 199 

throughout the school day, engage in varied experiences with students, and form individualized 

relationships with children in the class. Although there were many similarities, members of the 

Kindergarten educator team provided data that were reflective of their own experiences and 

unique bases of knowledge. Equally, data collected from parents illuminated that signs of 

negative classroom experiences may not always be visible at school. Similarly, the richness of 

the data collected from parent participants highlights that while parents may not necessarily 

know what is happening in the classroom on a daily basis, they possess an awareness of what is 

working and, even more so, what is not working for their child. By embracing and valuing the 

voices of both adults and children, an integrated understanding of student thriving emerged from 

the data. These findings highlight the importance of incorporating the perspectives of various 

stakeholders in both research and practice when striving to understand children’s school 

experiences. 

Connections to Practice. Incorporating and embracing multiple perspectives into daily 

practice may help educators gain a more holistic understanding of children’s school experiences. 

Within this study, parents displayed an awareness of their children’s needs (and supports) and 

proved to be knowledgeable informants on whether or not their children were thriving at various 

points throughout the school year. Similarly, educators provided insight into children’s 

experiences, shaped and informed by their interactions with students, backgrounds, and 

professional responsibilities. Findings from this study may inspire educators to assess and refine 

the ways in which they obtain, incorporate, and embrace the perspectives of individuals involved 

in the daily lives of Kindergarten students, and the value they place on engaging in such an 

endeavour.  
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Connections to Research. This multi-perspective study incorporated the voices of 

students, educators, and parents to effectively gain an understanding of Kindergarten student 

thriving. Researchers may find this approach equally valuable when striving to understand 

children’s school experiences. When designing such studies, researchers may find it helpful to 

reflect on who may be good informants, looking beyond simply the classroom teacher to parents, 

early childhood educators, planning time teachers, educational assistants, administrators, and 

other individuals involved in children’s daily lives both inside and outside the school context.  

Implication 3: Placing Confidence in Children as Capable and Competent Informants 

Within this study, as with the Ontario Kindergarten program, children were viewed as 

capable and competent learners (MOE, 2016) who proved to be proficient in their ability to share 

and communicate their likes, dislikes, needs, and desires. Findings from this study provide 

evidence that young children are, indeed, capable of sharing their perspectives and experiences, 

further strengthening evidence from research involving children’s voices (e.g., Dockett & Perry, 

2005, 2007, 2012; Pyle, 2013a) and substantiating the claim that children’s perspectives should 

be included in educational research (e.g., Birbeck & Drummond, 2007; Clark, 2001, 2005; Smith 

et al., 2005). Within this study, children had the opportunity to share their thoughts about and 

understandings of Kindergarten and of thriving within this context through the use of child-

centred methods. The guided drawing exercise was well received by students, who displayed 

great enjoyment with the task; and it provided children with an artistic means by which to share 

their school experiences. While children were encouraged to talk about their drawings so that 

their illustrations could be annotated, the task primarily enabled children to share their ideas in a 

non-verbal way. In addition, the drawing exercise allowed children to take ownership over what 

information they wished to share about their positive and negative experiences at school. For 
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instance, one focal student expressed that he did not wish to draw anything negative about his 

school experience, choosing, instead, to complete two drawings illustrating his perceptions of the 

positive aspects of school. This type of flexibility not only ensured that children were 

instrumental within the data collection process and that their participation in the task remained 

voluntary, but also ensured that engagement in the drawing exercise itself was an overall positive 

experience.  

The study also engaged the use of photo elicitation and the Building-a-Kindergarten task 

as part of a semi-structured interview with focal students to gain further insight into their 

perspectives and school experiences. The Building-a-Kindergarten task proved to be especially 

effective in gaining an understanding of what children saw as important within the Kindergarten 

classroom, while also providing students with a developmentally appropriate and, what appeared 

to be, enjoyable means for data collection. Likewise, the use of photographs as prompts helped to 

effectively initiate conversation with children about their school experiences and provided 

tangible cues with which to ask questions about more abstract concepts, such as using a 

photograph of children smiling to engage students in a conversation about what makes them 

happy at school. Within this study, the use of child-centred methods was integral to obtaining the 

perspectives of Kindergarten students, an approach that can be utilized and refined by both 

researchers and practitioners.  

