
The story of the Westdale Children’s School.   As Told by Lynn Aitken

In 1995 I was part of a playgroup with my younger son, Matthew.  The group’s main core aside from 
myself were Sharon Ricci with her sons Alex and Liam, Donna with her daughter Emily,  Andrea Butler 
with her sons Skye and Lake, Carolyn Cocchio with her daughter Lavina and son Simon, Suzie Spring with 
her daughter Maggie and son Peter,  Louise Murray-Leung and her son Caelan, Liz Rabishaw and her sons 
Beau and Bronson,  and others…  We were looking for the next step for our children and knew we didn’t 
necessarily want the public school.  Sharon’s son Alex was one of the oldest so Sharon decided to enroll 
him in The Halton Waldorf School in Campbellville, a half hour plus drive north.  He attended Francie 
Lake’s Kindergarten.  I put Matthew in the Parent and Tot program that was running in a church on 
Highway 5 in Burlington.  Elizabeth Cunningham was the teacher.

As Sharon and I learned more about Waldorf education and shared with the group, we became more 
and more convinced that that was what we wanted for our children. But Campbellville was too far away.  
So we decided we needed to start our own kindergarten in the Hamilton-Dundas area.  In the late spring 
of 1996 (around the time my youngest daughter Allyson was born) we began planning to open the new 
kindergarten in the Quaker Meeting Hall where we were holding our playgroup.  It was a lovely building 
with two small rooms and a tiny kitchen on the second floor.   Located on a quiet residential cul-de-sac, 
there was a good sized play yard and it was adjacent to a hydro corridor which could be used for hiking.

We began to scrounge up furniture and made toys for the kindergarten but the most important part was 
to find the teacher.  Sharon asked Francie Lake’s assistant Laureen Bawden to be the teacher and she 
accepted.  She was an Ontario Certified teacher and was in the middle of a part time teacher training 
program at the West Coast Institute for Studies in Anthroposophy.

We hoped to be registered as a private school but we didn’t qualify so we registered under the Day 
Nursery Act.  With great excitement the school year began with Miss Laurie and 9(?) children.  We 
celebrated  birthdays, Sukkot with a corn stalk Sukkah, and the Lantern festival.  Our first Merryberry 
Market was held (Friday evening and all day Saturday) in the sanctuary of the hall!  

After just a few weeks we began to realize that Laureen needed an assistant and our space was too small 
so we began to search for an assistant and a new space.  We discovered a lovely church in Westdale, St 
Cuthbert’s Presbyterian.  They offered us a larger room with a good sized kitchen for a very reasonable 
rent.  Three washrooms were just down the hall.  The fenced in backyard was not huge but big enough 
and best of all it was just a short walk to the Westdale Trails!  We also found two assistants since neither 
could work every day, Andrea Butler who would bring her children with her to work, and Ursula 
Bethune, a German-trained kindergarten teacher.  I was the usual substitute.

We had a benefactor, an older woman, Charlotte, who would give us a little money (all she could afford) 
on occasion.  However, we ran into cash flow problems soon after the move.  Luckily one of our parents, 
Lauretta Green, a CA, came to the rescue.  She quickly put the books in order and created our first 
budget.   Lauretta still does the books to this day!   I took over Parent and Child and also taught an after 



school program for children aged 6 to 10 years, called Heart and Hands.  We painted, did form drawing, 
learned to play recorder, knit, crafted and sang for 2 hours, once a week.

In the second year, we came to a fork in the road.  Some parents thought we could save more money by 
becoming a cooperative.  Parents would take turns assisting the lead teacher.  Laureen was against this 
idea, feeling that the children needed consistency.  She warned us that we wouldn’t be on the path of 
becoming a Waldorf School if we chose this option.  We hired a facilitator, Arlene Mitzi, a parent at HWS, 
to help us work through this issue and the end result is that we continued on the path of a Waldorf 
initiative.  

