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Synthesis

How important is it?

Access to high-quality preschool education is one of the most effective strategies for ensuring
long-term academic and social success for children. When preschool is offered through the public
school system, it provides equitable access to early education, strengthens academic outcomes,
and maximizes societal benefits.

The significance of early childhood education, particularly preschool, has been extensively studied
and documented. Research indicates that children who attend high-quality preschool programs
experience substantial learning gains and are more prepared for school than those who do not.
These benefits include improved early literacy, math skills, and social-emotional development.

Moreover, the advantages of preschool education extend beyond immediate academic gains.
Long-term studies have shown that early childhood education can lead to higher educational
attainment, increased earnings, and reduced criminal activity in later life. Longitudinal studies
from the United Kingdom and the United States demonstrate that individuals who attended
preschool had higher high school graduation rates and better socio-economic outcomes compared
to those who did not attend preschool.
By integrating preschool into the public education system, these benefits can be extended to a
greater number of children, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds who may
otherwise miss out on early learning opportunities. Furthermore, models in Quebec and Ontario
demonstrate that preschool education, when combined with child care, increases parents’
workforce participation and supports better work/life balance. For policymakers building preschool
onto the foundation of public education provides efficiencies and accountability that are not found
under private delivery.

What do we know?

Extensive research has provided valuable insights into the impact of preschool education. Studies
have consistently shown that children who attend high-quality preschool programs exhibit better
preparedness for school, enhanced cognitive abilities, and improved social skills. These early
advantages often translate into long-term benefits, including higher academic achievement,
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increased likelihood of pursuing higher education, and better socio-economic outcomes in
adulthood.

By delivering preschool through the public education system, these benefits can be made more
widely available. Public school systems have existing infrastructure, trained educators, and a
structured curriculum that ensures quality and consistency. The Abecedarian Early Intervention
Project, a controlled study initiated in the 1970s, revealed that participants who received early
educational intervention had higher IQ scores, better academic performance, and were more likely
to attend college compared to those who did not receive such intervention. These findings
underscore the importance of a publicly funded and regulated preschool system that ensures all
children, regardless of their economic background, have access to early education.

Furthermore, studies by the National Institute for Early Education Research found that
investments in early childhood education bolster student success and have positive impacts on
children's early literacy, math, and social-emotional skills. When preschool is part of the public
education system, it creates a seamless transition into kindergarten and elementary education,
reducing gaps in learning and increasing continuity in instruction.

What can be done?

To harness the benefits of early childhood education, it is imperative to implement policies that
make high-quality preschool universally accessible through the public school system. This includes
increasing public funding for early childhood programs, ensuring that preschool education is
integrated into K-12 education, and maintaining high standards for curriculum and teacher
qualifications.

Investing in early childhood education through public schools yields significant returns. Economic
evaluations highlighted that early interventions, especially with disadvantaged children, have
produced a variety of positive results, including higher school achievement and reduced need for
special education later. When preschool is integrated into the public school system, children
benefit from the same trained educators, structured learning environments, and accountability
measures that ensure high educational standards.

Additionally, expanding access to preschool within public schools can help bridge the educational
achievement gap between children from different socio-economic backgrounds. Universal
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preschool programs have been shown to boost low-income children's reading scores more
effectively than targeted preschool programs, suggesting that a fully integrated public school-
based preschool system is more productive in promoting educational equity.

In conclusion, offering preschool through the public education system is not only a matter of
educational policy but also a strategic investment in the future of society. By ensuring that all
children have access to high-quality early education within the public school system, we lay the
foundation for a more educated, equitable, and prosperous society.
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What Makes for Good ECEC Policy?
Kerry McCuaig, BA, Fellow in Early Childhood Policy

Atkinson Centre for Society and Child Development, University of Toronto, Canada
February 2025

Introduction

The effectiveness of early childhood education and care (ECEC) as a tool for equity depends on
the extent to which it is viewed as a public responsibility instead of a private one. This perspective
will reflect how ECEC is delivered and who it serves.1

Subject

Early childhood is the most effective and cost-efficient time to address inequalities and break
intergenerational cycles of disadvantage.2 The United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals
(SDG) for 2015–2030 include a call for countries to ensure that all children “have access to quality
early childhood development, care and pre-primary education.”3 This is the first time early
childhood has been included in the development agenda. It and other SDG targets provide a
framework that will be used to guide national policies, inform international aid programs, and
serve as a rallying point for activists to hold governments accountable.

