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Honourable Margaret Norrie McCain

The Honourable Margaret Norrie McCain is a champion for early childhood education. 

Together with her husband, Wallace and their four children, she founded the Margaret 

and Wallace McCain Family Foundation dedicated to preschool for all. 

Margaret was born in northern Quebec. Her father was a prominent Quebec mining 

engineer and her mother was Senator Margaret Norrie of Truro, Nova Scotia. Margaret went 

on to receive a Bachelor of Arts in history from Mount Allison University and a Bachelor of 

Social Work from the University of Toronto.

Her activism was sparked by her concern about family violence which she recognized as a 

public health crisis long before it was more widely acknowledged. During her term as the 27th 

Lieutenant-Governor of New Brunswick (June 1994 to April 1997) Margaret became a founding 

member of the Muriel McQueen Fergusson Foundation – now the Fergusson Foundation - whose 

mission is to eliminate family violence in all its forms through public education and research.

Margaret’s knowledge and understanding of early environments on children’s 

development are evident in Early Years Study 1, 2, 3 and now Early Years Study 4: Thriving Kids, 

Thriving Society. 
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Dene family.

Angela’s journey from a classroom teacher to Aboriginal cultural 

camp coordinator, to an Aboriginal community school principal, to a NWT 

Leaders Program coordinator, and then as a Ministry of Education director, has transformed her 

from a teacher and educational leader to a new researcher and scholar.

With a story to tell, many narratives guiding her, and practicing the respect, responsibility 

and reciprocity that she promised the Creator, her Elders and Ancestors, she is sharing her 

knowledge and research results from her doctoral studies at Simon Fraser University. 

JANE BERTRAND, Program Director at Margaret and Wallace 

McCain Family Foundation, is the research coordinator for the  

Early Years Study series.

Jane is an early childhood educator who blends what we know  

from research, policy and practice to design the best possible early 

childhood education experiences for young children. 
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INTRODUCTION
Honourable Margaret Norrie McCain

Twenty years ago, the late Dr. Fraser Mustard asked me to co-chair his team, assembled at 

the request of the Ontario government, to advise on how to improve outcomes for young 

children. It was an exciting time for those with an interest in human development.  

Great leaps were being made in our understanding of brain growth in young children. The 

nature versus nurture debate was settling as scientists agreed that both genes and environment 

not only impact developmental trajectories, but also play off one another. Economists were 

out front with concerns that schools were not preparing the next generation for the high-tech 

economy. The flight of Canada’s high-profile talent to the United States dominated the media.

Fraser and I met with Canadian and international experts and reviewed the literature. 

The results were summarized in Early Years Study: Reversing the Real Brain Drain (1999).1 It argued 

that Canada discards its best talent when children lack adequate nurturing and stimulation 

in early childhood. It called on governments to create “a first ‘tier’ program for early child 

development, as important as the elementary and secondary school systems and post-secondary 

education system.” 2

Toronto First Duty, a partnership between Toronto Children’s Services, the public  

school board and community agencies, took up the challenge to test-drive the recommendation. 

Eight years later, in 2007, Fraser and I were joined by Dr. Stuart Shanker to produce  

Early Years Study 2: Putting Science into Action.3 It showed how early education could expand 

by building on public education. Ontario stepped up and implemented play-based, full-day 

kindergarten for all 4- and 5-year-old children using the lessons learned from Toronto First 

Duty.4 Other jurisdictions followed suit to expand early education within their schools.
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In 2011, Early Years Study 3: Making Decisions, Taking Action5 launched a new monitoring tool, 

the Early Childhood Education Report (ECER). Developed by Kerry McCuaig, Atkinson Centre 

at the University of Toronto and our Foundation’s program director, Jane Bertrand, the tool 

assesses provincial and territorial ECE systems. They found that despite improvements, Canada 

lagged far behind most wealthy countries in offering early childhood education. Now produced 

every three years, governments use the ECER to inform policy and spending decisions.

All three studies gathered evidence documenting the benefits of early education for 

children, families and communities, including: 

• Offering opportunities for all children 

• Lifting children and their families out of poverty and social exclusion 

• Reconciling work and family life 

• Fostering female labour force participation and gender equity 

• Developing a more literate and skilled workforce 

• Cultivating a pluralistic, democratic society

Most important, early education gives children a space where play and friendships flourish, 

making for happier, healthier childhoods. Still, only one in two Canadian children aged 5 years 

and younger can access the opportunities offered by early education. 

Early Years Study 4 calls on governments to offer early education to all preschool-aged 

children. The concept replaces outdated notions of daycare. Instead of “a place kids go while 

mom works”, today’s early childhood education provides a first tier of education that is as 

important as those that follow. 

Moving towards early childhood education for all will require senior governments to 

make new investments devoting an additional $8-billion in total to annual budgets. Quality 

early education will also need concerted attention to ensure equitable access and a qualified 

and resourced workforce. Although the payoffs are priceless, economists have done the math 

finding returns of up to $6 for every dollar spent.6 The benefits are large, as are the costs 

of inaction. We cannot afford to squander the untold talents of another generation. When 

Canadian children thrive, Canada thrives. 
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1
AGE 2 TO 5 IS A UNIQUE 
TIME FOR LEARNING 
HOW THE PRESCHOOL BRAIN BUILDS ON 
THE FOUNDATION FOR LIFELONG LEARNING
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1
AGE 2 TO 5 IS A UNIQUE 
TIME FOR LEARNING 
HOW THE PRESCHOOL BRAIN BUILDS ON  
THE FOUNDATION FOR LIFELONG LEARNING

In Canada, most babies are born healthy.1  Poor birth outcomes – low birthweight, 

preterm birth, infant mortality – occur in fewer than one in five births. By age 5, 

however, more than 25 percent of children are vulnerable at school entry.2

Research across disciplines shows that human development is an intricate 

dance between nature and nurture, genes and environment. Genes listen 

to the environment and the environment adapts to the genetic blueprint. 

Nurturance, experiences and nutrition interact with genetic predispositions 

to sculpt the architecture and development of the brain, influencing learning, 

behaviour and physical and mental health. Although our brain grows  

to 90 percent of its adult weight by age 5, brain development is lifelong.3

The human brain is a most complex and profound object. It controls our 

thoughts and unconscious responses from adjusting the lens of our eyes to 

controlling the beating of our heart. It is the human brain that makes survival 

possible in virtually any physical or social environment.

THE INFANT BRAIN
The first 1000 days – from conception to age 2 years – set a foundation for brain development.4 

Neural networks for seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting and touching begin to form before babies 

are born and are well established by age 2. Closely connected to the brain’s sensory circuits  

are its limbic system circuits for emotions, responding and connecting with others and 

managing stress. 
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The kind of nurturance an infant receives influences their immediate and longer-term 

ability to respond to and manage stimulation, novelty and challenges. Gentle voices, stroking and 

caresses, facial expressions and eye-contact regulate infants’ capacity for arousal and recovery. 

Infants’ growing ability to understand language and use it in ways that can be understood 

by others adds much to their ability to learn and develop social relationships. They use gestures 

such as pointing and waving good-bye before they can talk. Babbling gradually becomes words 

that carry meaning. With expressive language, toddlers can tell others what they want or need 

and learn to use language to manage emotions, behaviour and attention. Similar developmental 

timelines are seen in infants who are hearing impaired.

THE PRESCHOOL BRAIN

FIGURE 1.1

THE PRESCHOOL BRAIN
Neural Pathways Under Construction

The first 1000 days may set the foundation, but there is much more to come. During the 

second 1000 days from about age 2 to 5 years, elaborate, interconnected neural networks come 

online to support uniquely human capacities.5 Neural networks connecting the limbic system  

in the mid-brain (arousal, motor control) and the prefrontal cortex (planning, decision making, 

moderating social behaviour) at the front of the brain expand and become more intricate. 
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Human skills have adapted at a speed not possible solely through evolution. Knowledge 

and cultural tools are transferred from one generation to the next, building human capacity to 

transform our environments. As a result, communities and societies create physical tools, such 

as wheels, cars and telescopes and cognitive tools such as literacy and numeracy systems. 

During the preschool years, brain circuits between the prefrontal cortex and other areas 

of the brain enable children to build the tightly connected well-being, thinking and language 

skills needed to acquire essential cultural tools for daily living. 

WELL-BEING 
Well-being is a combination of interconnected physical, social and emotional factors. 

PHYSICAL WELL-BEING is about a healthy body that is well-nourished and rested.  

It includes regular physical activity, motor and movement skills and growing physical 

independence. Higher physical activity levels in early life are more likely to extend into  

later childhood and adulthood.6 Physical well-being builds children’s confidence, helps to 

manage anxiety and increases self-esteem.7 Physical activity also promotes emotional and 

social well-being by increasing children’s autonomy and independence and their ability  

to get along with others.8 

SOCIAL WELL-BEING is about forming relationships, getting along with others and developing 

a strong sense of self. It also involves taking the perspective of others and feeling and showing 

empathy with others, including those from diverse backgrounds and cultures. Social well-being 

encourages independence and autonomy, which is necessary if children are going to test out 

their physical skills and practise movements that build physical well-being.

EMOTIONAL WELL-BEING is about recognizing and expressing emotions, understanding how 

emotions influence behaviour and developing a sense of self-confidence. Emotional well-being 

also increases children’s inclinations to be with friends.

THINKING
During the preschool years, humans develop the complex thinking skills that make it possible 

to pass along knowledge and tools.9 Preschool children learn to plan, assess and be aware of 

their own thinking and learning. They begin to understand the thoughts and motivations of 

others as distinct from their own. They learn information-processing skills that allow them to 

find, compare and sequence information. Inquiry skills allow preschool children to ask relevant 

questions, define problems, plan and predict outcomes and test ideas. Creative thinking skills 

enable preschool children to extend ideas and suggest hypotheses. They learn to evaluate 

information and develop criteria to judge their own ideas and the ideas of others. They also 

develop their capacity for counterfactual thinking – their ability to think about “what if” and 

contemplate alternatives.10 
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A suite of mental abilities and 

learning dispositions enables decision-

making, problem-solving, imagination, 

creativity and perspective-taking, which 

underpin learning in the early years and 

beyond. Thinking skills are inextricably 

linked to and influenced by social 

and emotional well-being. The same 

biological arousal and recovery pathways 

that underlie the regulation of attention, 

are also anchors for thinking skills. 

One essential group of thinking 

skills, often called executive function, 

includes the ability to remember, solve 

problems, focus on what is important or 

meaningful, see and exchange different 

points of view, make connections among 

ideas and objects and inhibit distracting 

thoughts and feelings to achieve a goal 

and plan ahead. 

During early childhood, children’s 

growing capacity to focus supports multiple thinking skills.  As thinking skills develop 

and mature, children engage in symbolic activities such as pretend play, which provide 

opportunities for children to represent their ideas. Pretend play helps children become learners 

who are aware of how and what they learn before they enter formal schooling. 

LANGUAGE 
Human infants are primed to use language to communicate with each other and understand 

informal mathematics. Between birth and entry to formal schooling, children acquire the 

ability to use language to understand others and express their ideas, intentions, observations 

and emotions. 

Language is a tool that mediates how children manage or regulate their feelings and 

attention and negotiate their behaviours with others. Language also helps build thinking 

skills.11 Preschool children’s growing ability to think symbolically is accompanied by the ability 

to communicate and represent feelings, intentions and actions with words. 

Language is a powerful vehicle for relating with others. As children’s ability to 

communicate with language increases, so does their capacity to have effective and sustained 

interactions with other children. They use language to negotiate with the world around them. 

Vocabulary helps children to understand their own thinking and that of others.12 Children 

learn mental verbs such as think, know, guess, want, need, look, see and watch, which help 

them acquire an understanding of thoughts and beliefs. 

FIGURE 1.2

THINKING, WELL-BEING AND LANGUAGE
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THINKING
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  Emotions
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Language development consolidates emerging thinking skills and enhances social-

emotional well-being during the early years. It also reaches forward to influence learning, 

behaviour and health through to middle childhood, adolescence and adulthood. 

Although literacy and numeracy are essential in most societies today, learning to read, 

write and calculate numbers is not part of human biology. Instead, once humans established 

symbolic systems to represent words, each generation passed these cultural tools along to the 

next. Preschool children acquire the prerequisites for literacy such as vocabulary and a sense of 

narrative along with print understanding and decoding skills such as letter-sound recognition. 

Children’s informal numerical understanding appears early as they recognize the difference 

between “a lot” and “a little”. Preschool children begin to understand the language of numbers 

by counting and using numerals.

SELF-REGULATION 
Self-regulation refers to the human ability to manage our own thoughts, feelings and 

behaviours. It allows young children to learn to cope positively with challenges and novel 

experiences, form secure relationships and get along with others. At the intersection of self-

regulation and social-emotional well-being are children’s biological arousal and recovery 

systems for responding to positive and negative stress, challenges and novelty. 

Children respond to challenges and stimulation and are aroused or energized – this is 

essential to learning. Just as important is their ability to recover from arousal and not become 

over-stimulated. When children are continually aroused, particularly by negative stress, the 

results can be damaging and carry forward to reduce physical and mental health and learning.13

FOURTH INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION
The first Industrial Revolution used water and steam power to mechanize production. The second 

used electric power to create mass production. The third used electronics and information 

technology to automate production. Now a fourth Industrial Revolution building on the third 

consists of a digital revolution that has been occurring since the middle of the last century.14 

It is characterized by a fusion of technologies that is blurring the lines between the physical, 

digital and biological spheres. 

The fourth Industrial Revolution is bringing major technological change. Digital fluency, 

knowledge of STEM (science, technology, engineering and mathematics) and literacy are essential. 

