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Kathryn Underwood, Professor, School of Early
Childhood Studies, Toronto Metropolitan University
investigates how society responds to and constructs
childhood in social institutions. Kathryn's interests are in
human rights and education practice, particularly with
regard to disability rights and inclusive education.
The focus of her research has been on how constructions of disability in education and early
childhood program contexts are used to organize children, with particularly interest in
intersectional identities of all disabled children. Dr. Underwood has conducted a number of
studies that focus on parent viewpoints and the work of families to engage with institutions.
Kathryn Underwood is the Principal Investigator for the Inclusive Early Childhood Service System
Project. This collaborative partnership project, funded by the County of Wellington, the Social
Sciences and Humanity Research Council (SSHRC), and Toronto Metropolitan University, aims
to better understanding experiences of disability in early childhood from diverse cultural,
geographic, and community perspectives.
Her areas of expertise include a) inclusive curriculum, teaching and learning; b) disability studies
in education and childhood; c) special education policy and practice; d) early years service
planning and delivery.
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Key Issues in this Chat Session:
1. Inclusion and ECE are Related: Kathryn explained that when she began working in early
childhood education, she found that many of the important themes strategies that play a role
in inclusive education are central to ECE. For example, parental involvement and a focus on
each child’s development are critical in ECE, just as they are important in inclusion in primary
and secondary schools.
2. Moving Away From ‘Ready to Learn’: Kathryn emphasized that there is so much more to
ECE than preparing children for learning within the formal school system. Both academic and
social learning can begin in the ECE years. Additionally, some of the ideas of ‘ready to learn’
are non-inclusive. For example, requiring a student to be toilet trained to be ready for school
is exclusionary as some students may never achieve this ability.
3. Cautions Surrounding the Professionalization of ECE: Although there are so many
benefits to having ECE recognized as a professional career, Kathryn cautions against the
exclusion of family involvement in ECE as it professionalized. Family expertise should be
valued in the same way as the expertise of professionals trained in ECE.
4. Blurring the Line Between ECE and School: Kathryn asserts that a child’s ECE years and
school years do not need to be as divided as they are now. ECE teachers and other
professionals can share many valuable insights gained about student success from their
experiences during the child’s ECE.
5. Safe Spaces for Students and Families: Provision of services for students experiencing
barriers to learning need to take place in safe conditions and an appropriate manner. Kathryn
has worked with families who have had harmful strategies used on their child. Programs and
policies need to ensure that these negative practices are not used or tolerated.

Potential Discussion Questions (before viewing):
1. How do you assess the ECE concept of ‘ready to learn’? What do you think about it in
relation to inclusive education?
2. In what ways do you think having multiple minority identities (e.g., being part of a racial
minority and as well as a disability) impacts the experiences of students and their families?

Potential Discussion Questions (after viewing):
1. What do you consider the most helpful lesson(s) to be drawn from Kathryn’s experience
working with indigenous families of children with disabilities or other special needs?
2. Should access to high quality ECE be considered an essential human right in Canada just as
access to education for school-age children is a human right? Why or why not?
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