Connections to Practice. Findings from this study illustrate that children are capable and 

competent informants on their own school experiences. When provided with developmentally 

appropriate ways to share their perspectives, young children are able to provide insight into their 

likes and dislikes, experiences, and ideas on what they need to thrive. By incorporating ways for 

children to share their perspectives and provide feedback into their daily practice, educators may 
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develop approaches and strategies to adapt, refine, and improve classroom routines and practises 

so that children’s school experiences may be enhanced. Similarly, educators may find it useful to 

build time into their classroom schedules to touch base with the students in their class to find 

out—using various child-centred methods—what makes them happy and excited, and what they 

need to thrive. Having collected this information, educators may then be better able to be 

respond and support students in meaningful and authentic ways. Furthermore, educators can 

draw on child-centred data collection techniques to assess learning in their own classroom 

through methods such as photography and student drawings, and can use these same methods to 

convey experiences and understanding to parents and other stakeholders. 

Connections to Research. The child-centred methods used in this study proved to be 

effective in gaining the perspectives of young children and illustrated that children are capable 

and competent research participants. Researchers interested in understanding phenomena 

surrounding young children’s lives and school experiences may find it useful to embrace such 

methods and incorporate ways for children to contribute their voices to research. While these 

methods may take time to develop, refine, and implement, incorporating and placing value on the 

voices of children may prove to be invaluable in educational research as students are, ultimately, 

the key stakeholders.  

Study Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions 

This research contributes to the growing body of literature addressing human thriving 

across the lifespan and provides a unique perspective not yet addressed. Like other 

investigations, this study sought to explore and understand thriving by going directly to the 

source (e.g., Adolescents: Scales, Benson, Leffert, & Blyth, 2000; Graduate students: Arghash, 

2018; Educators: Sumsion, 2004), in this case Kindergarten students. Through the utilization of 
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child-centred methods, the voices and perspectives of six Kindergarten students were 

successfully obtained. The study was then further enriched by incorporating the perspectives of 

three educators and seven parents. Data analysis revealed consistencies and commonalities 

among these three perspectives, which enabled the analysis process to achieve a higher level of 

abstraction than initially anticipated (as reflected in the perspective-focused research questions) 

and the development of a consolidated framework of Kindergarten student thriving and its 

supports from the viewpoint of a child.  

However, there are limitations associated with field-based research and this study is no 

different. The focal Kindergarten classroom recruited for this study was identified as being an 

exemplar within the school board. While this research site provided insight into a Kindergarten 

classroom where routines and pedagogy were seen to be working well, I recognize that findings 

from this site may not necessarily reflect the experiences of an average Ontario Kindergarten 

classroom. Similarly, the participants recruited for this research were fairly easy to access and 

were all willing and able to participate. Although this sample reflects a diversity of experiences 

and perspectives, I recognize that the data provided by these participants may not be 

representative of others in similar stakeholder roles. I continue to ponder questions, such as: 

What further insight might a parent of a student identified with high needs offer? What further 

insight might a Kindergarten student who is new to Canada offer? What further insight might an 

educator working in a school located in a low-socioeconomic area offer? Furthermore, due to the 

scope of the research, there are voices that are not captured in this exploration into Kindergarten 

student thriving, which may have enriched the current findings. For example, a voice not 

included in the current study, but highlighted by educators as playing an important role within 

the focal classroom, was the planning-time teacher. While not considered a part of the 
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Kindergarten educator team, this teacher spent a large amount of time each week working with 

students in the focal classroom. Similarly, there was an educational assistant who worked with a 

higher-needs student on a daily basis and, thus, was embedded within the focal classroom 

community. In the future, there may be value in incorporating the voices, perspectives, and 

insights of individuals such as these in educational research, stakeholders who may not have full-

time responsibility for the class but are involved in supporting students within the Kindergarten 

classroom in one way or another. 