So are the soft skills that enable people to leverage their uniquely human abilities such as 

getting along with others, adaptability, understanding and taking the perspective of others. All 

these skills can be grounded in the thinking, well-being and language skills acquired during the 

preschool years.15 
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CHILDREN AT AGE 5 YEARS
Children who start school behind their peers often have difficulty acquiring these 21st century 

skills. Cognitive and language delays can accumulate over a lifetime. Cycles of vulnerability carry 

forward to subsequent generations with learning, behavioural and health consequences creating 

barriers to opportunity that are exacerbated by poverty, racism and other forms of marginalization. 

Pan-Canadian assessment using  

the Early Development Instrument (EDI) 

shows gaps in children’s early development 

at age 5 years.16 Across Canada, more than 

one in four children is having difficulties.

Not surprisingly, there is a 

relationship between socioeconomic 

status and vulnerability. Children in 

low-income families are more likely to 

be vulnerable in one or more areas than 

those in middle-income families, while 

those in middle-income families are more 

likely to be vulnerable than those living 

in high-income families. But income 

is not a prescription.17 While children 

in the lowest quartile may be twice as 

likely to be assessed as vulnerable at age 5, most children in low-income families are on-track. 

Vulnerability is spread more thinly across more affluent families and neighbourhoods. In fact, 

in total numbers, most of the vulnerable children live in moderate and middle-income families.

Understanding how children are doing in a community, neighbourhood, region or province/ 

territory informs clear and effective policies for children and families. EDI data are used to:

• review public policies,

• consider how they can be changed or improved, and 

• identify where additional efforts and resources are needed.  

THINKING

LANGUAGE WELL-BEING

PRESCHOOL
LEARNING

• Complex problem solving
• Critical thinking
• Creativity
• Judgment and decision making
• Cognitive flexibility
• People management
• Coordinating with others
• Emotional intelligence
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FIGURE 1.3
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World Economic Forum, 2018

CAN CAN’T

EARLY DEVELOPMENT INSTRUMENT
(EDI)

REPORT
on populations of children
in different communities

PROVIDE
a clinical diagnosis

MONITOR
populations of children

over time

IDENTIFY
children with special needs

PREDICT
how children will do
in elementary school

Janus, Enns, Forer et al, 2018

FIGURE 1.4



12 |  EARLY YEARS STUDY 4

ENDNOTES
 1 Brownell, M., Roos, N., Franson, R., et al. (2006). Is the Class Half Empty? A Population Based Perspective on Socioeconomic 

Status and Educational Outcomes. IRPP Choices. 12(5). Retrieved from http://irpp.org/wp-content/uploads/assets/research/family-
policy/is-the-class-half-empty/vol12no5.pdf

 2 Janus, M., Enns, J., Forer, B., Raos, R., Gaskin, A., Webb, S., Duku, E., Brownell, M., Muhajarine, N., & Guhn, M. (2018). A 
Pan-Canadian Data Resource for Monitoring Child Developmental Health: The Canadian Neighbourhoods and Early Child 
Development (CanNECD) Database. International Journal of Population Data Science. Retrieved from https://ijpds.org/article/
view/431/957

 3 Kolb, B., Whishaw, I. Q., & Teskey G. C. (2019). An Introduction to Brain and Behavior (6 ed.): Worth Publishers.

 4 Kolb, B., Whishaw, I. Q., & Teskey G. C. (2019). An Introduction to Brain and Behavior (6 ed.): Worth Publishers.

 5 Blair, C. (2002). School Readiness: Integrating Cognition and Emotion in a Neurobiological Conceptualization of 
Children’s Functioning at School Entry. American Psychologist, 57(2), 111-127. Retrieved from https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/
pubmed/11899554

  6 Bingham, D. D., Costa, S., Hinkley, T., Shire, K. A., Clemes, S. A., & Barber, S. E. (2016). Physical Activity During the Early 
Years: A Systematic Review of Correlates and Determinants. American Journal of Preventive Medicine, 51(3), 384-402. Retrieved from 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27378255

 7 Timmons, B. W., LeBlanc, A. G., Carson, V., Connor Gorber, S., Dillman, C., Janssen, I., & Tremblay, M. S. (2012). Systematic 
Review of Physical Activity and Health in the Early Years (aged 0–4 years). Applied Physiology, Nutrition, and Metabolism, 37. 
Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1139/h2012-070 
 
Russell, B. S., Lee, J. O., Spieker, S., & Oxford, M. L. (2016). Parenting and Preschool Self-Regulation as Predictors of Social 
Emotional Competence in 1st Grade. Journal of Research in Childhood Education: JRCE, 30 (2), 153-169. Retrieved from https://www.
ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/PMC5015765/

 8 Becker, D. R., McClelland, M. M., Loprinzi, P., & Trost, S. G. (2014). Physical Activity, Self-Regulation, and Early Academic 
Achievement in Preschool Children. Early Education & Development, 25(1), 56-70. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1080/1040928
9.2013.780505

  9 Zelazo, P. D., & Carlson, S. M. (2012). Hot and Cool Executive Function in Childhood and Adolescence: Development and 
Plasticity. Child Development Perspectives 6(4), 354-360. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1750-8606.2012.00246.x

 10 Taggart, G., Ridley, K., Rudd, P., & Benefield, P. (2005). Thinking Skills in the Early Years: A Literature Review. Retrieved from  
http://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/73999/1/Thinking_skills_in_early_years.pdf

  11 Vygotsky, L. S., Cole, M., John-Steiner, V., Scribner, S., & Souberman, E. (1978). Mind in Society: The Development of Higher 
Psychological Processes. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

 12 Astington, J. W. (2000). Minds in the Making: Essays in Honour of David R. Olson: Wiley.

 13 McCain, M., Mustard, F., & McCuaig, K. (2011). Early Years Study 3: Making Decisions, Taking Action. Toronto, ON: Margaret and 
Wallace McCain Family Foundation. Retrieved from http://www.earlyyearsstudy.ca

 14 World Economic Forum. (2018). The Future of Jobs Report. Geneva, Switzerland: Center for the New Economic and Society. 
Retrieved from http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Future_of_Jobs_2018.pdf

 15 Brooks-Gunn, J., Markman-Pithers, L., & Rouse, C. E. (2016). Starting Early: Introducing the Issue. The Future of Children, 26(2), 
3-19. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/43940578

  16 Janus, M., Enns, J., Forer, B., Raos, R., Gaskin, A., Webb, S., Duku, E., Brownell, M., Muhajarine, N., & Guhn, M. (2018). A 
Pan-Canadian Data Resource for Monitoring Child Developmental Health: The Canadian Neighbourhoods and Early Child 
Development (CanNECD) Database. International Journal of Population Data Science. Retrieved from https://ijpds.org/article/
view/431/957

 17 Lee, D., & Jackson, M. (2017). The Simultaneous Effects of Socioeconomic Disadvantage and Child Health on Children’s 
Cognitive Development. Demography, 54(5), 1845-1871. Retrieved from https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28836169/



AGE 2 TO 5 iS A UNiQUE TiME FOR LEARNiNG  | 13  

BY THE NUMBERS
 1061 Statista. (2018). Number of Births in Canada from 2000 to 2018. Retrieved from https://www.statista.com/statistics/443051/

number-of-births-in-canada/ 

 90% Kolb, B., Whishaw, I. Q., & Teskey G. C. (2019). An Introduction to Brain and Behavior (6 ed.): Worth Publishers

 10 - 20 Biemiller, A. (2009). Research Review: Vocabulary Development (0 – 60 Months). In L.M. Phillips (Ed.), Handbook of language 
and literacy development: A Roadmap from 0 – 60 Months. [online], pp. 1 - 51. London, ON: Canadian Language and Literacy 
Research Network. Available at: Handbook of Language and Literacy Development

 1 in 4 Janus, M., Enns, J., Forer, B., Raos, R., Gaskin, A., Webb, S., … Guhn, M. (2018). A Pan-Canadian Data Resource for 
Monitoring Child Developmental Health: The Canadian Neighbourhoods and Early Child Development (CanNECD) 
Database. International Journal of Population Data Science. Retrieved from https://ijpds.org/article/view/431/957

FIGURES
 1.1 THE PRESCHOOL BRAIN: NEURAL PATHWAYS UNDER CONSTRUCTION

Adapted from McCain, M., Mustard, F., & McCuaig, K. (2011). Early Years Study 3: Making Decisions, Taking Action. Toronto, ON: 
Margaret and Wallace McCain Family Foundation. Retrieved from http://www.earlyyearsstudy.ca

 1.2 THINKING, WELL-BEING AND LANGUAGE 
[no references]

 1.3 TOP TEN 21ST CENTURY COMPETENCIES 
World Economic Forum. (2018). The Future of Jobs Report. Geneva, Switzerland: Center for the New Economic and Society. 
Retrieved from http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Future_of_Jobs_2018.pdf

 1.4 EARLY DEVELOPMENT INSTRUMENT (EDI)
Janus, M., Enns, J., Forer, B., Raos, R., Gaskin, A., Webb, S., … Guhn, M. (2018). A Pan-Canadian Data Resource for Monitoring 
Child Developmental Health: The Canadian Neighbourhoods and Early Child Development (CanNECD) Database. International 
Journal of Population Data Science. Retrieved from https://ijpds.org/article/view/431/957





PLAY WiTH PURPOSE  | 15  

2
PLAY WITH PURPOSE
EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION IS PLAY

BY THE NUMBERS

60
Minimum daily minutes of energetic play 
recommended by Canadian paediatricians 

for children by age 5 years

1 in 10

1 in 10

Provinces have adopted 
a play-based learning approach

Children will be diagnosed  
with a learning disorder related  

to mathematics

Canadian children are  
overweight or obese

10
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2
PLAY WITH PURPOSE
EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION IS PLAY 

The qualities developed through play are 

the same qualities required to succeed 

at school. Children who have strong oral 

communication skills are confident, are 

able to make friends and are persistent 

and creative in completing tasks and 

solving problems. They are excited to 

learn and they have pathways set for 

academic success.1

Early childhood education (ECE)  

is not an extension of school; rather it is 

an extension of play that engages and delights young children. The play 

of preschool children is intense and powerful. Verbal skills, making friends, 

persistence, creativity, investigating and program-solving launch children on 

positive trajectories for learning. Early childhood education is play. 

ECE: THE 21ST CENTURY MEETING PLACE FOR  
YOUNG CHILDREN
Play with other children offers opportunities for the best possible childhood. Play during  

the preschool years is intense and powerful. Children take pleasure from being together and 

friendships matter to them. ECE offers opportunities to make friends through play and shared 

spaces that are outside of home and family life. It provides a safe place for preschool children  

to spend time together. As families have fewer children and often live far away from cousins 

and other relatives, ECE offers children a place where they can build important friendships 

with each other.2 
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A lot of learning happens when children negotiate and share with each other in a space 

designed to accommodate their play. They become friends who share imaginary worlds, 

discover how things work and create art together. Children benefit from relationships and 

interactions with each other, which is referred to as the peer effect. These rich settings fuel 

children’s natural curiosity and learning soars.

WHY IS PRESCHOOL PLAY IMPORTANT?
Play builds brains for language, thinking and well-being.3 The changes taking place in the human 

cortex between the ages of 2 and 7 years make children particularly responsive to available 

experiences and extended opportunities for play in early childhood education settings.4 

High quality ECE environments have the following features:

• They are filled with conversations, not only between educators and children, but also 

between and among children who bring their own experiences and their own repertoire 

of words. Children begin the journey from oral language to print and numerals in ECE 

settings. Educators engage in reciprocal (or back and forth) conversations that are 

meaningful to children and regularly introduce new vocabulary. 

• They challenge children to persist and figure things out. Educators pay attention to 

children’s ideas and ask questions that provoke children to explore, experiment and seek 

out additional information. Children are not born with thinking skills that enable 

planning and problem-solving. Play experiences provide the time and space to evolve and 

build those capacities. 

• They embed social and emotional learning into daily routines and play experiences. 

Physically active play is central and takes advantage of indoor and outdoor spaces. 

Children who play together learn to care about each other and develop empathy.  

Educators pay attention to their own well-being, model social-emotional skills and are 

physically active with the children. 

DOCTORS PRESCRIBE PLAY
The Canadian Paediatric Society

recommends daily physically active 

play for all preschool children.

Canadian Paediatric Society, 2015

FIGURE 2.2
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LESS TIME TO PLAY
Over the past 60 years, the time 

children spend playing with each 

other has diminished, particularly 

time spent in active, free play  

that is unstructured and led by 

children.5 Over the same time 

period, doctors, teachers and others 

have reported increased challenges 

to young children’s and adolescents’ 

well-being.6,7 Rates of obesity, 

anxiety and behavior challenges 

have increased. Screen time, 

structured activities and less time 

outdoors reduce the opportunity 

for children to engage in play  

with each other. 

THE PLAY – LEARN CONNECTION
Although play is now broadly accepted as a good thing and a way for children to learn, what 

we mean by ‘play’ and what constitutes play are often debated. Some champion play-based 

learning to mean unstructured play opportunities without educator influence or involvement. 

Adult involvement may therefore be considered as hijacking children’s play. Others view 

play-based learning as an opportunity for educators to structure and direct children’s play 

keeping in mind specific learning goals to be met. 

Play is many things. Different types of play provide a variety of opportunities that lead to 

diverse learning outcomes. Children share the focus of attention in their play with each other. 