Problems

There is a clear relationship between family income and children’s participation in ECEC programs.
In market-driven systems, poor children are less likely to participate than their more affluent
peers, and when they do, the quality is often inferior.4

By contrast, universal entitlement to ECEC programs significantly reduces income-related
disparities in attendance. True equity, however, requires deliberate outreach to poor and
marginalized groups while ensuring programs reflect the cultural and linguistic diversity of the
population.5

Policymakers struggle between increasing access to ECEC and assuring quality standards,
particularly during periods of rapid expansion. Funding constraints frequently compromise quality
in early learning environments, undermining the programs’ potential benefits.6
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Research Context

At the primary level, schooling is firmly in the public sphere. It is seen as an entitlement, operated
with government oversight, publicly financed and most often publicly delivered. Conversely, the
education and care of children before school entry is decidedly private. With few exceptions,
governments limit their involvement to regulating a private market of commercial and non-profit
program providers. Financed at much lower levels than primary education, operators rely on
parent fees and generally employ lower-qualified educators than are found in school programs.7

Key Research Question

Is public ECEC better positioned to promote access and favourable outcomes for all children?

Recent Research Results

ECEC serves dual functions, providing developmental support for children and child care for
working parents. Indeed, well-designed programs do both. However, the dominant rationale for
programming ― whether the service is viewed primarily as a labour market support or a child
development program ― exerts significant influence on the service design.

When labour market needs are the motivator, accommodating parents takes precedence over
benefits for children. While children’s cognitive, social, and emotional development may be
desired, they are not program drivers. Public policy tends towards a service model that is private,
custodial, and state-regulated to provide protection rather than development. Insufficient public
funding leaves services to rely on parent fees. High fees discourage the use of group child care by
disadvantaged families.8 Under labour market models, ‘childcare’ may include measures like
vouchers or tax subsidies for parents.8

When ECEC programs are understood as a service for mothers, public support is vulnerable. Even
universal childcare may not be so universal. In Nordic countries, for example, a mother’s job loss
or maternity leave may terminate her child’s participation in child care. In a labour market model,
when parents do not work due to employment, health or social barriers, immigration status, or
other hurdles, their children are excluded.

In contrast, ECEC services motivated by social or human capital goals are focused on educational
outcomes and likely to rely on publicly sponsored centre-based programs as their delivery agents.
Usually labelled pre-primary education (PPE) or preschool (as opposed to child care), they focus on
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older children rather than infants and toddlers.9

Parent fees are usually minimal or non-existent, but PPE often receives less public funding than
compulsory education. In addition, PPE programs may focus on academic benchmarks at the
expense of children’s broader development.

The privatization of public ECEC programs is a global trend. Justified as a cost-saving measure and
a means of bypassing bureaucracies, privatization is characterized by the proliferation of charter
schools and for-profit educational managers. Private centres and schools are valued for their
entrepreneurial approaches but are inclined to serve less disadvantaged, and therefore less
costly, children.10

This trend has equity implications. Public programs are left to assist the most underserved groups,
including children with disabilities and families in crisis. Over time, as public services shrink, the
remaining programs are reserved for increasingly marginalized populations. This reduces the
number of people who benefit from or are even aware of public services, thus weakening the
public’s perception of education ― and, with it, early education as a universal right.

Research Gaps

Critical research gaps that could further inform policy and practice include:

Funding:  There is a limited understanding of the funding thresholds required to ensure high-
quality ECEC in public systems.

Workforce: While we know that educator quality matters, there is insufficient evidence on the
impact of specific workforce policies (e.g., salaries, training requirements, etc) on child outcomes.

Equity: More research is needed to understand why some families do not take advantage of
publicly delivered ECEC, even when accessible. Limited research exists on how public systems can
be culturally tailored to serve Indigenous or marginalized communities better.

Quality: Research gaps persist in identifying the most effective ways to measure and monitor
quality in large public ECEC programs.

Conclusions
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Economic analyses of public spending on early childhood services largely agree that there is a
high return on investment in young children. Rewards include improved health, socioemotional
outcomes, school readiness, academic achievement, and benefits for families and societies
regarding increased employment and income, particularly for women.10 However, change is only
achievable through considerable growth in planned, quality services to generate a universal
structure that aligns with the demands for full-employment economies, goals for gender and
income equity, and scientific advances in what we know about children’s learning and
development.

Implications for Parents, Services and Policy

Parents:  Public models are typically universal, with mandates to serve diverse populations,
including children with disabilities.