While findings from the current research provide an introductory understanding of 

Kindergarten student thriving and its supports, further research is warranted to deepen and refine 

this knowledge. First, there is foreseeable value in expanding on the current study to incorporate 

additional voices and perspectives of students, educators, and parents involved in Kindergarten 

programs across the province of Ontario, including those situated within diverse cultural and 

socioeconomic communities. Such an investigation would allow for the refinement of the 

consolidated and perspective-focused frameworks of student thriving presented in this 

dissertation. Second, findings from this study indicated that students follow diverse trajectories 

of thriving throughout the school year, with the transition to Kindergarten highlighted as a 

particular point of difficulty for some students. In addition to building on the current research at 

the Kindergarten level, expanding the exploration of human thriving in the early years to capture 

children’s transitions into and out of Kindergarten is also worthy of study. An investigation of 

student thriving in Grade 1 would allow for a better understanding of how children’s needs may 

change as they transition out of a play-based program and into a more academic-focused learning 

environment. Similarly, because children begin to formulate ideas about staring Kindergarten 

prior to entry (Di Santo & Berman, 2012), there is value in examining children’s perspectives of 
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what they need to thrive before and during their transition into Kindergarten. Third, through this 

research, several elements associated with Kindergarten student thriving were identified. While 

researchers are already striving to better understand some of these elements within the Ontario 

Kindergarten context (e.g., research contributing to a better understanding of educator team 

relationships; Timmons, 2018; Underwood et al., 2016), there is a need to further investigate 

these components as they relate to student thriving and to bring together areas of research that 

may not have been connected before. For example, within the current research, positive peer 

relationships were highlighted by all participants as an important support for student thriving in 

the Kindergarten classroom. This finding warrants further investigation to better understand this 

phenomenon as it relates to student thriving within the Ontario Kindergarten context, and to 

investigate questions, such as: In what ways do Kindergarten teachers and early childhood 

educators foster positive peer relationships in the classroom? What do Kindergarten students, 

and other stakeholders, perceive as constituting positive peer interactions and friendships? What 

are the perceived qualities of a good friend? In what ways do educators support students in 

conflict resolution with peers? 

Final Thoughts 

This study illustrates that thriving is a complex and multi-dimensional construct, and that 

supporting student thriving in the Kindergarten classroom requires a multi-faceted, integrated 

approach. While this research provides new insight into the study of human thriving, the 

elements identified by participants as connected to student thriving in the Kindergarten 

classroom are likely familiar to educators and researchers. In fact, many elements identified 

within the comprehensive framework are already recognized and embedded within the Ontario 

Kindergarten program. Rather than dismissing this overlap as inconsequential, the connection 
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between the theoretical understanding of Kindergarten student thriving emerging from this 

research and the existing Ontario Kindergarten program is an area to acknowledge. This 

observed intersection of theory and practice indicates that, within Ontario, a foundation has 

already been established upon which educators, researchers, and other stakeholders now can use 

to turn their attention to the intentional practise of fostering student thriving.  

Findings from this study further underscore the idea that children have something to say 

about what it means to be a Kindergarten student and to thrive within the Kindergarten 

classroom. Although not always shared through words, young children are capable of 

communicating their experiences, both positive and negative, and what they need to thrive. 

While Kindergarten students may have important insights to share, they will not be able to truly 

“take ownership of their own learning” (MOE, 2016, p. 8) until adults are ready to embrace the 

child perspective. It is up to researchers and educators to “listen” and give credence to what 

children have to say, as well as provide and develop techniques to achieve such goals.  

In 2012, Philip Jackson questioned: “What is there to learn about education that we don’t 

already know? That question has one obvious answer: as educators we must learn to do whatever 

we do professionally better than we’ve done it to date” (Jackson, 2012, p. 1). With full-day 

Kindergarten now embedded within schools across the province, educators, researchers, and 

other Kindergarten stakeholders have an opportunity to shift their focus from initial 

implementation to the mindful refinement of pedagogy and practice. Offering insight into what it 

means for a Kindergarten student to thrive at school, the current research provides an accessible, 

practical, and robust framework for such an endeavour.  
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APPENDIX A: PRIMARY GOALS OF ONTARIO FULL-DAY KINDERGARTEN 

 

Full-Day Early Learning-Kindergarten (FDELK) Program (MOE, 2010) 

The primary goals of the FDELK program were:  

• To establish a strong foundation for the early years by providing young children with an 

integrated day of learning; 

• To provide a play-based learning environment; 

• To help children make a smoother transition to Grade 1; and 

• To improve children’s prospects for success in school and in their lives beyond school. 

