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Introduction 

The Childcare Resource and Research Unit  (CRRU) is a small early childhood education and care 
(ECEC) “think-tank” developed in the early 1980s as part of the University of Toronto’s Centre 
for Urban and Community Studies.  It became a separate non-profit organization in 2007.  This 
brief is based in part on a written brief CRRU submitted to FINA in August.  

Today I’ve been asked to address the relationship of a child care system to one of the 
committee’s six priorities—Supporting families and helping vulnerable Canadians by focusing on 
health, education and training.  
 
This brief makes the argument that Canada’s lack of a system of accessible high quality early 
childhood education and child care (ECEC) disadvantages all families, especially those who are 
vulnerable.  For children, high quality early childhood education and care is an educational 
program and a social determinant of health. For parents, especially mothers, accessible child 
care supports participation in education and training, employment and advancement. Accessible 
child care is part of the route out of poverty and—as part of a package of broader family 
supports –can contribute to good mental and physical health for parents. 
  

The state of early childhood education and child care in Canada 2014 
 
 
Child care?  Early childhood education and care?  
This brief uses both these terms. Early childhood education and child care (ECEC) is an 
aspirational term that  means blended full- and part-time care and learning programs for 
children from birth to compulsory school age, including kindergarten, recognizing  the need for 
outside-school-hours services up to age 12 in mind too. The vision is that these care and 
education programs—which play multiple roles for children, families and society—become 
blended so as to become one and the same—inseparable. International examples show that, no 
matter what the name, well-designed ECEC services can successfully blend child care, 
kindergarten and support for families into one effective program. 
    

 
As the Toronto Star noted last June, the “daycare bust” prevents Canada from meeting such 
social challenges such as the current “baby boom”, the biggest increase in the birth rate in 50 
years.  
 
Canada is one of the world’s wealthiest countries but international analyses of ECEC policy and 
provision have repeatedly given us the very lowest ratings among OECD countries (for example, 
OECD 2006 and UNICEF, 2008).  
 
The most recent Canadian data show that progress on many aspects of early childhood 
education and care is virtually stagnant, even deteriorating in some areas.    
 
Today Canadian child care fails to meet multiple social, health and educational challenges for 
children and families. Without a national child care program with significant federal funding, 
high quality ECEC remains out of reach for all but a minority of families.  
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This means that successive generations of young families—like their parents before them—
continue to struggle on a daily basis with the same limited child care options.  
 

What today’s families experience 
    

 Child care space shortages (especially for infants, Indigenous people, children with 
disabilities, rural communities and families working unusual hours);   

 Out-of-reach fees beyond many families’ finances; 

 Early childhood educators—the heart of any quality child care program—who are poorly 
paid and poorly valued;   

 Program quality that too often can’t be considered beneficial to children either 
educationally or from a health perspective;   

 Integration with the education system—kindergarten—that remains weak;  

 For many families, the only available option is unregulated child care with no public 
oversight, a “choice” that can’t be considered “educational” or “developmental” and 
occasionally turns harmful or even deadly.    

 
These failings are a direct result of years of weak public policy and inadequate, poorly directed, 
public funding.  
 

What the absence of a quality early childhood education and child care 
system means for families and vulnerable Canadians 
 
Today families of all types lose out—some more than others.  The failures of Canada’s 
inadequate child care situation crosses income, education, regional and life-style differences.  
 
Today only a minority of families — including those who are wealthy, middle class, poor, single 
parents, lawyers, precarious workers and Members of Parliament—can  find regulated child care 
spaces because for Canada as a whole, there are spaces enough to cover only 22.5% of the 0-5 
population. 
 
If parents are “lucky”, they may be able to find high quality child care that that not only allows 
them to go to work or school but benefits their children’s health, social and educational 
development.      
 
If the parents are “vulnerable”—low income, newcomers to Canada, experiencing family crisis, 
single parents, having low educational attainment, precarious employment or are Indigenous—
they are doubly disadvantaged. Not only will they have a hard time finding a high quality child 
care space but probably will be unable to pay for it if they do.   
 
And—as the research shows—children who are in poor quality child care while their parents are 
working, training or going to school are vulnerable at an early age to the potentially negative 
effects of poor quality child care.  
 