ECE embraces different play-based learning approaches that share a common view of children 

as active, competent, creative and inquisitive learners.8 

ECE IS PLAY-BASED LEARNING 
Dr. Angela Pyle and her colleagues at University of Toronto have designed the Continuum  

of Play consisting of five broad categories ranging from child-directed play to play that is 

structured by educators.9 

Visit Angela’s Play Learn Lab at: https://www.playlearninglab.ca/resources 

FREE PLAY is organized by children who are actively involved and directing the play. Free play 

often takes the form of pretend play or physically active play. In pretend play, children establish 

a shared imagined world. They negotiate, coordinate, resolve disputes, plan together and update 

the plan as play progresses. As the play unfolds, children will switch between pretend play talk 

1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020

Decrease in
Children’s Play

Increase in Children’s
Mental & Physical
Health Challenges

Low

High

FIGURE 2.3

DECREASE IN PLAY RESULTS IN INCREASE IN 
MENTAL AND PHYSICAL HEALTH CHALLENGES

Hewes, 2014  Yogman, Garner, Hutchinson et al, 2018 Garvis & Pendergast, 2017
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and out-of-play or meta-talk to coordinate the play narrative. Sociodramatic play is a more 

complex form of pretend play. It requires imagining what others are thinking and allows 

children to try out emotions. Pretend play builds children’s sense of narrative which carries 

forward to reading comprehension. Children incorporate what they know about tools (such as 

cutlery and computers) and symbols (such as letters and numerals) that are part of their lives. 

Educators closely observe children to learn what they know and can do. This helps 

educators reflect on children’s abilities and preferences for learning and gain insights into 

children’s thinking, knowledge and understanding. Educators facilitate the environment by 

scheduling time that is uninterrupted and allows for the play to evolve. They also ensure there 

is space conducive to children’s play and the environment has lots of open-ended materials that 

children can use and adapt as the play evolves.

Children’s free-form physically active play is often wild, exuberant and outdoors. 

Running, jumping, climbing, chasing and often wrestling or play fighting with each other 

dominate. Children are testing what is possible and what they can do. 

INQUIRY PLAY begins with child-initiated explorations where children are figuring out how 

something works. Ideas and questions lead to in-depth investigations. Educators seek out entry 

points in children’s play to extend child-initiated ideas and explorations through questions and 

provocations. They encourage children to try something new, persist and find alternative solutions. 

Children practise problem-solving, critical thinking, innovation and communication skills 

and abilities. They often think and conceptualize in mathematical and scientific terms.  

FIGURE 2.4

CONTINUUM OF PLAY-BASED LEARNING 

Adapted Pyle & Danniels, 2017
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COLLABORATIVE PLAY is child-directed and educator-guided. It leverages opportunities in 

free play to insert ideas and information that may extend children’s understanding. Educators 

bring a specific learning focus into children’s play while respecting the children’s lead in the 

play. Targeted learning outcomes can be incorporated into children’s play to extend learning. 

Educators introduce and reinforce specific skills that children are ready to learn and can offer 

information or provide resources that also extend children’s learning. Children expand their 

skills and knowledge through the co-design of play with peers and educators. 

PLAYFUL LEARNING is planned play that is relevant to children’s interests and abilities 

and organized around specific learning objectives. Educators focus on targeted skills that can 

incorporate children’s play narratives and other learning experiences. Educators intentionally 

set up the environment and learning experience to focus children’s exploration and interactions. 

Children can evaluate what they have accomplished, set new goals and adapt their learning. 

This helps cultivate meta-cognition abilities as well as specific skills such as planning and 

problem-solving.

LEARNING GAMES are prescribed learning experiences that have specific rules and structure. 

They often introduce and consolidate literacy, mathematical and inquiry skills, specific physical 

movement skills, social-emotional learning and general knowledge. Educators identify specific 

learning outcomes that are appropriate for an individual or group of children and prepare 

structured activities that are typically designed as games. The games incorporate discrete skills 

that are the building blocks for specific skill areas including literacy, numeracy, functional 

physical movement or social-emotional learning. Educators can readily assess children’s 

learning of specific skills and plan follow-up accordingly. When children are ready to acquire a 

skill, practice and encouragement, as well as quality instruction, help them quickly acquire the 

particular skill. In addition to mastering specific discrete skills, children practise taking turns 

and resolving differences with friends while playing structured learning games with each other. 

QUALITY MATTERS
Research evidence about the impact of ECE on children’s outcomes points to the essential 

elements of quality.10 At the top of the list are the educators themselves.11 Effective educators 

intentionally guide and construct opportunities to extend and expand children’s learning.12  

They use a repertoire of strategies that include: sustained shared thinking and guided learning; 

investigation and exploration; modelling and demonstrating; open questioning, speculating and 

explaining; and explicit or direct instruction.

The learning environment in ECE settings includes time, space, people and things:13

TIME: Daily schedules are organized to maximize children’s play with each other and minimize 

time spent in large groups or in transitions from indoors to outdoors or from one activity to 

another. Daily schedules feature small groups for much of the day. Routines are predictable and 

can adapt to accommodate children’s needs. 
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SPACE: Indoor and outdoor play areas are learning places that children can organize. They are 

not static spaces that are designed for children. The spaces include sand and water tables, 

creative art and block centres, dress-up nooks, miniature kitchens and soft places to cuddle up 

with a book or take a nap. Children move things around to create spaces they need for their 

play. Learning extends outdoors to allow for more expansive play and to introduce new 

concepts such as climatology and biology. 

PEOPLE: ECE learning environments include educators with specialized professional education 

who pay attention and respond to how children feel and think. Educators use a suite of 

strategies to maximize play’s learning potential, to nurture children’s friendships with each 

other and support their play together.

THINGS: ECE environments include a wide array of materials to explore, manipulate, design, 

count, measure, rearrange and re-purpose. Some are open-ended, such as blocks and stones, 

while others are structured such as puzzles. Clay, paint, quality paper and markers, glue, 

cardboard boxes and tubes are visible and available to be transformed into drawings, paintings 

and collages or rocket launch pads, houses or barns. 

EARLY LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS

A

B C

A
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TIME
Predictable and adaptable

schedules for playing,
eating, napping

PEOPLE
Interactions between

educators and children,
and children with each other

THINGS
Blocks, balls, loose parts,

 dress-up clothes, dolls, puzzles, 
paint, games, water, sand,

musical instruments

SPACE
Indoor and outdoor areas 

designed for children’s
active and quiet play

Nash, 1989

FIGURE 2.5
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The question of quality is like the question of beauty – often it is in the eye of the beholder. 

Designing the physical and social environments for children’s play, often with children, is 

subjective and personal. The community context and the values of families plus educators’ 

experiences influence what matters most to defining how to bring to life the elements of 

quality in ECE environments.

Custodial care in private homes or in centres is not early childhood education. It is care 

that aims to keep children safe, fed and comforted. Custodial care does not boost children’s 

language or thinking skills. 

Some of the most powerful evidence we have of this are the voices of children who 

passionately care about their play with each other. Researchers have studied what matters to 

preschool children about their ECE programs by asking structured questions and having children 

draw images.14  Across multiple programs, children overwhelmingly report that they most enjoy 

play and their friends. Their examples include play that is structured and play that is unstructured. 

PLAY IS THE ANCHOR FOR ECE AND LIFELONG LEARNING
Regular play opportunities with other children build a solid foundation for adapting and 

developing new skills and sets the foundation for lifelong learning. A recent report from 

Royal Bank of Canada highlights the skills needed for lifelong learning in the 21st century.15

ANALYTICS
The ability to draw inferences, make connections,

and see trends in data will be essential

MATH
2 out of every 3 job openings will
require math and numeracy skills

FLEXIBILITY
Adaptability in learning new things

will outweigh specific expertise

DIGITAL LITERACY
Basic digital literacy and coding will be must-haves

THE 3 C’S
Communication – Collaboration – Critical Thinking

MOBILITY
Work life has twists and turns.

Career mobility is the new normal!

 21ST CENTURY SKILLS
CHILDREN WILL NEED TO SUCCEED

Royal Bank of Canada, 2018

FIGURE 2.6
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ECE is a powerful tool for preparing tomorrow’s workforce and shaping a society that must 

navigate the fourth Industrial Revolution. The impacts of changing technologies and economies 

require revised education policies beginning in the preschool years. Efforts to re-skill and upskill 

that build on a solid foundation formed in preschool will be more effective and productive. 

Preschool children are exquisitely designed to explore and innovate, to investigate and test 

hypotheses, to change and create and to learn. The most valuable human accomplishments are 

possible because all adults were once children who actively engaged in the world around them.16

Childhood explorations, investigations, creations and representations carry forward into 

adult pursuits. When children’s learning environments are organized to value and encourage 

these endeavors in the early years and beyond, learning soars. 

ENDNOTES
 1  McCain, M., Mustard, F., & Shanker, S. (2007). Early Years Study 2: Putting Science into Action. Toronto, ON. P. 49 Retrieved from 

http://www.earlyyearsstudy.ca

 2 Theobald, M., Danby, S., Thompson, C., & Thorpe, K. (2017). Friendships. In S. Garvis & D. Pendergast (Eds.), Health and 
Wellbeing in Childhood (pp. 141-160). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. doi: 10.1017/9781316780107.011

  3 Case, R., Griffin, S., & Kelly, W. M. (1999). Socioeconomic Gradients in Mathematical Ability and Their Responsiveness to 
Intervention During Early Childhood. In D. Keating & C. Hertzman (Eds) Developmental Health and the Wealth of Nations: Social, 
Biological, and Educational Dynamics. (pp. 125-149). New York, NY, US: The Guilford Press

 4 Harari, Y. N. (2014). Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind: London, UK: Signal

 5 Hewes, J. (2014). Seeking Balance in Motion: The Role of Spontaneous Free Play in Promoting Social and Emotional Health. 
Early Childhood Care and Education. Children 1, 280-301. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.3390/children1030280

  6 Yogman, M., Garner, A., Hutchinson, J., Hirsh-Pasek, K., & Golinkoff, R. M. (2018). The Power of Play: A Pediatric Role in 
Enhancing Development in Young Children. Pediatrics, 142(3), e20182058. DOI: 10.1542/peds.2018-2058

 7  Garvis, S., & Pendergast, D. (Eds.). (2017). Health and Wellbeing in Childhood. (pp. 141-160). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Retrieved from doi: 10.1017/9781316780107

 8 Leseman P. (2012) Preschool and Learning-Related Skills. In: Tremblay RE, Boivin M, Peters RDeV, eds. Melhuish E, topic 
ed. Encyclopedia on Early Childhood Development [online]. Retrieved from http://www.child-encyclopedia.com/preschool-programs/
according-experts/preschool-and-learning-related-skills

 9 Pyle, A., & Danniels, E. (2017). A Continuum of Play-Based Learning: The Role of the Teacher in Play- Based Pedagogy and the 
Fear of Hijacking Play. Early Education and Development, 28(3),  274-289 Retrieved from https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1
080/10409289.2016.1220771

 10 Bertrand, J. (2012). Preschool Programs: Effective Curriculum. Comments on Melhuish and Barnes, Kagan and Kauerz, 
Schweinhart, and Leseman. In: Tremblay RE, Boivin M, Peters RDeV, eds. Melhusih E, topic ed. Encyclopedia on Early Childhood 
Development [online]. Retrieved from http://www.child-encyclopedia.com/sites/default/files/textes-experts/en/824/preschool-
programs-effective-curriculum.-comments-on-melhuish-and-barnes-kagan-and-kauerz-schweinhart-and-leseman.pdf

 11 Brooks-Gunn, J., Markman-Pithers, L., & Rouse, C. E. (2016). Starting Early: Introducing the Issue. The Future of Children, 26(2), 
3-19. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/43940578 

  12 Sylva, K., Melhuish, E., Sammons, P., Siraj, I., & Taggart, B. (2008). Effective Pre-school and Primary Education 3-11 Project (EPPE 3-11): 
Final Report from the Primary Phase: Pre-school, School and Family Influences on children’s development during Key Stage 2 (7-11). London, 
United Kingdom: Department for Children Schools and Families. Retrieved from https://ro.uow.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?artic
le=3434&context=sspapers

 13 Nash, C. (1989). Learning Environment. Toronto, ON: Collier Macmillan Canada

 14 Heagle, K., Timmons, K., Hargreaves, F., & Pelletier, J. (2017). The Social Kindergartener: Comparing Children’s Perspectives of 
Full- and Half-Day Kindergarten. Early Child Development and Care, 187(5-6), 978-989



24 |  EARLY YEARS STUDY 4

 15 Royal Bank of Canada. (2018). Humans Wanted: How Canadian Youth Can Thrive in the Age of Disruption. Retrieved from https://www.
rbc.com/dms/enterprise/futurelaunch/humans-wanted-how-canadian-youth-can-thrive-in-the-age-of-disruption.html?utm_
source=vanity&utm_medium=internal&utm_campaign=students_futurelaunch_humanswanted2018&utm_content=rbc_
humanswanted

 16 Gopnik, A. (2016). The Gardener and the Carpenter: What the New Science of Child Development Tells Us About the Relationship Between 
Parents and Children. New York, NY: Farrar, Straus and Giroux

BY THE NUMBERS
 60 Canadian Paediatric Society. (2015). How Much for Preschoolers?. Ottawa, ON: Author Inc. Retrieved from https://www.cps.ca/en/

active-actifs/how-much-for-preschoolers 

 10 Akbari, E., & McCuaig, K. (2018a). Early Childhood Education Report 2017 [Online]. Toronto, ON: Atkinson Centre for Society and 
Child Development, OISE/University of Toronto. Retrieved from http://ecereport.ca/en/ 

 1 in 10 Numeracy: Synthesis. In: Tremblay RE, Boivin M, Peters RDeV, eds. Bisanz J, topic ed. (2011). Encyclopedia on Early Childhood 
Development [online]. Retrieved from http://www.child-encyclopedia.com/numeracy/synthesis  