 

The Kindergarten Program (MOE, 2016) 

The primary goals of the Kindergarten program are: 

• To establish a strong foundation for learning in the early years; 

• To help children make a smooth transition from home, child care, or preschool settings to 

school settings; 

• To allow children to reap the many proven benefits of learning through relationships, and 

through play and inquiry; 

• To set children on a path of lifelong learning and nurture competencies that they will 

need to thrive in the world of today and tomorrow. 
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APPENDIX B: THE FOUR FRAMES OF THE KINDERGARTEN PROGRAM 

 

The Four Frames of the Kindergarten Program 

The four frames (or broad areas of learning) were “designed to support an approach that 

aligns with the way children’s learning naturally occurs and that focuses on aspects of learning 

that are critical to young children’s development. The frames reflect the integrated way in which 

learning occurs during children’s play and inquiry in Kindergarten” (MOE, 2016, p. 13). Within 

the Kindergarten program, overall curriculum expectations are connected with the four frames. 

The four frames are: 

(1) Belonging and Contributing  

• encompasses children’s learning and development with respect to: their sense of 

connectedness to others;  

• their relationships with others, and their contribution as part of a group, a 

community, and the natural world;  

• their understanding of relationships and community, and of the ways in which 

people contribute to the world around them. 

(2) Self-Regulation and Well-being  

• encompasses children’s learning and development with respect to: their own 

thinking and feelings, and their recognition of and respect for differences in the 

thinking and feelings of others;  

• regulating their emotions, adapting to distractions, and assessing consequences of 

actions in a way that enables them to engage in learning;  

• their physical and mental health and wellness. 
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(3) Demonstrating Literacy and Mathematics Beahviours 

• communicating thoughts and feelings – through gestures, physical movements, 

words, symbols, and representations, as well as through the use of a variety of 

materials;  

• literacy behaviours, evident in the various ways they use language, images, and 

materials to express and think critically about ideas and emotions, as they listen 

and speak, view and represent, and begin to read and write;  

• mathematics behaviours, evident in the various ways they use concepts of number 

and pattern during play and inquiry; access, manage, create, and evaluate 

information; and experience an emergent understanding of mathematical 

relationships, concepts, skills, and processes; 

• an active engagement in learning and a developing love of learning, which can 

instill the habit of learning for life. 

(4) Problem Solving and Innovating  

• exploring the world through natural curiosity, in ways that engage the mind, the 

senses, and the body;  

• making meaning of their world by asking questions, testing theories, solving 

problems, and engaging in creative and analytical thinking;  

• the innovative ways of thinking about and doing things that arise naturally with an 

active curiosity, and applying those ideas in relationships with others, with 

materials, and with the environment. 

Adapted from MOE, 2016, pp. 14-15 
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APPENDIX C: SCAN OF MINISTRY OF EDUCATION CURRICULUM, POLICY, AND 

RESOURCE DOCUMENTS FOR THRIV* 

 

A scan of Ontario Ministry of Education curriculum, policy, and resource documents 

associated with full-day Kindergarten was conducted to investigate how the term “thriv” (i.e., 

thrive, thriving) was used, if at all. In addition, this search concluded that no clear or pre-existing 

definition of thriving was provided within these documents. 

 

Document Search results for “thriv” (i.e., thrive; thriving) 

The Kindergarten Program 

(2016) 

“Ontario elementary schools strive to support high-quality learning while giving every child the 

opportunity to learn in the way that is best suited to the child’s individual strengths and needs. The 

Kindergarten program is designed to help every child reach his or her full potential through a program of 

learning that is coherent, relevant, and age appropriate. It recognizes that, today and in the future, 
children need to be critically literate in order to synthesize information, make informed decisions, 

communicate effectively, and thrive in an ever-changing global community. It is important for children 

to be connected to the curriculum, and to see themselves in what is taught, how it is taught, and how it 
applies to the world at large. The curriculum recognizes that the needs of learners are diverse and helps 

all learners develop the knowledge, skills, and perspectives they need to become informed, productive, 

caring, responsible, and active citizens in their own communities and in the world.” (p. 4) 

 
“The primary goals of the Kindergarten program are: to establish a strong foundation for learning in the 

early years; to help children make a smooth transition from home, child care, or preschool settings to 

school settings; to allow children to reap the many proven benefits of learning through relationships, and 

through play and inquiry; to set children on a path of lifelong learning and nurture competencies that 

they will need to thrive in the world of today and tomorrow.” (p. 8) 