Service providers: Public providers are often regulated by stringent quality standards, including
teacher qualifications, curriculum guidelines, and student-teacher ratios. Educators in public
programs are often unionized, with better pay, benefits, and professional development
opportunities, allowing providers to attract and retain qualified staff.  

Policymaking: ECEC, when integrated into public education, provides a ready-made platform to
expand and operate services.  It allows for alignment with broader societal goals, such as reducing
inequity, fostering community cohesion, and supporting climate sustainability goals. Investment in
public systems can contribute to long-term economic and social benefits by promoting optimal
outcomes for all children.
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The Advantage of Public Preschool
Jane Bertrand, ECE Diploma, Med, Program Director

Margaret and Wallace McCain Family Foundation, Canada
February 2025

Introduction

Public education provides a strong foundation for expanding early education opportunities for
preschool-aged children. By leveraging existing investments in public schools, these programs
address access challenges while offering a platform for health, nutrition, parental support, and
community development interventions. Integrating preschool into public education can maximize
societal benefits and improve developmental outcomes for young children.1

Subject

Preschool enhances language, reading, writing, math, problem-solving, creativity, and social and
emotional skills.2 When combined with child care, preschool supports parental workforce
participation, especially for mothers.  Effectively delivered preschool simultaneously addresses
learning gaps, particularly those experienced by children from marginalized backgrounds, while it
tackles current labour shortages and upskills a future yet shrinking workforce.3

Problems

One of the most crucial stages of human development4 remains one of the most neglected by
public policy. Governments are challenged to meet the demand for preschool. Current delivery
models often exclude vulnerable children or fail to maintain the quality standards needed to
support them.  Programs offered by a mix of government, non-profit, and private providers suffer
from inadequate coordination, limited coverage, high parent fees, and logistical challenges
requiring families to juggle work and children’s needs across multiple service providers. For-profit
programs are associated with more compliance violations and poor working conditions.5

Research Context

Reliance on a mix of public, private, and non-profit delivery agents necessitates negotiating
multiple relationships and systems. The public education framework has a platform that reduces
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these challenges by providing a ready-made infrastructure to include younger children.6

Key Research Questions

Does delivering preschool through public education improve access and quality? How can public
preschool programs maximize individual and societal benefits?

Recent Research Results

The preschool years, typically ages 2.5 to 5, are critical for shaping children’s health and
development. Early education settings significantly influence developmental trajectories,
complementing home and community environments.4

Canadian research shows full-day preschool delivers greater academic and social benefits than
half-day programs.7,8 Longitudinal research from the U.K. documents benefits such as improved
math skills and socio-emotional development that persist into high school, irrespective of
socioeconomic background. Outcomes, however,  depend on access and equity.9,10

U.S. preschool evaluations demonstrate significant academic and emotional gains, contingent on
factors like qualified educators and play-based learning.11 Mixed delivery models created funding
challenges and inconsistencies in access and quality. In Boston, despite equitable resources and
standards for schools and community-based centres, evaluations found discrepancies in access
and quality between public and community operators.12

Quebec’s child care program shows that even with low parent fees, participation by children from
disadvantaged families falls behind.13 However, when preschool programs are offered through
public education, participation by vulnerable children is comparable to that of children from more
advantaged families.14,15

Spanish studies of full-day preschool offered in public schools for 3- and 4-year-olds showed a
400% return on initial investment, mainly due to later academic and employment outcomes.16

Integrating preschool into public education creates a learning continuum that supports
educational benefits over the long term. Studies suggest that consistency in pedagogical and
curriculum approaches enhances the advantages of early education.17,18

Research Gaps
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Research must clarify how educator credentials and ongoing professional development impact
program quality and child outcomes. It is also essential to understand how publicly delivered
preschool programs can support children from various cultural, linguistic, and socioeconomic
backgrounds, including children with disabilities.

Determining which program components (funding, staffing, training, leadership, etc) are most
effective is essential for optimizing programs. It is also necessary to clarify the influence of public
preschool on school resources, classroom diversity, and educational culture.

Finally, the best strategies for scaling small research trials into broader public systems while
maintaining effectiveness and equity must be established.

Conclusions

Expanding preschool as an extension of public education offers transformative benefits for
children, families, and society. The evidence suggests that public preschool enhances children’s
academic, social, and emotional development while supporting parental workforce participation.
For policymakers, integrating preschool within the public education system provides a viable
solution to accessibility, quality, and oversight challenges associated with mixed-delivery models.
When designed inclusively, these programs also have the potential to reduce social inequities,
laying a stronger foundation for lifelong learning and productivity. However, further research is
needed to enhance program quality, tailor preschool models to diverse populations, and ensure
long-term impacts.