 1 in 10 Obesity Canada (2019). What Causes Obesity? Edmonton, AB: Author. Retrieved from https://obesitycanada.ca/understanding-
obesity/  

FIGURES
 2.1 PLAY MATTERS  

[no references] 

 2.2 DOCTORS PRESCRIBE PLAY
Canadian Pediatric Society (2015). How Much Time for Preschoolers? Ottawa, ON: Author Inc. Retrieved from https://www.cps.ca/
en/active-actifs/how-much-for-preschoolers

 2.3 DECREASE IN PLAY RESULTS IN INCREASE IN MENTAL AND PHYSICAL HEALTH CHALLENGES
Hewes, J. (2014). Seeking Balance in Motion: The Role of Spontaneous Free Play in Promoting Social and Emotional Health in 
Early Childhood Care and Education. Children 1, 280-301. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.3390/children1030280

Yogman, M., Garner, A., Hutchinson, J., Hirsh-Pasek, K., & Golinkoff, R. M. (2018). The Power of Play: A Pediatric Role in 
Enhancing Development in Young Children. Pediatrics, 142(3), e20182058. DOI: 10.1542/peds.2018-2058 

Garvis, S., & Pendergast, D. (Eds.). (2017). Health and Wellbeing in Childhood. (pp. 141-160). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Retrieved from doi: 10.1017/9781316780107

 2.4 CONTINUUM OF PLAY-BASED LEARNING 
Pyle, A., & Danniels, E. (2017). A Continuum of Play-Based Learning: The Role of the Teacher in Play-Based Pedagogy and the 
Fear of Hijacking Play. Early Education and Development, 28(3), 274-289. DOI: 10.1080/10409289.2016.1220771

 2.5 EARLY LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS 
Nash, C. (1989). Learning Environment. Toronto, ON: Collier Macmillan Canada

 2.6 21ST CENTURY SKILLS CHILDREN WILL NEED TO SUCCEED
Royal Bank of Canada. (2018). Humans Wanted: How Canadian Youth Can Thrive in the Age of Disruption. Toronto, ON: Author 
Inc. Retrieved from https://www.rbc.com/dms/enterprise/futurelaunch/humans-wanted-how-canadian-youth-can-thrive-
in-the-age-of-disruption.html?utm_source=vanity&utm_medium=internal&utm_campaign=students_futurelaunch_
humanswanted2018&utm_content=rbc_humanswanted



A STEP UP FOR ALL  | 25  

3
A STEP UP FOR ALL 
ECE HELPS CHILDREN, FAMILIES AND COMMUNITIES THRIVE

BY THE NUMBERS

1 in 5 Canadian children 
under age 6 live in poverty

1 in 2

70K

58K

First Nations children 
live in poverty

Mothers entered the workforce 
as a result of Quebec’s  

low cost child care program

Additional women would 
enter the Canadian workforce  

if ECE enrolment rates  
matched the OECD average
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3
A STEP UP FOR ALL 
ECE HELPS CHILDREN, FAMILIES AND COMMUNITIES THRIVE

Children flourish in environments 

where they are loved, nurtured 

and stimulated. Parents strive to 

provide the best for their children, 

but many struggle to meet even 

the most basic needs. Poverty, 

hunger, inadequate housing and 

violence can undermine children’s 

development and life prospects. 

Thankfully, early education can 

alter children’s life chances. When 

organized to facilitate parents’ 

work, it reduces gender and 

income inequality. Early education 

also helps children develop better cognitive abilities with improved academic 

and social outcomes, higher graduation rates, greater earnings and more 

successful relationships as adults. 

INEQUALITY IN CANADA
Compared to other wealthy countries, the rate of inequality in Canada is high and the 

response lacking. UNICEF rated Canada 17th out of 29 wealthy countries due to the number 

of children living in poverty and 26th out of 35 wealthy countries for overall child inequality.1
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INEQUALITY CHALLENGES US ALL 
Inequality is dangerous. It can make citizens distrust governments, institutions, employers and 

each other. It undermines the fairness of democratic institutions when citizens perceive that 

politicians favour corporations and the wealthy at their expense. Citizens become frustrated 

when those with money have preferable access to bank loans to enhance their housing, 

business or educational opportunities, while they are turned away or charged usury rates. Social 

cohesion breaks down as people resent paying for the social good through their taxes when 

they sense others unfairly benefit. 

Inequity is a growing problem in Canada. Wealthy Canadians saw their incomes grow 

sharply over the past decade, while the incomes of the bottom 60 percent stagnated.2 In fact, 

Canada ranked 20th among 34 wealthy nations in managing income inequality.3

The figures are stark. The median wage rose 5.9 percent between 2005 ($31,798) and 2015 

($33,684). Meanwhile, the lowest 10 percent of earners saw their incomes fall by 10.5 percent 

($2,961). Yet in one year alone, 2014 to 2015, earnings for the top 0.1 percent grew by 33 percent 

to $3.6 million.4

RISKS FACTORS FOR INEQUALITY
Inequality among families with children is connected to parental employment, health and 

education, marital status, family size, race, immigration status and community. The age of 

children in the family and childhood health are also contributing factors. 

INEQUALITY IN CANADA

INEEQUUALIITY

HITS THE YOUNG

1 in 5 children
live in poverty

1 in 7 shelter
users are children

1 in 3 foodbank
users are children

EXISTS
EVERYWHERE

24.8% of working age
single females live

in deep poverty

22.1% of working
age single males

8.3% of recent
immigrants

7.7% of people
with disabilities

95% of Indigenous
people on reserve

DISCRIMINATES

1 in 2 First Nations
children live in poverty

70% of Inuit
children in 

Nunavut live with 
food insecurity

20% of racialized families 
live in poverty (versus 
5% of non-racialized)

Children with disabilities
are 2x as likely to live in 

households relying
on social assistance

IS SEXIST

Mothers earn 85%
of fathers

Single mothers use
shelters 2x the rate of 

two-parent families

34% of single mothers
live in poverty (versus 
7% of single fathers)

FIGURE 3.2

1.9 million Canadians were in deep income poverty in 2016

Campaign 2000, 2016 Employment and Social Development Canada, 2018 Canadian Association for Community Living, 2017 
Food Bank Canada, 2018 Homeless Hub, 2018 Proof, 2018 Statistics Canada Census, 2017, 2018 UNiCEF Canada, 2013
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Marital status and maternal employment are major contributors to family income. More than 

a third of children in lone-parent families live in poverty (34 percent) compared to 10.3 percent in 

two-parent families with one earner and 3 percent in two-parent/two-earner families.5

Family size adds to risk factors. Two-parent families with three or more children younger 

than age 17 are almost twice as likely to be poor (16.4 percent) as families with one child (9 

percent). For lone-parent families, the poverty rate jumps from 30 percent for families with 

one child to 55 percent for those with three or more children.6 

AGE OF CHILDREN, EDUCATION LEVELS IMPACT  
WOMEN’S EMPLOYMENT
More women in the workforce reduces the equity gap, but women’s employment and earnings 

are heavily influenced by the presence of children in the household. Lone parenthood negatively 

affects the likelihood of employment. Women lead four out of five lone-parent families, and 

while nearly 72 percent are in the workforce, this is below the 75.8 percent rate for mothers in 

two-parent families.7 

In addition, the younger the child, the less likely it is that mothers are employed. The 

average hourly earnings of mothers who do work outside the home are generally 15 percent  

less than for fathers. Among all working women, mothers earn 12 percent less than their 

childless counterparts.8

FIGURE 3.3

MATERNAL LABOUR FORCE PARTICIPATION BY AGE OF YOUNGEST CHILD 

Akbari & McCuaig, in press
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Educational attainment has an impact on women’s employment. The difference in 

employment rates between women and men is 18.2 percentage points among those with less 

than high school education (49.0 percent vs. 67.2 percent, respectively), but a gap exists even for 

university graduates (83.1 percent vs. 89.9 percent).9 Stay-at-home mothers tend to be younger 

than and have lower levels of education and more children than most working mothers. 

MATERNAL EMPLOYMENT AND THE COST OF CHILD CARE 
Toronto and Vancouver are the two cities with the highest child care costs in Canada. The gap 

between the percentage of men who work and women who work is also larger in these cities. 

In Toronto, 12.6 percent more men than 

women are employed, while in Vancouver 

11.8 percent more men work than women, 

compared to the national average 

difference of 7.3 percent.10

The dampening effect of child care 

costs on maternal employment is also 

evident in the nation’s capital. In Ottawa, 

preschool child care costs $1,200 per 

month and the gender employment gap 

is 7.3 percent. Directly across the river 

in Gatineau, Quebec, preschool child 

care costs less than $200 per month. The 

gender employment gap is 2.6 percent and a higher percentage of women work in Gatineau 

compared to Ottawa.11 

The impact of low-cost child care can be found even in remote areas. Where Quebec’s 

program was found to have a positive impact on female labour force participation in general, 

the availability of child care was also found to increase the workforce participation of Inuit 

women living in northern and remote areas of the province. In addition, Quebec’s low-cost 

child care was associated with improvements in high school graduation rates and increased 

participation of men in child care. Importantly, formal child care had no negative effects on the 

ability of children to speak Inuktitut.12 

OTTAWA, ON
Preschool Costs $1,200/mo
Gender Employment Gap 7.3%

GATINEAU, QC
Preschool Costs $200/mo

Gender Employment Gap 2.6%

FIGURE 3.4

A CHILD CARE TALE OF TWO CITIES

Statistics Canada, 2015 Akbari & McCuaig, in press

PIERRE FORTIN, ECONOMIST

The impact of low-cost child care on women’s labour force 

participation in Quebec has been huge. Young women’s labour force 

participation in Quebec is the highest worldwide now — 86 percent 

in 2017, exceeding Switzerland and Sweden — two countries with 

generous leave packages and high rates of workplace equality.

FIGURE 3.5
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RISE IN LOW-PAID EMPLOYMENT
Caregiving restricts women’s access to the workforce contributing to their preponderance in 

contract, temporary or part-time jobs. The groups most affected by precarious work are women 

newcomers to Canada, women with disabilities and Indigenous and racialized women. These 

factors, combined with the absence of affordable ECE, contribute to gender and income inequality. 

Among developed nations, Canada has one of the highest rates of low-paid employment.13

OECD, October, 2019

FIGURE 3.6
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THE IMPACT OF ECE ON EQUITY
Families with few opportunities often find it difficult to set their children up for success.  

As a result, poverty is passed on, and the entire country develops more slowly. Quality early 

education, complemented by quality schooling, can break this cycle. 

When children from all socioeconomic backgrounds receive equal educational opportunities, 

inequities are reduced. This begins with quality ECE. Children who are prepared for school 

create a more productive learning environment for teachers and other students alike. The most 

enduring benefits are derived from what children learn from each other—how to be patient, to 

share, to consider the feelings of others, to listen and to contribute. The nurturing, stimulation 

and social connections provided by quality ECE complements the development of children 

living in advantaged homes and compensates children from disadvantaged backgrounds.

A large UK study found that ECE quality has a larger effect for children whose parents have 

lower rates of education compared to those with better-educated parents. Beneficial effects 

were found in both math and English scores suggesting that high-quality ECE can help narrow 

the equity gap in children’s achievement. High-quality ECE was also linked to better self-

regulation and pro-social behaviour at age 16.14

Children who regularly participate in quality ECE programs

THE COMPENSATORY IMPACT OF ECE

Barnett, 1992 
Jenkins, Boivin, Akbari, 2015

HAVE HIGHER  
GRADUATION RATES

MAKE BETTER  
DECISIONS 

IMPROVE WORK  
HABITS AND GRADES 

MAKE GAINS IN 
READING AND MATH 

ARE EXCITED ABOUT 
LEARNING 

DEVELOP STRONG  
SOCIAL SKILLS 

FIGURE 3.7
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Numerous studies document how expanding early education and care would provide 

sizable benefits, particularly in terms of reducing gender and income inequality.

Most 5-year-olds in Canada have access to ECE through kindergarten programs, but 

enrolment for children younger than 5 years of age falls substantially below the Organisation 

for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) average. For children between the ages 

of 2 and 4 years, about half attend an ECE program. This is significantly below the OECD 

average of three out of four children and far behind countries such as France and Belgium, 

where enrolment exceeds 90 percent.15 

According to a report by the Conference Board of Canada, increasing ECE enrolment rates 

to match the OECD average would allow an additional 58,000 women to enter the workforce. If 

enrolment reached the top-performing levels in the OECD, an additional 76,500 women could 

join the workforce. Their earnings would lift an estimated 23,000 Canadian families—many of 

them single-parent families—out of poverty.16 Similarly, low-cost child care has moved Quebec 

to the forefront in women’s labour force participation, outranking even the Nordic countries.17 

ECE IS A GAME CHANGER 
High-quality ECE is generally thought to accelerate cognitive and language development in 

the short term, but research has found its effects can be detected even in late secondary 

school. An analysis of 22 experimental studies found that ECE reduces special education 

placement by 8.1 percent, lessens grade repetition by 8.3 percent and increases high school 

graduation rates by 11.4 percent.18 These results support ECE’s value in reducing education-

related expenditures and promoting child well-being.19 

McCoy, Yoshikawa, Ziol-Guest et al, 2017

FIGURE 3.8

IMPACT OF ECE PARTICIPATION AT SECONDARY SCHOOL
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THE ISSUE OF FADE OUT
Many studies of early childhood interventions have found that gains achieved in early 

childhood are reduced or eliminated over time, referred to as “fade out”. Such studies have 

focused on academic achievement as an ultimate outcome. A more comprehensive 

understanding has emerged of the skills and behaviours that influence children’s socio-

emotional as well as cognitive competencies. These self-regulatory skills are necessary for 

children’s successful transition into primary school and are relevant for both academic and 

behavioural outcomes into early adulthood.20 

For the benefits of preschool to persist, it is necessary to consider the quality of the 

programs as well as the school environment. Instruction in the early elementary grades is 

typically not well-aligned with ECE and therefore does not build on competencies developed in 

preschool. However, when interventions to improve kindergarten and first-grade teaching are 

introduced, preschool’s benefits are more persistent.21 

Early education is a significant tool in reducing the opportunity and achievement 

gaps, but it is not enough. Fade out emphasizes the importance of improving the learning 

environment in preschool settings and ensuring that elementary schools build on those gains.