 

“Learning through exploration, play and inquiry. As children learn through play and inquiry, they 

develop – and have the opportunity to practice every day – many of the skills and competencies that they 

will need in order to thrive in the future, including the ability to engage in innovative and complex 

problem-solving and critical and creative thinking; to work collaboratively with others; and to take what 

is learned and apply it in new situations in a constantly changing world.” (p. 11)  

 

“In Kindergarten, literacy learning thrives in an environment that: fosters positive attitudes and beliefs 

(a “growth mindset”) about learning and literacy development; involves co-construction of a safe place 
for expressing opinions, questioning, taking risks, innovating, and establishing agreed-upon ways of 

learning together so that every voice is heard; ensures that all learners see themselves – their interests, 

values, cultures, and perspectives – represented in the learning environment; provides a variety of ways 

for children to communicate their thinking and learning; includes spaces where children can talk, listen, 

read, and write; makes materials for communicating accessible to the various learning areas.” (p. 74) 
 

“Healthy relationships are based on respect, caring, empathy, trust, and dignity, and thrive in an 

environment in which diversity is honoured and accepted.” (p. 103) 
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Full-Day Early Learning – 

Kindergarten Program (2010) 
 

“Ontario elementary schools strive to support high-quality learning while giving every child the 

opportunity to learn in the way that is best suited to his or her individual strengths and needs. Four- and 
five-year-old children arrive at school as unique individuals shaped by their particular cultural and social 

backgrounds and day-to-day experiences, and at different stages of development. Their early 

experiences with school are of paramount importance. Children will thrive within classrooms that meet 

their developmental needs and that provide a secure, respectful, and nurturing environment. An early 

learning program can meet these needs, and provide an environment conducive to learning, only if it is 

culturally, linguistically, and developmentally appropriate. Expectations should be challenging but 

attainable, and the learning environment needs to reflect the social and cultural context in which each 

child is developing. The program should be flexible enough to respond to individual differences and to 
make children feel comfortable in applying their unique ways of thinking and learning” (p. 3). 

 

“The Full-Day Early Learning–Kindergarten program is designed to help every child reach his or her 

full potential through a program of learning that is coherent, relevant, and age appropriate. It recognizes 

that, today and in the future, children need to be critically literate in order to synthesize information, 

make informed decisions, communicate effectively, and thrive in an ever-changing global community. 

It is important that children be connected to the curriculum; that they see themselves in what is taught, 

how it is taught, and how it applies to the world at large. The program recognizes that the needs of 
learners are diverse, and helps all learners develop the knowledge, skills, and perspectives they need to 

be informed, productive, caring, responsible, healthy, and active citizens in their own communities and 

in the world” (p. 5). 

 

“In planning programs for children with linguistic backgrounds other than English, Early Learning–
Kindergarten teams need to recognize the importance of the orientation process, understanding that 

every learner needs to adjust to the new social environment and language in a unique way and at an 

individual pace. For example, children who are in an early stage of English-language acquisition may go 

through a “silent period” during which they closely observe the interactions and physical surroundings 

of their new learning environment. They may use body language rather than speech or they may use 
their first language until they have gained enough proficiency in English to feel confident of their 

interpretations and responses. Children thrive in a safe, supportive, and welcoming environment that 

nurtures their self-confidence while they are receiving focused literacy instruction. When they are ready 
to participate, in paired, small-group, or whole-class activities, some children will begin by using a 

single word or phrase to communicate a thought, while others will speak quite fluently” (p. 38). 

 

“Every child is entitled to learn in a safe, caring environment, free from violence and harassment. 
Research has shown that children learn and achieve better in such environments. A safe and supportive 

social environment in a school is founded on healthy relationships – the relationships between children, 

between children and adults, and between adults. Healthy relationships are based on respect, caring, 

empathy, trust, and dignity, and thrive in an environment in which diversity is honoured and accepted. 

Healthy relationships do not tolerate abusive, controlling, violent, harassing, or inappropriate 

behaviours. To experience themselves as valued and connected members of an inclusive social 

environment, children need to be involved in healthy relationships with their peers, the Early Learning–

Kindergarten team members, and other members of the school community” (p. 44). 
 