 What a high quality child care system for all could do for all of us 
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Today’s families—vulnerable or not—are united by their desire for early childhood education 
and child care that meets two criteria:    
 

 It allows them (mothers and fathers) to work, study, train and learn 
English/French; 

 It allows their children to thrive in environments where they learn through play, 
make friends and develop relationships with caring adults outside their family, 
build language and social skills and generally have a good quality of life.    

  
Changing child care to make this happen for most families would be such an opportunity for 
Canada.  Experience and the best evidence shown that if child care is well-designed, publicly-
funded, publicly-managed, high quality and accessible, it can play a key role in addressing 
multiple societal goals:   
 

 Women’s equality through employment, education and training; 

 Poverty reduction;   

 Work-family balance;   

 Social integration and social cohesion;  

 Reducing inequality;  

 Healthy child development and well-being;  

 Building economic prosperity.  
 
Unfortunately, in the absence of federal participation and leadership, Canada’s track record on 
ECEC leaves these family and societal goals unmet to the disadvantage of all Canadians, the 
Canadian economy and for ensuring Canada’s place in the world as a modern, forward-looking, 
equitable country.   
 

What should be done? 
 
All the evidence suggests that to begin developing a high quality ECEC system, we  need to move 
from our current underfunded, patchwork child care market to the publicly-managed, primarily 
publicly-funded child care system families and children need.  
 
Changing Canadian child care needs a national child care program that involves all three levels 
of government.   
 
The federal government’s role would be to develop, in collaboration with provinces/territories, 
an over-arching national policy framework including a long-term sustained funding plan to 
ensure that the system’s principles and goals can be achieved over time.   
 
This would mean a commitment by the federal government to be a major funder of the system 
and a policy leader and convener.  
 
The long-term funding plan should include commitment to transferring federal funds to the 
provinces/territories which will design, maintain and grow their ECEC systems based on the 
principles, goals, targets/timetables, accountability measures contained in the national policy 
framework.  
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The funding plan should include three main categories of funding:  
 

o Capital funding to expand services;  
o Base/operational funding to sustain services and improve remuneration of the 

ECEC workforce while keeping parent fees affordable;  
o Funding for data, research, evaluation, innovation and accountability measures. 

  
One key to changing child care for the better is that federal funding needs should be supply-side 
rather than demand-side funding.   
 
Solid evidence from Canada and other countries shows that—If public dollars are to be used in a 
maximally effectively way, demand-side funding such as income splitting, cash allowances like 
the Universal Child Care Benefit and the Child Care Expense Deduction are costly experiments 
that are demonstrably poor social and fiscal policy.  
 

First steps in the next federal budget 
 
Overall, the transformation in early childhood education and child cares suggested here will 
require a federal government whose perspectives about governments, markets and families 
support such a program.  Based on the research, analysis and the state of ECEC in Canada, in the 
next year, we intend to argue that the next government of Canada immediately begin the 
process of developing a national child care program based on the ideas presented here and the 
three key principles of universality, high quality and comprehensiveness. 
 
In the short term—the 2014 federal budget—we propose: 
 

1. That this committee recommend  including an emergency fund of $700 million in 
federal transfer payments earmarked for not-for-profit, regulated child care to 
provinces/territories/and Indigenous communities in the next federal budget; 

 
2.  That this committee recommend  that the Department of Finance evaluate the 

effectiveness of the $2.5 billion a year Universal Child Care Benefit,  proposed plans 
for income-splitting and the Child Care Expense Deduction based on these 
programs’ objectives and modern knowledge about families, vulnerability and child 
care, and publish the results publicly; 

 
3. That this committee recommend that the Department of Finance prepare an 

economic and financial analysis and projections for a long-term sustained funding 
plan for early childhood education and care that would grow to at least 1% of GDP 
by 2020 to support a child care system that would grow by be universal, high quality 
and comprehensive by 2010;  

 
4. That this committee recommend that the federal government reinstate funds for 

national, provincial/territorial and community child care organizations and child 
care data/research/development/innovation previously available through Women’s 
Programs and Social Development Canada.  
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