FIGURE 3.9
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CANADA’S PUBLIC EDUCATION 
SYSTEM HELPS YOUNG  
PEOPLE ACHIEVE 
Many children experience their early years in poor 

environments without sufficient nurturing or 

stimulation. On average, 25 percent of Canadian 

children start school with wide gaps in their skills. 

Canada ranks 22 out of 38 countries on preschool 

access before formal schooling begins. But between 

primary and secondary school, the gap gets smaller 

compared to other wealthy countries, and by the 

end of secondary school most young people are 

thinking about further education. Children in 

immigrant families tend to do well in Canadian 

schools. But some children dominate the bottom 

of the education gap, including boys, Indigenous 

children and children with disabilities.22

ECE PROMOTES A HEALTHY FAMILY ENVIRONMENT
Ideally, we learn unconditional love, an understanding of right from wrong, empathy and mutual 

respect from our family. These qualities enable us to engage positively at school, at work and  

in society. However, it is more difficult for parents to meet their children’s needs when they 

are struggling financially or confronting domestic or neighbourhood violence. Children living in 

these circumstances are more at risk for health, learning or behaviour challenges. 

A quarter of Canadian children under the age of 18 experience family breakdown; the 

impact is particularly acute for the most disadvantaged families. Family formation affects the 

general well-being and outcomes of children. In addition to social and emotional disruption, 

family breakdown has significant economic impacts. A report from the Parliament of Canada 

lists marital breakdown as a key risk factor for homelessness. Specifically, 40 percent of women 

experience a drop in their standard of living following divorce, and they are three times as 

likely to live in poverty.23 For Indigenous women, marriage to a non-Indigenous man resulted 

in a loss of status rights. On marital breakdown they can lose the right to live in their home 

communities putting them at acute risk of homelessness.24

In times of family chaos, quality ECE provides a haven for young children and provides 

parents with time to attend to the disruptions inherent in marital breakdown.

ECE SUPPORTS DEMOCRATIC VALUES
Early childhood is an opportune time to build more equal and inclusive societies by breaking 

cycles of exclusion. When children are exposed to principles and attitudes that support 

democratic values, gender equality and respect for the environment, they are more likely to 

hold these beliefs in later stages in life. 

9th by High School Graduation

18th by Primary School

22nd by Preschool

FIGURE 3.10

CANADA’S PUBLIC EDUCATION 
SYSTEM IS PULLING ITS WEIGHT
The Equalizing Effect of Canada’s Schools

Canada’s equality ranking among 38 wealthy countries
UNiCEF Canada, 2018
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Early education programs can help strengthen solidarity within communities across class, 

ethnic and racial lines. Diversity is a key part of the early learning context. Consequently, 

ECE programs can be a central point for newcomer and refugee families making children and 

families part of civil society and helping build social cohesion at the community level. 

ECE’S DOUBLE DIVIDEND
When early education is organized to support today’s workforce, it creates a double dividend 

as it enhances the capacity of the next generation of workers. Some of the benefits accrue 

immediately such as the earnings of working mothers adding to the economy. Medium- and 

longer-term benefits are realized as children do better in school, graduate and make their own 

economic and social contributions. 

Research has quantified the benefits of public spending on early education. A 2017 study 

by the Conference Board of Canada found that every $1 spent on expanding ECE enrolment for 

children yields close to $6 in economic benefits.25 Other studies have shown similar benefits. 

An analysis of Quebec’s low-cost child care found an additional 70,000 mothers entered the 

workforce as a result of the program. Their work has generated enough new taxes and reduced 

expenditures on social benefits to cover the costs of the entire program.26 Several other studies 

have reached similar conclusions. 

FIGURE 3.11

ECE PAYS BIG DIVIDENDS
Numerous made-in-Canada studies indicate there are economic benefits to investing in ECE
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4
ECE AND PUBLIC POLICY
FAMILIES BENEFIT FROM POLICY INITIATIVES

BY THE NUMBERS

43%
Mothers outside Quebec with 
household incomes <$30,000  

who received paid parental leave

74%

86%

12%

278K

Mothers outside Quebec with 
household incomes >$60,000  

who received paid parental leave

Fathers taking parental leave 
in Quebec

Fathers taking parental leave  
in the rest of Canada

Fewer children living below the 
poverty line in 2017, during the first 
full year of the Canada Child Benefit
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4
ECE AND PUBLIC POLICY
FAMILIES BENEFIT FROM POLICY INITIATIVES

The digital economy not only restructured employment patterns, it also 

restructured families.1 Non-standard hours, precarious work and absences 

due to work travel all affect the capacity of parents to meet the needs of 

their young children. Governments have a responsibility to facilitate societal 

strategies that provide parents with the time, financial resources, programs 

and services to promote their children’s healthy development.  Such strategies 

are costly, requiring significant public investment and political will. While 

much remains to be done, the last two decades have seen the emergence of 

a common understanding among policy-makers and the public that the costs 

of inaction are also great. This chapter outlines the progress to date.

FAMILY LEAVE
Family leave provides economic benefits for companies and employees, as well as important 

health benefits for family members. Mothers with access to paid leave are more likely to return 

to their jobs when their children are small, adding stability to the workforce and family income. 

Paid parental leave is also associated with reduced rates of low birth weight, lower maternal 

and infant mortality and higher rates of breastfeeding.2 The effects of paid leave on mothers 

and children are also causal since mothers with access to leave are regularly employed and 

would therefore have higher incomes than mothers who do not take leave. 

Canada is one of 41 countries that provide paid family leave following the birth or 

adoption of a child. While most countries reserve paid leave for mothers, 31 of the 41 also have 

paternity leave.3 Canada’s new “use it or lose it” parental leave for non-birthing parents began 

in March 2019. Families receive five additional weeks if they opt for the traditional 50 weeks 

of paid parental leave, or eight more weeks under the new 61-week option, providing the 

second parent uses the additional weeks. 4 
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Mandating a period of leave for fathers has an impact. Quebec’s family leave plan includes 

a dedicated five-week leave for the second parent, covering 70–75 percent of their income 

depending on the leave package chosen. In 2015, almost 86 percent of fathers with new babies 

took paid leave in Quebec, compared to fewer than 12 percent in the rest of the country.5

FIGURE 4.1

  PARENTAL BENEFITS IN CANADA AND QUEBEC (2019)

Standard 
Canada EI

Extended 
Canada EI

Quebec Basic 
Plan 

Quebec Special 
Plan

Eligibility 600 hrs 600 hrs $2,000 
earnings

$2,000 
earnings

Self-employed 
workers As of 2011 As of 2011 Covered Covered

Waiting period 1 week 1 week None None

Weeks of income-replacement at % of average earnings

Maternity1 15 at 55% 15 at 55% 18 at 70% 15 at 75%

Paternity 5 at 55% 8 at 33% 5 at 70% 3 at 75%

Parental 
(shared)2 35 at 55% 61 at 33%

7 at 70%
+

25 at 55%
25 at 75%

Total weeks/couple 
Adoption 
(shared)3

35 shared plus 
5 paternity 

at 55%

61 shared plus 
8 paternity 

at 33%

12 at 70%
+

25 at 55%
28 at 75% 

Benefit based on income

Maximum 
insurable earnings $53,100 $53,100 $76,500 $76,500

Maximum 
benefit 

$562 / week 
for 55 weeks

$562 / week 
for 15 weeks 

+ 
$337 / week 
for 69 weeks

$1,029.80 / week 
for 25 weeks 

+ 
$809 / week 
for 25 weeks

$1,103.36 / week
for 40 weeks

Benefit for a low income family when annual income is less than $25,921

Parental Benefit

EI Family 
Supplement4

Employment & Social Development Canada, 2019 Services Québec - Citoyens, 2017 Doucet, McKay & Tremblay, 2009, Akbari & McCuaig, in press.
Notes: (1) Only birth mothers are entitled to maternity leave in all plans; (2) both jurisdictions recognize same sex relationships; (3) QPiP also has a distinct plan for adoptive parents; 

(4) The Ei Family Supplement provides additional benefits to Ei claimants with children under the age of 18 that are registered for the Canada Child Benefit (CCB)

Up to 80% of annual income

When eligible, the Ei Family 
Supplement is added to the 

Parental Benefit to reach a maximum 
total benefit of $562 / week

Certain families that are eligible 
for Quebec Parental insurance 
Plan (QPiP) benefits may apply 
for additional financial support 

in the form of a supplement
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Since parental benefits outside Quebec are distributed through Canada’s Employment Insurance 

(EI) program, parents must first qualify for EI. Full-time salaried workers, regardless of their 

wage, typically take about four months to meet the benchmark of 600 insured hours worked in 

the previous 12 months.6

For parents choosing the option of 50 weeks of leave, women who give birth are eligible 

for 15 weeks of maternity benefits, with EI providing 55 percent of their average weekly salary 

(up to $562 a week). Benefits can start as early as 12 weeks before the baby arrives. After those 

15 weeks of maternity leave, either parent may take 35 additional weeks of parental leave.  

EI provides 55 percent of their average weekly earnings during that time, up to $562 a week.  

For those taking the extended leave (61 weeks), the maternity benefit stays the same: 15 weeks 

at 55 percent. But once those 15 weeks are up and parental benefits kick in, the government 

pays out just 33 percent of the average weekly salary (up to $337 per week) over the longer time 

span of 61 weeks.7

Expanding the leave comes with little public cost. For example, a mother taking the 

maximum leave will receive $28,100 over 50 weeks or $28,987 if she chooses the 61-week 

option. Nevertheless, parents are making use of the extended leave. Out of 195,000 yearly 

parental claims, about 22,0008 have claimed the longer benefit since it came into effect in 

December 2017.

Experts, including labour and business groups, are calling on the Canadian government  

to make further changes to the parental leave system to allow more parents to qualify, boost 

the value of benefits paid out and ensure that single parents can also benefit from the dedicated 

leave for second parents. As well, there have been calls to make leaves available to other 

primary caregivers, such as grandparents.9 

These plans do discriminate against freelance workers and independent contractors 

who do not qualify unless they pay EI on their income ahead of time (the vast majority do 

not). Other factors influence who does and does not receive paid leave. A 2017 study found 

that workers under the age of 25—particularly women—are less likely to meet EI criteria.10 

The Journal of Industrial Relations (2016) calculates that (except in Quebec) only 43 percent 

of Canadian mothers with a household income of less than $30,000 a year received paid 

parental leave, compared to 74 percent of those with household incomes of $60,000 or more.11 

Adding to the disparity, employers that pay higher wages are more likely to supplement their 

employees’ leave with extended health care benefits or top-up pay programs. Employers can 

apply for a reduction in their EI premiums if they provide these benefits. 

Parents in certain types of work can also be penalized. Tips earned by workers in the 

service industry are taxed, but EI does not count them as income for the purposes of calculating 

leave benefits.12 Instead, benefit pay is calculated based on a server’s minimum wage, which is 

lower than the standard minimum wage in many jurisdictions. 

Reduced leave disproportionately impacts lower-income families in other ways. For 

example, parents who return to work earlier will require infant child care, the most expensive 

and least-available type of care.13
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CANADA CHILD BENEFIT
Prior to its election in October 2015, the Liberal government campaigned on a promise to 

consolidate the previous government’s Universal Child Care Benefit, the Canada Child Tax 

Benefit and the National Child Benefit Supplement into one non-taxable payment. The new 

combined Canada Child Benefit (CCB) payments began July 20, 2016.14

Budget 2017 increased the CCB by $5.6 billion over five years15 and addressed a primary 

criticism that the benefit was not indexed to inflation. The CCB is income-tested, with the 

amounts paid reduced when family net income exceeds $31,059.16 In July 2019, the annual 

maximum increased from $6,496 to $6,626 for children under 6 years of age, and to $5,591  

for children aged 6 to 17 years.17 These are significant amounts. For many low-income families, 

the CCB represents almost 20 percent of their overall income. About 65 percent of families 

receiving the maximum CCB are single parents, of whom 90 percent are single mothers.18

While payments have increased, equity issues remain. A high number of Indigenous 

families do not apply for benefits, families without a regularized immigration status are 

ineligible and mothers can be penalized when parents separate.19 If custody of the children is 

split following parental separation, the CCB is also split, often penalizing the lower-income 

parent—most often the mother. Similarly, Canada’s tax rules require parents receiving the CCB 

to declare a new partner’s income, which is then taken into consideration when determining 

payments even though the partner is not legally required to support their spouse’s children. 