As a parent body we learned a lot about Waldorf education and helping the school.  As staff and staff 
support we learned about running the Christmas Fair and the May fair, helping with festivals – the 
Lantern Walk, visit with Mother Earth, Advent spiral and the visit to the apple orchard.  We learned how 
to make Waldorf dolls (Arlene M did a workshop with us).  We had an anthroposphical nurse visit from 
the Hesperus Medical office to show us foot baths for sick children.  We had Mr Gerhard Rudolph from 
TWS give a lecture on Waldorf through the grades and we had a eurythmy teacher (Renate Krause) visit 
with her pianist.  Elizabeth White, an art therapist, did a workshop in directed watercolour painting.  
Connie White began working with us as a mentor under the auspices of WSAO (Waldorf School 
Association of Ontario).  Of course, Laureen was very willing to share her new knowledge with us as well. 

At the end of our second year we bade a tearful goodbye to Laureen who took a job at the Alan Howard 
Waldorf School.  There, her son Jack could attend the same school in which she taught.  Katarina Liberte, 
a parent at HWS, was hired as lead teacher and I was given the assistant job.  Katarina did not have an 
Ontario teaching certificate or an ECE so she was required to take ECE courses (she took one a semester). 

Katarina was a diligent worker and was always learning about her job, seeking to improve.  I learned a lot 
from her.  The school’s enrollment went up and down but we decided that 16 children were too many for 
the space.  We adjusted to lower enrollment by reducing the number of days per week, adding them 
back when enrollment increased.  Our pay was tied to enrollment in those days so it was tough for the 
teachers.  Lauretta did a wonderful job of keeping the books and the budget and even ensuring there 
was a buffer for unforeseen circumstances.   We didn’t always have a group of 6 year olds to graduate 
but several times in the early years we had 5 or 6 ‘caterpillars’ become ‘butterflies’.  At the end of the 
year picnic, we would fasten silk wings to the graduates and they would flutter under the rainbow bridge 
beneath the leafy roof of the crabapple trees.

At the end of the 4th year Katarina left to work at HWS where her children were students.  Ursula 
Bethune and I were hired as coteachers.  Ursula’s qualifications were accepted as equivalent to ECE.  
Ursula and I worked amazingly well together, hardly needing any verbal cues.  We were able to rely on 
each other’s strengths.

The Merryberry Market and the Mayfair grew more popular and more profitable each year.  People in 
the community began to look forward to these events.



My mom, Mrs Carr, began volunteering in the kitchen.  She prepared the snack and made the bread 
dough and was a grandmother figure to the kindergarten children.  She faithfully volunteered for several 
years until she was forced to stop due to health problems.   We have had wonderful educational 
assistants as well, Krista Ockenden, Sarah Willson, and this year, Jennifer Carley.

I left at the end of the 11th year (but stayed on as a Board member) and Lorne Kredl, a parent, was hired 
to assist Ursula.  Renovations were begun on the parent and child room during the 12 th year which 
unfortunately meant that parent and child was not able to run for several months.  This negatively 
affected kindergarten enrollment the following year.  This experience drove home the importance of the 
Parent and Child Program.  Over the next few years we explored different ways of delivering the 
program.  Ursula led many programs and parents appreciated her knowledge and experience and 
connection to the kindergarten program.  Judi Remigio from HWS led the program one year and my 
daughter Shannon, an employee of HWS as well, led the program another year.  Liz Garrett, busy mom 
and part time administrator for the school also led the program.  This year, Sarah Bhattacharjee, long 
time parent and supporter of the school, is leading Parent and Child.

In regards to administrative support, alongside our faithful Lauretta Green, we have had a few wonderful 
helpers through the years.  Christine Simpson, and Liz Garrett have assisted with telephone calls, 
enrollment, email/website monitoring and many other tasks.  At the board level we have had many 
parents and community members participating.  Mary Jane Critch, Jennifer Cameron, Diana Paprica and 
Corine van Hoeve to name but a few.

All of us who have worked to support the Westdale Children’s School anticipate with enthusiasm its 
continued growth in the upcoming years as it changes to meet today’s challenges while holding true to 
its underlying values of community and caring for young children.


