EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION
AND FAMILY SUPPORT

This report is an excerpt from the 2015 Annual Report on Ontario’s Publicly Funded Schools.

In the last five years, the Ontario government has shifted
the responsibility of early childhood education and family
support to the Ministry of Education.

The Early Years Division now includes kindergarten programs,
extended day programs, licensed child care, parenting and
family literacy programs, programs for children with special
needs, and other family support programs. This policy decision
recognizes the importance of the early years and their link to
life long learning.

During early childhood, the brain develops at a rapid rate. The
experiences and learning environments that a child is exposed
to at this time are linked to cognitive, social, and emotional
development.! Decades of studies have shown that early child-
hood developmental processes can predict later life outcomes.?

Consequently, supports and resources in early years can be
critical. Investments in high-quality early years programs are
among the most effective, leading to more equitable
education outcomes.?

Ontario’s government has recognized the importance of

early childhood programs* and has made notable strides in
improving access to childcare and early childhood education
in recent years. Research has demonstrated that children who
attend Ontario’s full-day kindergarten program are better pre-
pared for grade 1, and exhibit higher outcomes in the areas
of social competence, communication skills, and

cognitive development.®

QUICK FACTS

* Among elementary schools with kindergarten-aged
children, 64% have before and after-school care for
kindergarten-aged students.

* Only 41% of schools with kindergarten report having
on-site child care year-round.

ACCESS TO INTEGRATED CHILD CARE

A number of new provincial policies have also sought to
improve the coordination of early learning and child care,

to ensure “seamless and integrated provision of child care
and education programs and services.” Provincial policy
mandates that school boards must provide before- and after-
school programs for kindergarten students at schools where
“there is interest from the families of at least 20 children.”®

Having a childcare centre in the school is wonderful! It

is a much easier transition for students coming into the
junior kindergarten program. It is also great for children
in the older grades who go to the before- and after-school
programs as they can simply go down the hall rather than
having to go to childcare outside of the building. From a
school perspective, this is definitely preferable as we are
not worrying whether a child has got to their

childcare safely.

Elementary school, Bluewater DSB
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In this year’s survey, we looked at the availability of on-site
child care now that Ontario has fully implemented the full-day
kindergarten program.

In schools with kindergarten, 72 percent report having on-site
child care for kindergarten-aged children, representing a steady
increase from 2011/12 (see Figure 1).

Among the schools with on-site child care for kindergarten-
aged children:

* 90% report on-site child care before school.

* 94% report on-site child care after school.

* 89% report on-site child care both before and after school.
* 41% report on-site child care year-round.

For schools with grades 1-6, 70 percent of schools report
having child care. Of these schools,

e 87% report having child care before school.

* 95% report having child care after school.

¢ 38% report having child care year round.

SEAMLESS AND INTEGRATED—PROMISING PRACTICES

School boards that directly offer before and after school pro-
grams are able to accommodate all families that request the
program. They are not limited by space and program restric-
tions. This alleviates stress for families and reduces adminis-
trative challenges for school principals.”

Strong leadership and a commitment to early learning in the
Waterloo Region and the Ottawa-Carleton District School
Boards have increased access to high quality programming
and on-site child care for thousands of families.® Both boards
provide successful examples of integrated and seamless early
learning programs for students.

Figure 1

Elementary schools reporting on-site child care for
kindergarten-aged children
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In the Waterloo Board, extended day programs are now offered
in 80 out of 87 schools, providing programs to over 4000 chil-
dren between kindergarten and grade 3. Older children attend
Youth Development Programs offered by Conestoga College
and other community partners. In the Ottawa Board, 6000
children attend before- and after-school programs in over 100
schools.

CHALLENGES TO IMPLEMENTATION

The growth in the availability of on-site child care is encour-
aging, and suggests considerable progress throughout the
province. However, a number of obstacles have persisted. In
rural areas, for example, schools may face challenges finding
child care providers or trained staff to operate before- or after-
school programs.

Only one provider was available to offer [child care] in
our area, and they declined due to being unable to find
employees to run the program in a rural area.

Elementary school, Upper Canada DSB
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Always very challenging to share classroom space.
Teachers find it invades their preparation time at beginning
and end of the day. We use every square inch of space.

Elementary school, Avon Maitland DSB

In this year’s survey, the challenges that schools commented on
most frequently related to space limitations. Space constraints
in some schools seem to be negatively influencing the seamless
integration of school and care.®

To resolve these problems, some schools have begun to pur-
chase portable facilities, construct new facilities, and partner
with local community groups to use their space.

Sharing space is a challenge, but we have excellent com-
munication and collaboration. Our board is now offering
support through some shared [professional development]
around our Early Years Strategy—very helpful in promoting
shared space and shared resources.

Elementary school, Toronto DSB

FAMILY SUPPORT PROGRAMS

The province allocates $90 million per year to support “uni-
versally accessible programs, services, and resources in easily
accessible locations.”*® These programs are organized under
Best Start Child and Family Resource Centres and include pro-
grams such as Ontario Early Years Centres, Child Care/ Family
Resource Centres, and Parenting and Family Literacy Centres.**
In its report to the Ministry of Education, the Ontario Early
Years Centre Provincial Network stressed the critical impor-
tance of an integrated system involving seamless transitions
among family support programs, child care, and school.*?

In this year’s survey, however, only 36 percent of schools
serving kindergarten-aged children indicate that they have a
family support program.

NEXT STEPS

Ontario has made great strides in improving access to
early childhood education and care. However, the integra-
tion of early learning supports across the system is a key
objective in Ontario’s early learning policy, and that goal
has not yet been realized. To ensure that all families have
access to quality early childhood supports and services,
and to ensure that Ontario has a truly seamless model
for early childhood learning and care, it is vital to address
challenges pertaining to access and integration of on-site
programs.
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