Considering over 1.2 million children live in families affected by parental separation and 

divorce, this provision has large effects.20 

The CCB paid out more than $23 billion to over 3.3 million families in 2018,21 reducing 

the child poverty rate by 1.2 percent. As payments increase, poverty rates are expected to fall 

further. In Budget 2018, the government pledged better outreach to ensure Indigenous families 

receive the benefit.22

EARLY LEARNING AND CHILD CARE 
After a decade’s absence, the federal government renewed its interest in early learning and child 

care by pledging $7.5 billion over 10 years to add 40,000 child care spaces across Canada.23 The 

Multilateral Early Learning and Child Care Framework is a mechanism to flow federal funding 

to provinces and territories. It is focused on creating child care services for vulnerable families, 

including those who are marginalized by geography, income, family status, language, non-standard 

work, disability or culture.24 The framework also commits to improving data collection and 

information about the status of child care for children under 6 years of age. A complementary 

but separate framework was developed in 2018 for Indigenous early learning and child care.25 

Titled the “Helping Families” initiative, the money is pulled from the $11.9 billion social 

infrastructure fund. It provides $500 million for child care in 2017–2018, increasing by 10 percent 

to $550 million by 2021–2022.26 More significant jumps, topping out at $870 million, take place 

post-election between 2022 and 2028. The increases are not referenced in the framework; instead, 

the document commits the federal government to spending no less in 2028 than it did in 2017.27
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FIGURE 4.2

FEDERAL EXPENDITURES TO SUPPORT EARLY CHILDHOOD (2019) 

Policy Program Name Department Annual  
Expenditure Description

Transfers to 
provinces/ 
territories

Canada Social 
Transfer Finance $1.4 billion Support for children’s programs 

increases by 3% annually 

Multilateral 
Early Learning 
and Child Care 

Framework

Employment 
& Social 

Development 
Canada (ESDC) 

$399.3 million
Payments to provinces and 
territories for early learning 

and child care

Income 
transfers to 
individuals

Canada 
Learning Bond 

ESDC

$180 million
Supports access to post-secondary 

education for children from 
low-income families 

Canada 
Education 

Savings Grant 
$995 million

Payments to Registered Education 
Savings Plan (RESP) to encourage 
parents to save for their children's 

post-secondary education

Canada Child 
Benefit $24.9 billion

Consolidates a number of child 
payments. indexed to the cost of 
living. Pays maximum of $6,496 
for a child under 6 years old, and 

$5,591 for children 6 to 17 years old 

Tax
measures 

Child Care 
Expense 

Deduction 

Finance 

$1.41 billion 

$8,000 per child under age 7, 
$5,000 per child between 7 and 16 
years of age and infirm dependent 
children over age 16, and $11,000 
for a child eligible for the Disability 
Tax Credit, regardless of their age

investment Tax 
Credit for Child 

Care Spaces 
$500,000 Estimate. Numbers under 

$500,000 are not detailed 

Exemption from 
GST for Child 

Care 
$190 million Child care services are  

exempt from GST

Teacher and 
Early Childhood 
Educator School 

Supply Tax 
Credit 

$5 million

Teachers and early childhood 
educators may claim a 15% 

refundable tax credit based on 
an amount of up to $1,000 in 

expenditures made in a taxation 
year for eligible supplies

Community 
Grants

Children's 
Special 

Allowances 
ESDC $337 million

Payments to agencies that care 
for children i.e. child welfare 

agencies. The monthly amount 
for a child under the age of six is 

$541.33 and for a child 
6 to 17 years old is $456.75

Government of Canada, 2019 Akbari & McCuaig, in press
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FIGURE 4.2b 

FEDERAL INVESTMENTS IN EARLY LEARNING  
AND CHILD CARE FOR ABORIGINAL COMMUNITIES

Policy Program Name Type Annual 
Expenditures Description

Programs for 
Aboriginal 
Children

Aboriginal Head 
Start Urban 

and Northern 
Communities

Public Health 
Agency of Canada

(PHAC)
$34.8 million 

Part day preschool for 
children 3-5 years old 
in urban and northern 

communities

Aboriginal Head 
Start on Reserve 

indigenous Services 
Canada $47.3 million

Part day preschool for 
children 3-5 years old in 

First Nations communities

First Nations and 
inuit Child Care 

initiative

Employment and 
Social Development 

Canada (ESDC) 
$50 million 

Child care services for First 
Nations and inuit parents 
employed or participating 

in a training program

Early Learning 
and Child Care 
(ELCC) Accord 

ESDC $119.5 million Supporting early learning 
and child care

Métis Nation 
Early Learning 
and Child Care 
(ELCC) Accord

ESDC $39.3 million Part of the ELCC Accord 
pertaining to Métis children

Supporting 
inuit Children ESDC $30 million interim funding to support 

services for inuit children

Child Care 
on Reserve 
(ON, AB)

Crown indigenous 
Relations and 

Northern Affairs 
Canada

(CiRNAC)

$21 million 

Federal/provincial cost 
sharing agreement where 

Ottawa reimburses 
ON and AB for their  
share of spending for 
on reserve child care 

Grants ESDC $34.6 million

Grants to Aboriginal 
non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs) to 
develop early intervention 
programs for preschool 

children and their families

Government of Canada, 2019 Akbari & McCuaig, in press

Federal funds flow to the provinces and territories through bilateral agreements, which include 

action plans to meet the framework’s objectives. Approximately $1.2 billion over three years 

supports phase one of the agreements, which will be updated and renewed in 2020. Each juris-

diction receives a base payment of $2 million, plus a per capita allocation determined by the 

population of children 0 to 6 years of age. Over the course of the framework, $95 million will 

go toward research and evaluation and $100 million is dedicated to innovation.28
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Early learning and child care programs for Indigenous children and families are supported 

by $1.7 billion over 10 years starting in 2018–2019. First Nations receive $1.02 billion, $111 

million supports programming for Inuit families and $450 million goes to Métis families.29 

This Indigenous Early Learning and Child Care Framework responds to the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission of Canada’s Call to Action #12 to develop culturally appropriate 

early childhood education programs for Indigenous families.30 

In addition to federal efforts, provinces and territories have also increased funding for 

ECE. Budgets for 2018 saw a $1.2 billion31 increase over 2014, bringing total spending for early 

learning and child care to over $12 billion. Although this represents between 1 percent and  

4.5 percent of provincial and territorial spending, it is considerably below spending levels in 

most OECD countries.32 A bump in funding is anticipated as provinces and territories add their 

own investments to federal transfers.

Most jurisdictions have also taken additional steps to improve access, program quality and 

oversight for ECE. Kindergarten for 5-year-olds is Canada’s only universal early years program 

and the only preschool program most children will experience. Although voluntary in all 

jurisdictions, with the exception of Prince Edward Island, Nova Scotia and New Brunswick, 95 

percent of eligible children across the country attend. Four jurisdictions offer half-day kinder-

garten, while a full-day program is provided in the rest, covering 70 percent of 5-year-olds.33

 FIGURE 4.3

ENROLMENT IN SCHOOL-OPERATED ECE PROGRAMS (2019) 

Not all provinces include students attending private schools or First Nations schools in their kindergarten calculations.  
AB Pre-K enrolment includes 2–4 year olds. SK Pre-K enrolment includes 3 & 4 year olds.

Akbari & McCuaig, in press
 

Province/ 
Territory

Total
4 year old 
population

% attending 
Pre-Kindergarten

Total
5 year old 
population

% attending 
Kindergarten

Full day Part day Full day Part day 

NL 4,641 5,107 96%

PE 1,554 1,592 95%

NS 8,911 34% 8,844 97%

NB 7,322 7,361 96%

QC 90,507 12% 91,352 98%

ON 145,569 86% 145,353 93%

MB 16,593 17% 16,298 90%

SK 14,924 34% 15,130 91%

AB 53,772 26% 53,974 8% 90%

BC 45,400 45,684 99.9%

NU 802 769 100%

NT 660 84% 684 94%

YK 490 9% 455 98%

Total 391,145   41% 392,603 96%
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Almost 125,000 children in Ontario attend full-day kindergarten for 4-year-olds. Full-day 

junior kindergarten is also offered in the Northwest Territories and is being rolled out in Nova 

Scotia. Schools in Whitehorse, Yukon, offer full-day preschool. Quebec is expanding its full-day 

4-year-old program beginning in low-income communities, and Newfoundland is holding 

public consultations about introducing 4-year-old kindergarten.34

Access to at least part-time programs is available for preschoolers in vulnerable 

circumstances in Saskatchewan and Alberta, and nursery school is widely available in 

Manitoba. In addition, many schools in British Columbia and Ontario offer part-time parent/

child drop-in activities. Overall, about 40 percent of 4-year-olds receive their early education 

in schools.35 This accounts for much of the increase in ECE participation and builds on the 

infrastructure that exists in public education.

Across the country, regulated child care has grown to over 1 million spaces, an increase  

of 150,000 spaces since 2014.36 Ontario accounts for most of these new spaces.

FIGURE 4.4 

CHANGE IN NUMBER OF REGULATED CHILD CARE SPACES BY PROVINCE / TERRITORY 

Province / Territory 2014 2017 2019
Percentage Change 
from 2014 to 2019

Newfoundland 7,815 8,142 8,378 6.7%

Prince Edward Island 4,262 4,860 5,060 15.8%

Nova Scotia 17,509 18,855 19,490 10.2%

New Brunswick 24,556 27,690 28,200 12.9%

Quebec 251,193 264,425 270,225 7.0%

Ontario 311,297 406,395 427,032 27.1%

Manitoba 32,555 34,285 35,024 7.0%

Saskatchewan 14,025 15,269 17,784 21.2%

Alberta 97,930 126,165 126,915 22.8%

British Columbia 100,001 105,900 107,270 6.8%

Nunavut 1,140 1,089 1,109 -2.8%

Northwest Territories 2,361 1,865 1,981 -19.2%

Yukon 1,243 1,232 1,334 6.8%

Canada 865,887 1,016,172 1,049,802 17.5%

Akbari & McCuaig, in press
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RESULTS CAN BE REALIZED IN YEARS, NOT DECADES  
In the third Early Years Study in 2011, researchers from the University of Toronto developed a 

scale that assessed the quality of early education and child care in each province and territory.37 

Nineteen benchmarks, organized into five equally weighted categories, assign a total of 15 

points to evaluate governance structures, funding levels, access, quality in early learning 

environments and the rigour of accountability mechanisms.38 

In 2011, most provinces scored toward the bottom of the assessment. By 2017, most 

provinces had showed improvements.

 FIGURE 4.5

EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION REPORT PROGRESS*

2011 / 2014 / 2017
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3
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6.5
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7
7
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2014
2017 5

201 1
2014
2017

6.5
8

201 1
2014

N/A
N/A

N/A

N/A
N/A

2017 5.5

*Based on a scale of 1-15, the Early Childhood Education Report assesses provincial and territorial frameworks for ECE 
 in Canada. Nineteen benchmarks, organized into five equally weighted categories evaluate governance structures, 

funding levels, access, quality in early learning environments, and the rigour of accountability mechanisms.

McCain, Mustard & McCuaig, 2011 Akbari & McCuaig, 2014, 2017
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5
RETHINKING EARLY 
CHILDHOOD EDUCATION 
GOOD EDUCATION CARES AND GOOD CARE EDUCATES

Families raising young children need all the support they can get. In 

international assessments, Canada scores in the middle to low range in 

terms of family supports.1 We do a good job providing public education and 

maternal/child health care and have improved financial supports for children. 

The enhanced Canada Child Benefit, for example, raised more than 270,000 

children out of poverty during its first full year of operation in 2017.2 It is 

between the end of parental leave and the beginning of elementary schooling 

that supports for families with young children break down, and public policy is 

confused about what to do. 

Behind the confusion are the dueling views of preschool. Is it primarily a child-minding service 

designed to care for children while their parents work? Or is it a child development program, 

the first tier of education? Alternatively, could the needs of families with young children be 

addressed through a combination of home visits, drop-in programs or by having families use 

library, recreation and other community services? While early childhood education programs 

obviously serve the needs of both parents and children, whether public policy views the parent 

or the child as the primary user strongly influences the program design, who runs it and the 

type and extent of the oversight. 

Seen primarily as a support for parents in the workforce, child care takes a variety of 

forms. It may be provided by unmonitored caregivers in a home setting or in government 

licensed homes or centres. Tax deductions may offset some costs for higher-income earners, 

while low-income families using licensed care may qualify for subsidies to reduce their fees.3 

Licensed or not, child care remains a market service, dominated by for-profit providers and 

plagued by quality concerns.4, 5 
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LINKING ECE TO PUBLIC EDUCATION
The idea of creating an early childhood system linked to public education was introduced in 

Early Years Study 26 in 2007 and detailed in With Our Best Future in Mind,7 the 2009 report to the 

Ontario government introducing full-day kindergarten for 4- and 5-year-olds. The report 

envisioned the transformation of elementary schools into child and family centres, welcoming 

infants to adolescents and operating year-round. The report argued that all the elements already 

exist in the hodgepodge of child care, public health, education and family support services to 

create a consolidated program that could actually work for families. 

The provinces and territories have been experimenting with public education to expand 

early learning opportunities. Education comes with a readymade infrastructure of oversight, 

facilities and human resources. Underused schools are a smarter and less costly alternative to 

creating an entirely new early years system from the ground up. Full-day kindergarten, which 

is now in place in most provinces and territories, makes a natural starting point. A report 

by the Conference Board of Canada8 describes how governments could expand ECE, first by 

ensuring that all 5-year-olds receive a full-day program and then by growing opportunities 

for younger children. Starting with comprehensive parental leave of 18 months, it would be 

possible to bridge the gap between parental leave and formal schooling.

Quebec has grasped this concept by enriching its parental leave and expanding educational 

child care for preschoolers. Full-day kindergarten begins at age 5 and is expanding to include 

4-year-olds. In addition, Quebec schools are required to provide out-of-school care for children 

up to age 12. Ontario requires school boards to respond to parental demand for before- and 

after-school care for children aged 4 to 12 years. Nova Scotia is including after-hours care as 

part of the rollout of its school-based, pre-primary program for 4-year-olds. Parents appreciate 

these efforts. Where full-day school programming is provided, the vast majority of families 

enroll their children.9 

CHILD CARE COSTS
When it comes to the care of younger children, parents get what they can rather than what 

they want. About two-thirds of parents of young children regularly use some form of child 

care.10 Nevertheless, nowhere does access to care meet the demand. Nationwide, about one in 

three children under the age of 5 years attends a licensed child care program. 

