
Pre-School	Educa/on	Centre,	
Dunedin	1940s	

With	summary	notes	adapted	from:	
	
Helen	May	(2014)	People,	places	and	play	in	the	‘child	gardens’	of	
Dunedin,	Dunedin	Kindergartens		-	Mana	Manaaki	Puawai	O	Otepo>	
125	years	old,	Dunedin	Kindergartens,	chapter	4.	



The	idea	for	demonstra/on	Pre-School	Educa/on	Centre		(PEC)	came	from	Dr	Helen	
Deem	who	had	been	appointed	the	new	medical	advisor	to	Plunket	in	1939	aOer	the	
death	of	Sir	Truby	King	in	1938.	Plunket	wanted	a	more	proac/ve	role	in	the	health	of	
the	preschool-aged	child	and	an	opportunity	for	Karitane	nurses	to	train	in	a	
preschool	seQng.		This	became	a	partnership	and	joint	venture	between	the	the	
Dunedin	Free	Kindergarten	Associa/on	(DFKA)	and	the	Plunket	Society.	Their	
submission	to	Government	detailed	how	the	health	benefits	of	nursery	schools	had	
proved	their	worth	in	England	and	Australia.	The	reference	to	Australia	was	
important,	because	the	Commonwealth	Government	was	in	the	midst	of	establishing	
a	Lady	Gowrie	Centre	in	each	state	capital.	The	PEC	opened	in	1941	at	the	Truby	King	
Harris	[Karitane]	Hospital	at	Andersons	Bay.	The	building	and	grounds	were	not	ideal,	
par/cularly	in	rela/on	to	outdoor	play	space,	and	a	campaign	for	proper	buildings	
began	immediately.		These	eventuated	in	1955.	
	[Link	to:		Helen	Deem	Centre	for	Pre-school	Educa/on	1950s]	
Elizabeth	Stewart	Hamilton	was	appointed	the	founda/on	Director	and	remained	in	
the	posi/on	un/l	1951	when	she	became	the	Principal	at	the	DFKA.	Elizabeth	Stewart	
Hamilton		had	trained	as	a	kindergarten	teacher	in	Wellington	and	in	1937	won	a	
Carnegie	Fellowship	to	undergo	further	training		with	Susan	Isaacs	at	the	Ins/tute	of	
Educa/on	at	the	University	of	London.	She	returned	to	New	Zealand	imbued	with	the	
latest	ideas	on	progressive	educa/on.			



The	Centre	integrated	the	two	key	strands	of	childrearing	in	the	
twen/eth	century:	the	scien/fic	medical	approach,	and	a	
progressive	psychoanaly/c	pedagogy,	with	the	excesses	of	both	
being	avoided	in	the	blend.	Monthly	reports	reflect	Hamilton’s	
skills	in	balancing	new	educa/onal	ideals	with	the	more	
regimented	daily	health	inspec/ons	and	training	requirements	
from	Plunket.	This	can	be	seen	in	her	careful	modera/on	of	Plunket	
requirements	for	clean	plates,	and	children	ea/ng	up	their	dinner,	
with	her	own	knowledge	of	the	fickleness	of	the	preschool	eater.	
There	was	a	parent	educa/on	programme	with	talks	were	given	on	
such	topics	as	dental	decay,	foot	disabili/es,	personality.	The	
centre	ini/ally	operated	from	9.15	a.m.	un/l	2.30	p.m.	with	two	¾	
hour	periods	of	free	play.	There	were	daily	rou/nes	of	health	
inspec/on,	sleep,	lunch,	milk	and	apples,	toile/ng,	group	story	/me	
and	rhythmic	ac/vity.	Nevertheless,	Hamilton’s	reports	indicate	
she	placed	emphasis	on	crea/ng	an	environment	that	allowed	
choice	and	independence.	The	Centre	was	under	scru/ny,	set	up	by	
organisa/ons	that	emphasised	order	and	good	habits	in	children.	
Hamilton	was	not	going	to	risk	promo/ng	too	much	freedom.		





Further	informa/on		
•  Helen	May,		(1997,	2013,	2nd	ed.)	The	Discovery	of	Early	

Childhood,	NZCER	Press,	Wellington,	pp.	360-365	
•  Archival	records	for	the	Pre-School	Educa/on	Centre	are	

held	in	the	Hocken	Collec/ons	–	Uare	Takoka	o	Hākena,	
University	of	Otago	

–  Royal	New	Zealand	Plunket	Society	Records,	MS-2920/1436,	
ARC-2004	

–  Dunedin	Kindergarten	Associa/on	Records,	AG-287/037	and	
AG-287/031,		ARC-0261	

–  Margaret	Just	Scrapbooks,	85/153		
–  Elizabeth	Stewart	Hamilton	Scrapbooks,	ARC-0512	
–  Photographs		of	the	Pre-School	Educa/on	Centre	are	held	in	the	
collec/ons	of		the	Dunedin	Kindergarten	Associa/on	and	the	
Royal	NZ	Plunket	Society.	Permission	to	reproduce	must	be	
sought	from		Hocken	Collec/ons	–	Uare	Takoka	o	Hākena,	
University	of	Otago.	Several	digi/sed	images	are	reproduced	with	
permission.	



Dr	Helen	Deem	examining	a	child,	
RNZPS,	AG-007-007/007/001,	S12	
624e,	Hocken	Collec/ons	–	Uare	
Takoka	o	Hākena,	University	of	
Otago	
	



The	daily	inspec/on	of	throats,	tonsils	and	glands	by	Sister	M.	Shepherd,	RNZPS,	
AG-007-007/007/001,	S12	624c,	Hocken	Collec/ons	–	Uare	Takoka	o	Hākena,	University	of	
Otago	



‘The	a'ernoon	rest	period’,	RNZPS,	AG-007-007/007/001,	513	558c,	Hocken	CollecFons	–	
Uare	Takoka	o	Hākena,	University	of	Otago	
	



Karitane	sister	and	kindergarten	teacher	
assist	‘dinner	is	served’		
RNZPS,	AG-007-007/007/001,	S12	624a	
Hocken	Collec/ons	–	Uare	Takoka	o	
Hākena,	University	of	Otago		
	



‘Miss	Preshaw	assists	a	young	pupil’			
RNZPS,	AG-007-007/007/001,	S12	624d,	Hocken	Collec/ons	–	Uare	Takoka	o	Hākena,	
University	of	Otago		



‘Giving	expression	to	their	crea/ve	
impulses’	
	RNZPS,	AG-007-007/007/001,	S12	624b	
Hocken	Collec/ons	–	Uare	Takoka	o	
Hākena,	University	of	Otago		




