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Policy makers, advocates and experts agree that the current delivery of
early childhood development programs is fragmented. Many point to
the education system as a better alternative for a more coherent
approach that has the necessary infrastructure in place in communi-
ties, and is well placed to meet the needs of all young children and
their families. In other jurisdictions, early childhood development
programs have moved into education. In Canada, provincial and local
school authorities are taking on more early childhood programs.
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Les programmes de la petite enfance et le
systéme d’éducation

Les décideurs, les défenseurs et les experts conviennent que la prestation
actuelle des programmes de développement de la petite enfance est
fragmentée. Nombreux sont ceux qui avancent que le syst¢tme d’éducation
constituerait une approche plus cohérente, car il est déja doté de
linfrastructure nécessaire dans les collectivités et est bien placé pour
répondre aux besoins de tous les jeunes enfants et de leur famille. Dans
d’autres territoires de compétence, les programmes de développement de la
petite enfance sont déja intégrés a I'éducation. Au Canada, les conseils
scolaires provinciaux et locaux acceptent davantage de programmes de
développement de la petite enfance.

Mothers and their newborns connect with physicians
and our universal health care system. Most infants
and toddlers are immunized by a health care practitioner.
The next universal touch point is the school system at entry
to kindergarten. Between ages 18 months and four or five
years, families pretty much fend for themselves. Until chil-
dren enter the school system, they find a chaotic landscape
of programs and services: from playgroups to organized,
regulated child care programs; from parenting tips on super-
market bulletin boards to family resource programs and
home visiting services that offer early learning opportunities
and parenting support; and from do-it-yourself develop-
mental checklists to extensive early identification and
intervention services (1). It is a bewildering mix that is dif-
ficult for parents to navigate. Different programs have dif-
ferent costs and/or eligibility criteria. Quality assurance is
mostly left up to parents. Physicians and other health care
practitioners are encouraged to look at the ‘whole’ child,
the parent-child relationship and family context, and mon-
itor overall developmental progress during immunization
and routine check-ups (2,3). They are encouraged to take
the parent-child relationship and family dynamic into
account (3). Physicians often want to make recommenda-
tions about, and referrals to, community early childhood
programs and services, but they, too, face the bewildering
mix. Once children enter the school system, there is a uni-
versal platform that physicians and others can connect to. It
may not be perfect, but health care practitioners know that

all children are entitled to the intellectual and social
environment that schools provide, and they know where to
begin if they want to recommend additional supports.

The current chaotic state of early childhood programs is
well documented (1,4-7). Public support for an integrated
early childhood system with links to public health and to
health care practitioners is gaining momentum (1,8-10).
The task is daunting because it means bringing together
loosely organized, community-based initiatives with well-
established institutions. It also means bringing together
professionals and practices that have grown up with differ-
ent disciplinary lenses on early child development.

One of the foremost divides that must be traversed if we
want to truly promote a platform or ‘first tier’ of education
for the early years is the divide between knowledge and
practice rooted in centuries-old policies and jurisdictional
divisions (1,11). Kindergarten and, increasingly, prekinder-
garten remain firmly in the education sector — a provincial/
territorial responsibility — which has a developed infrastruc-
ture, qualified teachers and a clear focus on educational
outcomes.

Meanwhile, other early childhood programs, including
child care programs, nursery schools, playgroups, preschool
and family drop-in programs, remain the subject of ongoing
debate regarding their relative risks and benefits (12).
Delivered by a poorly supported and regulated market, these
programs are frequently portrayed as the problem, rather
than the solution (13). Early childhood programs that are
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licensed child care programs are supported by a complex
regulatory environment that is different from the education
system, and is focused on minimal health and safety provi-
sions, not educational outcomes. Often, multiple ministries
or departments are involved in the delivery of early child-
hood programs. Parents pay for the majority of child care
programs. Public funding from provincial and territorial
departments and ministries varies among early childhood
programs and across provincial/territorial boundaries. The
amounts and types of various grants and fee subsidies often
change. The results are mediocre quality for children, pro-
gram instability and limited access for families (14).