Licensed child care is expensive. Child care costs have increased at two to three times the 

rate of inflation.11 Prince Edward Island and Manitoba cap fees at selected centres ($586 and 

$451 per month for preschoolers respectively). Newfoundland and Labrador top up the wages 

of child care workers in centres that agree to a provincial fee schedule. Alberta and British 

Columbia are piloting centres where parent costs are set at $25 and $10 a day respectively.12 

In Toronto, home of Canada’s most expensive child care ($1,150/month for preschoolers), the 

number of families able to afford market costs has been tapped out.13 The city will support 

establishing new programs only if there are sufficient subsidies to offset parent fees. 

Studies find the quality of care that children receive is directly related to their parents’ 

ability to pay. Canada-wide, low- and middle-income families access fewer early learning 

services, use less centre-based care and use a greater share of their income to pay for child care 
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compared to higher-income families.14 Even in Quebec, where there are more options, for-profit 

and home care are more commonly used by parents with low incomes. Research suggests that 

these settings, on average, offer poorer quality learning experiences than centre-based care.15

DEMAND FOR CHILD CARE
No doubt child care can be a game changer for families. Quebec’s program is credited with 

opening up the workforce to more mothers; as previously mentioned, it now boasts the highest 

female labour participation rate among wealthy countries.16 But Quebec’s approach also has its 

critics. From its inception, the low fees created a hyper demand for care. Governments 

responded by opening up the doors to more home care, commercial providers and tax credits. 

The highly regulated Centres de la petite enfance, which the system was based on when it was 

established 20 years ago, now account for only 21 percent of capacity.17 

Alberta and British Columbia’s low-fee options are also in high demand. Only 122 of 

Alberta’s 831 daycare centres serving children younger than 5 years receive the additional 

government funding that allows them to offer parents a $25 a day fee. In comparison, the 

daily fee for a preschooler in a non-subsidized centre is $38. The subsidized programs use 

the funds not only to contain costs for parents, but also to enhance services, particularly for 

those families who often have difficulty accessing licensed child care. A 2018 survey by Public 

Interest Alberta found the pilot programs were 15 percent more likely to serve infants and  

12 percent more likely to offer services to children with disabilities, compared to other child 

care operators in the province. The programs were also more likely to have highly qualified 

staff and professional development opportunities.18 Demand for the pilot sites is understandably 

high, averaging 250 families on wait-lists for each centre.19 British Columbia’s $10/day plan 

began in 53 centres in 2018 and is to serve as a prototype for the program when it is expected 

to go province-wide in 2020.20 

Ontario’s 2018 plan to provide no fee enrolment for children aged 2½ to kindergarten 

focused on preschool children because Ontario has a substantial number of child care spaces 

for that age group (about 110,000).21 This means it can more easily meet demand for preschool 

care, avoiding the shortages and wait-lists that can lead to quality shortcuts. 

Prince Edward Island is also removing barriers to low-income families. Parents will no 

longer need to work full-time or pursue full-time education or training to receive a child care 

subsidy. These participatory regulations ignore the reality for many parents who are working 

on contract or in a series of part-time jobs. Even when parents are not working, their children 

are still guaranteed a minimum number of hours per week in a child care centre.22

BENEFITS OF QUALITY CARE
Child care availability and costs are drivers for parents. But from the children’s perspective, 

what happens inside the program is what counts. These are places where small children spend 

long periods, entirely reliant on the adults who organize their day and respond to their needs. 

There are mixed results on the developmental benefits of centre-based care for infants 

and toddlers. Group programs for very young children are not necessarily harmful, but 
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children blossom in settings with their peers starting around the age of 2 years. Researchers 

at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education (OISE) have tracked successive cohorts of 

4- and 5-year-old children, including those who did and did not attend full-day preschool. 

The study showed that children in the full-day program scored higher on reading, writing and 

number knowledge than those who attended the half-day program.23 They also scored higher 

on self-regulation, which is the capacity to respond to life’s stresses and is a strong predictor 

of academic achievement. Additionally, children who attended full-day kindergarten were 

significantly more likely to meet provincial academic expectations in Grade 3.24 

In addition to academic advantages, children reported that they enjoyed preschool. 

Observations showed that children were more engaged and self-regulated when they were 

playing. OISE’s research findings align with other major studies,25, 26, 27 showing positive 

outcomes are most pronounced when children attend preschool on a regular basis (at least 

20 hours per week) for two or more years. 

ECE WORKFORCE CHALLENGES
As early childhood policies and systems evolve, creating new challenges and new requirements, 

the content and expectations regarding the ECE workforce are also changing. Outside forces, 

including the increasing impact of technology, changing family structures, new forms of 

diversity, migration and other complex societal challenges all influence children’s lives and 

their opportunities to be active learners. 

While more demands are being placed on the early childhood workforce, the infrastructure 

supporting programs, particularly licensed child care, remains weak. 

Turnover among early childhood educators is high and creates serious challenges for 

centres and the children and families they serve. Preliminary results from research conducted 

by the Atkinson Centre at OISE indicate a critical educator shortage. By a conservative estimate, 

15,000 positions that should be filled by an educator with recognized qualifications are not. 

Meeting federal expansion goals for 40,000 more spaces would require an additional 8,000 

trained staff.28 Meanwhile, jurisdictions are trying to increase the density of qualified staff in 

licensed programs and are looking for educators with degrees to take on leadership positions. 

Educator shortages are tied to wages and working conditions. The average annual 

turnover rate for early childhood teachers is 26 percent in licensed child care settings and 8 

percent in publicly operated programs.29 Frequent teacher turnover and lack of consistency of 

care, especially in the formative years, can have harmful effects on children and the learning 

process. Compounding the problem, when teachers leave their jobs it is difficult to recruit 

qualified replacements, which prolongs the negative impact. Administrators say the most 

common reason educators leave their jobs is low pay. In 2016, the average annual salary for 

child care professionals was $31,000, well below the $37,542 poverty line for a family of four.30

Levels of public spending are also related to staff compensation. Wages have been a 

priority for most provinces and territories. For some jurisdictions, wage supplements are their 

single biggest ECE investment. For example, Ontario tops up the wages of child care staff by 

$2/hour or $4,160 annually for full-time positions earning less than $26.68/hour.31 Yukon 

contributes up to $18,720 annually for each staff member depending on the level of educator 
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qualification.32 Similarly, Newfoundland adds $13,500 a year to the salaries of lead educators and 

$15,600 to centre directors.33 The Newfoundland program is not without its challenges; some 

operators have refused to join, denying their staff the wage top-up and parents the reduced 

fees (the wage grant is tied to operators capping parent fees). The province also maintains 

an administrative burden by sending individual cheques to staff. The Northwest Territories 

provides a similar supplement.34 New Brunswick provides major wage supplements directly 

to operators, while Alberta enhances staff wages for child care operators meeting accredited 

quality standards. British Columbia is phasing in a $2 an hour wage increase, Manitoba has a 

wage floor35 and Quebec36 and Prince Edward Island37 have province-wide wage grids.

Jurisdictions have also implemented other measures to support the ECE workforce, 

including training bursaries, hiring incentives and bonuses for continuous employment.

Educator turnover is greater in licensed child care settings than in publicly-operated 

programs. Early childhood teachers in the publicly operated programs receive higher salaries 

and employer-provided benefits, unlike many of those who care for and educate young children 

in community-based settings.38 

In terms of benefits, fewer than half of all centre-based teachers receive retirement 

benefits, health insurance and paid maternity leave as contrasted with their counterparts in 

publicly operated programs, nearly all of whom receive employer-provided benefits. Educators 

working in publicly operated programs (e.g., schools, municipal, post-secondary) also tend 

to be more satisfied with their work life, citing professional development opportunities and 

access to other staff, amenities and resources. These educators not only enjoy the highest wages 

and enhanced benefits, they also credit their career satisfaction to being able to practise with 

autonomy and shape the early learning environment for children.39 

Attracting and retaining a qualified early childhood workforce is the primary challenge for 

policy-makers. Wages and benefits are important, but most staff members are seeking the respect 

that should come from those who contribute to children’s foundational experiences. Research 

indicates that higher levels of education and training can help improve teachers’ interactions 

with children in ways that positively affect learning.40 Studies also suggest that educators can 

more effectively promote and support young children’s cognitive, social and emotional growth 

when they know how to capitalize on this period of critical early brain development. 

In addition to improving the quality of teaching, stronger preparation requirements 

may help to professionalize the early childhood workforce. The resulting higher pay, in turn, 

would attract better quality recruits, reduce turnover and provide greater incentives to ongoing 

improvement of practice. 
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6
THE NEXT STEP
CANADA CAN DO BETTER

Early childhood advocates and Canadian parents outside Quebec have long 

envied the generous family supports offered in many other countries and 

lamented their absence here. With one in two children age 5 and younger 

regularly attending an early childhood education program, Canada ranks  

33 out of 35 members of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation  

and Development (OECD), where enrolment for this age group averages  

70 percent.1 Canadians outside Quebec also pay much more of their income 

on early education and care (19 percent of net income) compared to the  

OECD average (12 percent).2

FIGURE 6.1

CANADA’S ECE ENROLMENT RATES COMPARED TO OTHER OECD COUNTRIES

ECE ENROLMENT FOR 0-5 YEAR OLDS IN OECD COUNTRIES

OECD Average 70%
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OECD Average 34%
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Perhaps the biggest difference between Canada and the majority of its counterparts is the 

expectation in the OECD that young children, at least those between the ages of 3 and 5 years, 

will participate in an ECE program. Preschool as the norm for all children reduces stigma and 

barriers to enrolment, increasing participation from families across the income spectrum. It 

also frames early education as something that children deserve for their own well-being and 

development, rather than a service primarily to help parents work. Neurologists and psychologists 

unanimously agree that quality early childhood education can have long-lasting consequences 

for brain development and cognitive and behavioural preparation for school. This agreement 

helps silence the debate that burdens parents, particularly mothers, who can be harshly judged 

or who judge themselves if they place their children in an early years program while 

participating in the workforce.

The earnings of mothers are important to the financial well-being of families. Considerable 

evidence indicates that women’s career paths and earnings can be reduced by time out of the 

labour market to care for small children. Considering that 50 percent of Canadian couples 

separate after 10 years,3 long periods of absence from the labour force can have severe financial 

consequences for lone mothers and their children.

Universal preschool has its critics. Some argue that universal programs are too costly, and 

that making access universal detracts from the pressing needs of low-income children. The 

evidence from Quebec suggests it is in fact less costly to care for the special needs of disadvantaged 

children under a universal rather than a targeted system. By foregoing the stigma of targeted 

programs, universal approaches are more effective at delivering better quality programming and 

boosting the participation of the most at-risk children, particularly when combined with targeted 

recruitment and enriched resources for marginalized communities.4 

Universal early childhood education attracts so many more women into the labour force 

that the additional tax revenue from their earnings and economies in social transfers far exceed 

the cost of the program, even when the parental fee is very modest.5 This in turn leaves a 

financial surplus to enrich programming for disadvantaged children.

Others are concerned that universal access for preschoolers leaves infants and toddlers 

behind, that preschool hours do not meet the needs of working parents or that schools will 

push academic learning on children not yet ready for its rigour. These trepidations reflect a 

limited understanding of the evidence, rather than the failings of universality. For instance, 

universal access does not need to mean “free”. All children could be entitled to a core day of 

preschool without fees—some OECD countries guarantee a minimum number of hours a 

week—with parents paying for additional hours to cover their work needs. Similarly, many 

countries that started with universal access for 4- and 5-year-olds subsequently expanded 

services for younger children, suggesting that universal preschool may open the door to broader 

support for early childhood provision rather than closing the door on infants and toddlers. 

Nor does universal access mean that programs need to be provided exclusively through 

public schools. Delivering early childhood programs through public education makes sense in the 

Canadian context due to public education’s comprehensive infrastructure, but alternatives could 

ensure strong support for the sector. For example, some countries designate municipalities or 

other public entities as their delivery agents. Others supplement public provision with community 

providers, as long as they meet public standards. Finally, experiences in Canada and abroad find that 
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early education’s approach to play-based learning wends its way up to influence pedagogy in the 

older grades and is a protection against only direct instruction and structured academic learning. 

Even the leading countries experience challenges. Many are similar to our own. In some 

jurisdictions, government oversight draws a line between “education” offered by schools and 

poorly resourced “care” delivered by commercial and community agencies. Every country 

struggles to elevate the prestige of early childhood educators and recruit a workforce that is 

reflective of the communities served. Inequities in access in rural and remote communities and 

among historically marginalized populations also need to be addressed. And even countries that 

have secured significant spending for young children must work to protect it. 

The countries that currently lead the way in early childhood access may have adopted 

different models of delivery, but they shared a common vision of early education as a public 

good requiring public leadership. For Canada, this means building systems for early education 

and care guided by the following principles:

 1. EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION AS AN ENTITLEMENT: Without being mandatory, a legal 

entitlement makes children’s participation in preschool the norm, whether or not their 

parents engage in paid work. Entitlement emphasizes the educational nature of the 

investment and protects ECE from political shifts and economic downturns. 

 2. UNIVERSAL PROVISION: The goal is for all children to participate in a single universal early 

education and care system. Universal access, with special outreach to marginalized groups, 

promotes social and economic integration, consistent quality and positive peer effects 

among children from different backgrounds. 