How Does Learning Happen? 

Ontario’s Pedagogy for the Early 

Years (2014) 

“Early years programs play an important role in supporting children’s learning, development, health, and 

well-being. Evidence from diverse fields of study tells us that children grow in programs where adults 

are caring and responsive. Children succeed in programs that focus on active learning through 

exploration, play, and inquiry. Children thrive in programs where they and their families are valued as 

active participants and contributors” (p. 4). 

 

“Children thrive in indoor and outdoor spaces that invite them to investigate, imagine, think, create, 

solve problems, and make meaning from their experiences – especially when the spaces contain 

interesting and complex open-ended materials that children can use in many ways. In addition, when the 

schedule allows for long periods of uninterrupted play, with few transitions, children are calmer and 
more engaged. When the environment supports children’s growing autonomy and independence, 

challenging behaviours are reduced and educators can focus more fully on observing, interacting, and 

extending children’s learning and development in meaningful ways” (p. 21). 

 

“Children thrive in programs where they can engage in vigorous physical play in natural outdoor 

spaces and playgrounds that present manageable levels of challenge. While these environments need to 

be safe, it is also important for them to provide children with interesting opportunities for a reasonable 

degree of risk taking” (p. 29). 
 

With Our Best Future in Mind 

Implementing Early Learning in 

Ontario (Pascal, 2009) 

“We are all aware that the successful economies and societies of the future will be the best educated and 

the most innovative. We need our children to be creative thinkers and problem solvers. We need them to 

be compassionate, engaged, and literate citizens who will thrive in a diverse society. We need them to 

feel confident to take on the world” (p. 4). 
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Shaping a Culture of Respect in 

Our Schools: Promoting Safe and 
Healthy Relationships (2008) 

 

“In order to create the conditions all students need to thrive, we are recommending a wide range of 

strategies, focused on the following key areas: 

i. Curriculum 

ii. Effective partnerships with community agencies and organizations 

iii. Prevention, awareness raising, and intervention 
iv. Response and supports 

v. Reporting 

vi. Local police/school board protocols 

vii. Student leadership 

viii. Parent/family engagement 
ix. Training 

x. Evaluation and accountability 

There has been significant progress in the government’s implementation of its safe schools strategy. Our 

collective commitment to providing a safe, supportive, and inclusive learning environment for our 

students must continue to guide us in our day-to-day activities. As teachers, parents, students, school 
staff, and community partners – we all have a significant role to play” (p. 10). 

 

Excerpts from “ELECT” – 

Foundational knowledge from the 

2007 publication of Early 
Learning for Every Child Today: 

A framework for Ontario early 

childhood settings (2014) 

 

“Children who thrive in primary school and whose pathways are set for later academic 

success are those who enter Grade 1 with strong oral communication skills, are confident, 

able to make friends, are persistent and creative in completing tasks and solving problems 

and excited to learn (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000; Bennett, 2004; National Research Council, 

2001; Sylva et al., 2004; Maggi et al., 2005). These are the same qualities that children 

strengthen through high quality play during their early years” (p. 9). 
 

“Knowledge about and responsiveness to the developmental level and characteristics of the child, his or 

her family and communities are central to supporting learning and development in early childhood 

settings. Early childhood practitioners who are responsive to children, their families and their 

communities, establish social and physical environments where children thrive” (p. 13). 

 

Early Learning for Every Child 

Today: A framework for Ontario 
early childhood settings (2007) 

 

“Children who thrive in primary school and whose pathways are set for later academic 

success are those who enter Grade 1 with strong oral communication skills, are confident, 

able to make friends, are persistent and creative in completing tasks and solving problems 

and excited to learn (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000; Bennett, 2004; National Research Council, 
2001; Sylva et al., 2004; Maggi et al., 2005). These are the same qualities that children 

strengthen through high quality play during their early years” (p. 15). 

 

“Knowledge about and responsiveness to the developmental level and characteristics of the child, his or 

her family and communities are central to supporting learning and development in early childhood 
settings. Early childhood practitioners who are responsive to children, their families and their 

communities, establish social and physical environments where children thrive” (p. 19). 