In Canada, there have been some heated political
debates over where early childhood programs should take
place and who should be delivering them (15). While par-
ents confront great difficulties negotiating the split
between ‘education’ and ‘care’, advocates and experts
know that good education ‘cares’ and good child care
‘educates’.

Internationally, the trend among countries is to integrate
early childhood programs under one ministry or depart-
ment, usually education, and offer at least two (often three)
years of free, publicly funded provision before compulsory
schooling begins (7,16). The shift of early childhood pro-
grams in the education system has happened in France,
Italy, Belgium, Austria, Germany, New Zealand, Spain,
Slovenia, England, Scotland, Brazil, Iceland, Norway and
Sweden (17). In these jurisdictions, early childhood pro-
grams are set up to deliver care and education to preschool
children in one seamless program.

In Canada, many recent early childhood programs and
policies are associated with education (14,18):

e In British Columbia, early learning is part of the
mandate of schools and has resulted in the Early
Learning Program, a curriculum framework for all early
childhood programs. The recent feasibility study of
full-day kindergarten recommended pilot programs for
children four and five years of age. The government
has now announced the implementation of full-day
kindergarten in September 2010. The education
system operates more than 200 StrongStart BC
programs (family drop-in programs), mostly in school
locations.

e Saskatchewan has moved child care into the education
department and continues to expand the delivery of
prekindergarten programs by school districts for
children three and four years of age.

e Manitoba has established a ‘child care in schools’ policy,
including the use of surplus school space as a first-
choice location for child care centres.

e Prince Edward Island has moved child care programs
into the Department of Education and Early Childhood
Development. Full-day kindergarten programs will be
offered as part of the school system commencing in
September 2010.
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e New Brunswick is supporting four school-based
demonstration sites that are integrating the delivery of
care and education programs.

® In 2008, Nova Scotia cancelled a two-year pilot project
that offered early childhood programs to children four
years of age through the education system but did move
up the age eligibility, allowing younger children to enter
kindergarten.

¢ Ontario is moving toward full-day programming for
children four to 12 years of age delivered within the
education system, and the shift of all early childhood
programming for children up to four years of age into the
education ministry.

e As part of the school system, Quebec offers full-day
kindergarten and out-of-school programming to all
children aged five years and to some aged four years.

[t makes sense to have education as the home base for
early childhood programs. Its primary focus is on all chil-
dren. Education values lifelong learning and recognizes that
children are learners from birth. A strong infrastructure
exists within education including financing, data systems,
training, support, curriculum, evaluation and research.
Education is a publicly recognized, familiar system that
enjoys a high level of confidence in Canada (19).

Many have concerns about bringing early childhood
programs into education (15). The concerns revolve around
two issues: ‘schoolification’” and ‘cherry-picking’.
Schoolification is the label given to the phenomena of
pushing down primary school academic work into prepri-
mary programs. Early childhood programs are viewed merely
as preparation for success in grade one, justifying attempts
to fast-track children’s early reading and math skills.
Cherry-picking happens when schools and the education
system take on only the easier-to-deliver segments of pro-
gramming, such as part-day programs or lower cost family
drop-in programs, while ignoring the needs of working par-
ents and their children for continuity and stability. Both of
these concerns can be addressed if education moves forward
to integrate care and education, rather than creating more
new programs (20,21).

From a policy perspective, moving early childhood pro-
gram delivery to education puts it forward as part of the
public good — a resource that brings benefits to users and
nonusers alike and is, therefore, deserving of public resour-
ces. As long as early learning remains a market service, it
will be difficult to make real progress. The integration of
early childhood programs and kindergarten for young chil-
dren and their families builds a platform that can incorpor-
ate a host of family support, public health and early
intervention initiatives (22). Consequently, the crosswalk
between primary health care and a unified early childhood
program platform within the public education system
becomes a much more efficient and effective process than
the current landscape facing health care practitioners,
young children and their families.
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