 3. STRONG PUBLIC INFRASTRUCTURE: It is essential that early education have its own home 

within government. It needs a department with a mandate and resources to ensure that 

preschool is available, that children enjoy high quality programming, and that the ECE 

workforce is well prepared and receives adequate compensation and support. Early 

education departments are correctly located within broader education ministries to support 

the continuum of learning from early childhood and beyond. 

 4. ADEQUATE PUBLIC FUNDING: Funding structures must ensure that costs are not a barrier  

to participation. This means either free enrolment or developing a fee structure that is 

progressive to ensure early education is affordable for all. Affordability needs to include 

middle-income families who often do not qualify for government subsidies. 

Meeting these goals will require an increase in funding. To reach the average OECD enrolment 

level of 70 percent for children 0 – 5 years would require an increase in spending from the 

current $12.1 billion that Canada spends, to $20 billion annually. (Costs are based on attaining 

70 percent enrolment for children 0 – 5 years old, funded at the rate of $12,400 per space — 

Quebec’s level — for the provinces and $18,000 per space in the territories to reflect additional 

costs in the Far North.) With the expanded parental leave, it is assumed that most of the 

increase in capacity will be for older children in the 0 – 5 year old cohort. 
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Provinces and territories will determine their own delivery and funding models including 

a possible parental fee structure to supplement public funding. Economists have argued the 

benefits of no fee,6 but options may include free ECE for the equivalent of a full school day 

with an affordable parental fee for an extended day. A modest flat fee could be waived for low-

income families similar to the one found in Quebec or a sliding scale fee with a low cap.

The majority of current spending comes from the provinces and territories, with the 

federal government contributing only $1.8 billion of the $12.1 billion spent through the Canada 

Social Transfer and the bilateral agreements for Early Learning and Child Care. Since the 

provinces and territories have done much of the heavy lifting for young children to date, it 

would be appropriate for the federal government to make up the majority of the $8 billion 

shortfall. Since Ottawa is also the greatest beneficiary of tax revenues from enhanced maternal 

labour force participation, this provides an additional rationale for the federal government to 

make the larger contribution. To manage expansion, spending should increase by $1 billion a 

year until the shortfall is covered. 

The figures are big, but so are the payoffs. James Heckman, a Nobel Laureate in 

economics, argues that the earlier the investment in human development, the greater the 

return on investment.7 Canadian economists estimate a long-term $6 return for every public 

dollar spent as Canada reaps the benefits from improved maternal labour force participation, 

reduced inequality, better social integration of marginalized groups and improved educational 

outcomes for children.8 

Some jurisdictions in Canada are on their way. Others have reduced capacity and will 

need more support. While the design and oversight of early childhood education is a provincial 

and territorial responsibility, the federal government has a duty to ensure equity of services for 

all children across Canada. 

In addition, the federal government is directly responsible for supporting comparable 

programming for Indigenous families. It alone has the capacity to support pan-Canadian 

research and innovation and to provide transparent reporting to Canadians on the well-being 

of their children. 

While Canada may lag behind other countries on early childhood indicators, we can 

learn from their experiences. By customizing international evidence to solutions based on 

Canada’s values, its unique federal system and provincial/territorial/Indigenous and local 

circumstances—we can help accelerate our progress. 
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 FIGURE 6.2 

SPENDING REQUIRED BY PROVINCE / TERRITORY FOR CANADA TO 
REACH OECD AVERAGE ECE ENROLMENT OF 70% FOR 0-5 YEAR OLDS*

current spending shortfall

*Calculations based on $12,400 per child in the provinces 
and $18,000 per child in the territories

OECD, 2017 Akbari & McCuaig, in press
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BECOMING
A CAPABLE CHILD  
Dr. V. Angela James

The “capable person” concept originated in the mid-1990s from the Northwest Territories 

(NWT) Indigenous curriculum documents that highlight the Dene1 and Inuit2 

perspectives on raising and 

educating children.

A capable person is one who 

has integrity in relationships that 

honour the self, others, the land 

and the spiritual world.3 Through 

these relationships, a capable person 

grows and develops a more expansive 

understanding of the physical, mental, 

emotional and spiritual—the four parts 

of human development.4 

These are the critical elements 

that Elders envision for their children 

so they can become, be and believe as 

capable beings who grow and develop 

into healthy adults, contributing their 

gifts and strengths to family, home, 

early childhood centres, schools and 

community. 
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 FIGURE AJ1

A CHILD IS A CAPABLE PERSON

Dene Kede, 1993 inuuqatigiit, 1996
Western and Northern Canadian Protocol, 2000
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As a Métis educator and researcher, my bicultural perspective has informed my work. Drawing 

on life-experience narratives of NWT Elders, a metaphor emerged for looking at NWT early 

education in the form of an Indigenous tipi. This concept frames the processes of raising 

children as similar to the raising of an Indigenous tipi.

The tipi metaphor brings meaning to the discussion of how an individual develops 

into a capable person and what influences that growth. There are four structures: the centre 

with its grounding influences of the circle of self and identity; the tripod of relationality 

that encourages searching for meaning in time, people and place; the spirals emanating from 

the centre of the narrative space, with their recurring influences of the ancient and spiritual 

teachings of Elders’ stories; and the “canvas” covering the tipi that represents the outside 

influence surrounding children as they grow and develop into capable people.

 FIGURE AJ2 

SIMILAR GOALS – DIFFERENT LANGUAGE,  
BRIDGING WESTERN AND INDIGENOUS EARLY LEARNING CURRICULA 
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James, 2018
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 FIGURE AJ3

By embedding a capable person philosophy, pedagogy and practice into the curricula of early 

childhood centres and schools, educators are able to address the continuum of education and 

respect children in all stages of their growth and development. In their Indigenous curriculum, 

the NWT Dene Elders agree that such an approach is not only generative, but also honourable:

“Among the Dene, it is said that the child is born with integrity. The child has 

worth. It is the birth right of the Dene child to be acknowledged and respected 

for this. The child who is not respected cannot become what it is meant to 

be. . . that is a capable person.” (p. vxi)5

As the child grows and develops into a capable person, it is critical that Indigenous 

education values, beliefs and ways of knowing have space in the early years dialogue. Educators 

need to pay attention to and practise wakefulness6 in integrating culturally relevant approaches 

as they relate to the early years. For example, educators need to acknowledge and act upon key 

Indigenous values and beliefs relating to children, including: 

•  The reverential attitude toward the child in Indigenous families 

•  Parents as the first teachers 

•  Grandparents’ (Elders) love for children as the closest love the Creator has for humankind

•  The critical importance of identity and self

•  Honouring place, people and history

•  Spiral guides and spiral learning

•  Spirituality as an extension of culture

•  Welcoming early learning environments for children, family, community and Elders 

 to create intergenerational learning spaces

© V.Angela James (2016)
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Early learning policy that acknowledges Indigenous philosophies and cares for Indigenous 

children must be included across the continuum and become a priority for policy leaders and 

educators aiming to nurture capable children. If not, the child becomes lost in two worlds 

rather than becoming strong like two people: strong in the Indigenous world as well as in the 

Western world.7 As such, it is important to apply elements from the Indigenous curriculum in 

the early years and to understand the need to balance these with Western counterparts. For 

instance, when calling on Western approaches in the early years, educators can add more 

meaning by referencing some of the Indigenous ways as outlined below:8

 FIGURE AJ4

EDUCATORS, RESEARCHERS AND SCHOLARS HAVE USED A VARIETY  
OF EXPRESSIONS IN DISCUSSING “A CAPABLE PERSON” PHILOSOPHY

By balancing these approaches, educators will create the conditions that help shape the 

development of Indigenous children who benefit from culturally sensitive early learning 

centres. In turn, the centres become beacons of hope not only for the Indigenous families who 

benefit from culturally appropriate, quality early learning, but also for all families wishing to 

reach reconciliation, relationship building and revitalization of language and culture. This will 

bring hope for children to grow and develop into the capable people they are meant to be. 

Dissertation link: http://summit.sfu.ca/item/16711

© V. Angela James – July 29, 2016 – angela_james@gov.nt.ca

“A happy,
healthy human

being.”
(Bopp et al., 1984, p.16)  

“A righteous
human being.”

(Dorian, p.34, as cited in
Goulet & Goulet, 2014)

“How to be a
good human.”
(Atleo, p.99, as cited

in Battiste, (2013)

“If you are being
a good human
being you are
accountable to
relationships.”

(Wilson, 2014)

 

“Working 
towards a

happy life.”
(Young, 2005, p.91) 

“Being more
fully human.”
(Friere 1990, p. 15) 

“I proceed
with a good mind
and a good heart,

ready to listen
and ready to act.”

(Toulouse, 2013, p.21) 

“A whole
healthy person.”

(Battiste, 2013, p.11) 

“Thinking the
highest thoughts.”

(Cajete, 2000, p.276) 

 

“Living a
good life.”

(Cajete, 1994, p.46)

A CAPABLE
PERSON

Western and Northern Canadian Protocol,  2013
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ECE PROGRAMS
HAVE MANY NAMES
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TERMS USED IN THIS REPORT 

Canada Child Benefit (CCB)
A tax-free monthly payment by the federal government made to eligible families with children 

under 18 years of age. It is intended to help with the cost of raising children. 

Continuum of Play-Based Learning
Developed at the Dr. Eric Jackman Institute of Child Study, OISE, University of Toronto, the 

continuum includes five distinct categories of play: learning through games, playful learning, 

collaboratively created play, inquiry play and free play. Each presents important opportunities 

for personal, social and academic growth, while incorporating various levels of educator 

involvement. This continuum helps to enhance the practice of play-based learning pedagogies 

for early childhood educators and primary teachers.

https://www.playlearninglab.ca

Early Childhood Education (ECE) 
Programs for young children based on an explicit curriculum and pedagogy, delivered by 

qualified staff and designed to support children’s development and learning. Settings may 

include child care centres, HeadStart, nursery schools, preschools, pre or junior kindergarten, 

playgroups, family resource centres and kindergarten. Attendance is regular and children may 

participate on their own or with a parent or caregiver. 

Early Childhood Educators 
Adults who work directly with children in early childhood education settings have early 

childhood education (ECE) post-secondary education credentials and are recognized by 

provincial/territorial legislation as qualified to teach in licensed child care, nursery school, 

preschool or kindergarten programs.

Early Childhood Education Report (ECER) 
An assessment of provincial and territorial frameworks for early childhood education in Canada. 

The report is made up of nineteen benchmarks organized into five equally weighted categories 

evaluating governance structures, funding levels, access, quality in early learning environments 

and monitoring mechanisms. The ECER is produced every three years by the Atkinson Centre 

for Society and Child Development, OISE, University of Toronto in consultation with provincial, 

territorial and federal government officials. 

http://ecereport.ca/en/

Early Development Instrument (EDI)
An assessment of children’s development from the Offord Centre for Child Studies, McMaster 

University. Completed by kindergarten teachers, the EDI measures a child’s ability to meet 

age-appropriate developmental benchmarks in physical health and well-being, social 

competence, emotional maturity, language and cognitive development, communication skills 

and general knowledge.
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Employment Insurance (EI) 
A federally-run government program that provides income support to unemployed Canadians 

while they seek employment or upgrade their skills. It also provides maternity and parental 

benefits during pregnancy and to those caring for newborns and newly adopted children. 

Workers are eligible for EI benefits if they have paid premiums in the past year, and meet 

qualifying and entitlement conditions. 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 
A monetary measure of value of a country’s economic activity. It is the sum of the market 

values or prices of the goods and services that are produced in a country’s economy during a 

period of time.

Margaret and Wallace McCain Family Foundation (MWMFF) 
A champion of high quality early childhood education for all young children in Canada. 

The aim of the Foundation is to increase public investment in early childhood education 

systems that feature sound governance, quality learning environments and qualified educators.

http://mwmccain.ca

Multilateral Early Learning and Child Care Framework
A mechanism to flow federal funding to provinces and territories, the framework focuses on 

creating child care services for vulnerable families, including those marginalized by geography, 

income, family status, language, non-standard work, disability or culture. It includes a 

commitment to improve data collection and information about the status of early learning and 

child care and children under 6 years of age. A complimentary framework was developed for 

Indigenous early learning and child care.

https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/early-learning-child-

care/reports/2017-multilateral-framework.html

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
A group of 34 democratic countries that discuss and develop economic and social policy. Its stated 

goals include fostering economic development and cooperation, fighting poverty and ensuring the 

environmental impact of growth and social development is always considered. Over the years, 

the OECD has dealt with a range of issues such as raising the standard of living in member 

countries, contributing to the expansion of world trade and promoting economic stability.

http://www.oecd.org/canada/

Preschool 
A term with multiple meanings that references a particular age group. ‘Preschool’ can refer to 

all children from birth to entry to school, kindergarten or Grade 1, or ages 2 to 4 years. It may 

also refer to early childhood education programs typically offered for children from ages 2 to 4. 
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Special Educational Needs (SEN)
A term that refers to children with learning or developmental challenges that make it harder 

for them to learn than most children their age. 

Socio-Economic Status (SES)
The social and economic standing of individuals or groups. SES typically includes a combination 

of measures of education, income and occupation. 

Vulnerable 
Children who are experiencing learning, behaviour or health difficulties that are likely to 

interfere with their later academic and life success. Children are assessed for vulnerability in 

kindergarten using the Early Development Instrument (EDI) tool. A child deemed ‘vulnerable’ at 

this stage is behind their peers in areas such as academic learning, getting along with others 

and managing emotions. Vulnerability at age 5 is often a predictor of problems in later school 

years and beyond.

https://edi.offordcentre.com 
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