 
“Inclusive programs strive to know, understand and involve those families that do not (from choice or 

otherwise) participate. Although the community context cannot be just reduced to maps, charts and 

statistics, knowing information about families including family income, education and occupation, 

immigration, languages spoken and available community resources helps to better understand the 

developmental opportunities that children need to thrive” (p. 84). 

 

Creating Safe and Accepting 

Schools: Information for Parents 
about the Accepting Schools Act 

(Bill 13) 

 

“Building a positive and inclusive school climate requires a ‘whole school approach’ that is based on 

healthy and respectful relationships throughout the whole school and the community. Safe, inclusive and 
accepting schools support students to do their best in the classroom and beyond. Everyone has a role to 

play in achieving safe, inclusive and accepting schools, including the government, school boards, school 

staff, parents, students and community members. Together we can create positive school climates that 

help all students learn, grow and thrive” (p. 2). 

 

Achieving Excellence: A Renewed 

Vision for Education in Ontario 

(2014) 
 

At Halton’s Our Kids Network, members believe that the entire community – including the public and 

private sectors – shares in the responsibility for achieving the conditions for well-being among children 

and families. The work of Our Kids Network is focused on child development from birth to 18 years, 
and is founded on evidence-based strategic directions. Sector leaders from education, government, 

health, mental health and special needs, along with police services and the multicultural community, 

provide direction and planning. 

By integrating and aligning services, Our Kids Network provides leadership and support to help children 

and the community thrive (p. 19). 
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Well-Being in Our Schools, 

Strength in Our Society: 
Deepening Our Understanding of 

Well-Being in Ontario Schools 

and How to Support It, in 

Kindergarten to Grade 12 (2016) 

“As we continue to strive for excellence in our education system, we know it is essential to help all of 

our students develop a sense of well-being – the sense of self, identity, and belonging in the world that 

will give each of them their best chance to learn, grow and thrive.” (p. 3) 

Supporting English Language 
Learners in Kindergarten: A 

practical guide for Ontario 

educators (n.d.) 

Kindergarten teachers are asking how best to meet the needs of these English language learners (ELLs) 
– both those born in Canada and those arriving from other countries. What can we do in our classrooms 

to create an environment in which children of varied cultures and languages thrive and grow? How can 

we increase our own knowledge, awareness, and teaching practice to appropriately support the 
children’s ongoing learning needs? How can we value and respect the experiences of all children? (p. 3). 

 

Ontario’s Education Equity 

Action Plan (2017) 

 
 

No results. 

School Effectiveness Framework: 

A support for school improvement 

and student success (2013) 

 

No results. 

 

An Introduction to How Does 

Learning Happen? Ontario’s 

Pedagogy for the Early Years. 

For Educators (2014) 

 

No results. 

 

Foundations for a Healthy 

School: Promoting well-being is 

part of Ontario’s Achieving 

Excellence vision (2014) 

 

No results. 

 

Equity and Inclusive Education in 

Ontario Schools: Guidelines for 

Policy Development and 

Implementation (2014) 
 

No results. 

 

Learning for All: A Guide to 

Effective Assessment and 

Instruction for All Students, 

Kindergarten to Grade 12 (2013) 
 

No results. 

 

Ontario Early Years Policy 

Framework (2013) 

 

 

No results. 

 

Think, Feel, Act: Lessons from 

Research about Young Children 

(2013) 

 

No results. 

 

Growing Success: The 
Kindergarten Addendum – 

Assessment, Evaluation, and 

Reporting in Ontario Schools 

(2016) 

No results. 

First Nations, Metis, and Inuit 
Connections: Scope and 

Sequence of Expectations (2016) 

No results. 

A Framework for French as a 

Second Language in Ontario 

Schools: Kindergarten to Grade 
12 (2013) 

No results. 

English Language Learners: ESL 

and ELD Programs and Services 

– Policies and Procedures for 

Ontario Elementary and 
Secondary Schools, Kindergarten 

to Grade 12 (2007) 

No results. 
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APPENDIX D: RESEARCH ETHCIS BOARD (GREB) APPROVAL 
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Note: Surname changed from Coe to Nesbitt in 2017 
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APPENDIX E: GUIDED DRAWING EXERCISE 

 

Required Materials 

• Paper (8.5 x 11) 

• Happy face stickers 

• Sad face stickers 

• Pencils 

• Erasers 

• Coloured pencils 

• Markers 

 

Receiving Student Assent 

Review the upcoming task with the students. Explain that the task will involve reading a story 

followed by a drawing activity where they will have a chance to illustrate their experiences at 

school. Ask each student if they wish to participate in the activity and for their verbal assent. If 

students do not give their assent, they will be excused from the activity.  

 

Pre-Task Engagement 

Read Miss Bindergarten Gets Ready for Kindergarten, a short children’s story about a teacher 

and students who are preparing for their first day of Kindergarten. The purpose of reading this 

story is to help children get into the mindset of thinking about Kindergarten, while also building 

rapport and trust among students and researcher. 
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The Task 

Each student will be given two pieces of paper. On one piece of paper, students will be asked to 

draw a picture showing their perspective of the positive things at school. On the other piece of 

paper, students will be asked to draw a picture showing the negative things at school. The 

purpose of this exercise is to tap into students’ ideas of the aspects that may contribute to their 

ability to thrive at school. [Note: Suggested script in talking to the children is in italics.] 

 

Thinking about the good things and the bad things 

o Have students close their eyes (if they are comfortable doing so). Ask them to 

picture themselves at school.  

o Think about all the things that make you feel good and excited at school. What are 

you doing? Who are you with?  

o Now think about all the things that make you feel not so good at school (things 

that make you feel sad or upset or maybe even scared). What are you doing? Who 

are you with? Think about ways that would make those things better. Is there 

someone who can help? Is there something you can do? 

 

Explain Drawing 1 - Positive Things 

o Each student will be given a happy face sticker and instructed to put the sticker 

somewhere on the first piece of paper.  

o On this piece of paper, I want you to create a drawing to show me all of the things 

that you like here at school: 

▪ What things make you feel happy or excited? 
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▪ What do you do at school that makes you feel good inside? 

▪ What things are you excited to do when you come to school? 

▪ Who do you get excited to see at school? 

 

Explain Drawing 2 – Negative Things 

o Each student will be given a sad face sticker and instructed to put the sticker 

somewhere on the second piece of paper.  

o On this piece of paper, I want you to create a drawing to show me all of the things 

that you don’t like here at school: 

▪ What things make you feel sad or upset? 

▪ What things do you not like/hate doing? 

▪ What might make you not want to come to school? 

 

Drawing 

o Have students repeat the task back to you. Answer any questions that students 

may have. When students feel ready, they can begin to draw.  

o Throughout the exercise, annotate the children’s drawings using post-it notes. Ask 

for clarification, but do not interrupt the flow of activity. At the end of the 

exercise, review the annotations with each child to ensure that the drawings have 

been labelled in an accurate way. 
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APPENDIX F: FOCAL STUDENT INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 

Receiving Student Assent 

Review the upcoming interview task with the student. Explain that this task will involve looking 

at and discussing photographs, talking about Kindergarten and their experiences at school, and 

answering some questions, as well as asking for their help to build an imaginary Kindergarten. 

Having reviewed the task, ask the student if he/she wishes to participate in the activity and for 

his/her verbal assent. If assent is not provided, the student will be excused from the activity.  

 

Photo-Elicitation 

[Note: Suggested script in talking to the children is in italics.] 

• I have some photos of you that I took when you were doing different activities at school. I 

am going to show you some of the photos. I would like you to tell me about what you’re 

doing. 

o What is happening in this photo?  

o What are you doing in this photo? 

o Who are you with? 

o Do you enjoy these types of activities? 

o How do activities like this make you feel? 

o What other kinds of things do you like to do in this place? With this friend?  

 

General Questions 

• What do you do in Kindergarten? 
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• What is your job? What is [teacher/ECE]’s job? 

• What do you think about coming to Kindergarten? How much do you like it?  

• What is your favourite part of Kindergarten? What is your favourite thing to do at 

school? 

• Is there someone at school who makes you feel excited to be here? 

• How does [teacher/ECE] make you feel when you’re at school?  

 

Building-A-Kindergarten Task 

• What needs to be in this Kindergarten so that children will feel 

happy and excited to be at school? Have student help to fill the 

Kindergarten with items, people, and experiences believed to 

help them to thrive at school (write ideas into the school template). 
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