Implications for Parents, Services and Policy

Parents: When integrated into public education, preschool minimizes logistical challenges related
to program access and affordability.  Comprehensive approaches that combine preschool with
child care facilitate participation in the paid labour force, particularly by mothers.  This allows
families to balance work and child-rearing better, enhancing their economic stability and well-
being.

Service providers: Embedding preschool within public education provides a stable, regulated
framework to promote standards, accountability, and quality. When offered within education,
public preschool enhances continuity for children by providing an early education foundation
aligned with K-12 schooling, which supports sustained developmental gains.
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Policymaking: Building on the assets in public education is more cost-effective than creating and
maintaining a parallel infrastructure for preschool. Publicly delivered and funded preschool can be
a powerful policy tool to promote broader economic and social goals. The evidence highlights the
strategic value of expanding preschool within public education to reduce inequity, address labour
shortages, and prepare a skilled future workforce.
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Public Schools and Early Childhood Education:
Advancing Equity and Workforce Sustainability
Emis Akbari, PhD

School of Early Childhood, George Brown College, Applied Psychology and Human Development,
University of Toronto, Atkinson Centre for Society and Child Development, University of Toronto,
Canada
February 2025

Introduction

Delivering early childhood education (ECE) through public schools has garnered increasing
attention due to its potential to address systemic challenges within the early education workforce.
This paper explores the benefits of integrating early childhood programs into public school
systems, focusing on how this approach improves workforce conditions, enhances
professionalism, increases professional learning opportunities, and promotes equity across the
sector.

Subject

Educators play a critical role in laying the groundwork for children’s cognitive, social, and
emotional development, making them essential to the success of ECE programs. However, the
workforce faces numerous challenges, including low wages, limited access to benefits, and lack of
professional development opportunities, which result in high staff turnover rates that impact the
quality of services children receive. By situating ECE within public schools, systemic
improvements can address these issues, providing educators with a stable and supportive work
environment. Public school delivery has the oversight capabilities to ensure consistency in quality
and access, making it a relevant solution for addressing disparities in early education.

Problems

The ECE workforce is plagued by systemic problems that undermine its effectiveness and
sustainability. Key issues include:
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Research Context

The integration of ECE into public schools has been explored as a strategy to address these
challenges. Public schools are uniquely positioned to provide stable funding, standardized quality
measures, and equitable access to resources. Research in this area examines how public-school
systems impact the working conditions, career trajectories, and the overall satisfaction of
educators. Case studies and longitudinal data have revealed that public school integration
provides stable employment opportunities, promotes professional growth, and supports systemic
equity.9,10

Key Research Questions

Recent Research Results

Recent studies have highlighted the positive outcomes of delivering ECE through public schools:

Low Compensation: Early educators often receive insufficient wages to meet their basic
needs, leading to financial instability.1,2

Lack of Benefits and Pensions: Many ECE professionals lack access to health insurance,
retirement plans, and paid leaves.3,4

High Staff Turnover Rates: Poor working conditions contribute to high turnover,
disrupting continuity of care for children.4,5

Inequities: Disparities in pay and resources between private and public settings exacerbate
inequities, particularly for racialized educators and those in low-income areas.6,7

Limited Professional Development: Educators often lack access to training opportunities
that enhance their skills and career prospects.7,8

1. How does ECE integration in public schools affect workforce stability and turnover rates?

2. How does access to professional development and career enhancement opportunities in
public school settings differ from those in private settings?

3. What role does public school delivery play in addressing inequities within the ECE workforce?

4. How do these changes affect the quality of education and care children and families receive?
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Research Gaps

Despite the promising findings, several research gaps remain. For instance, there is limited
longitudinal data on the long-term career trajectories of early educators in public school settings.
Additionally, more research is needed to examine how public-school integration of ECE impacts
educators in rural and underserved areas, where resources may still be limited.16 The perspectives
of early childhood educators are also underrepresented in the literature, making it difficult to fully
understand their experiences and needs. Finally, comparative studies that explore the differences
in child outcomes between public school and private ECE delivery models are needed to assess
the broader implications of workforce changes to the children they serve.17

Conclusions

Delivering ECE through public schools offers significant benefits for the early education workforce.
By addressing systemic issues such as low wages, the lack of benefits, and workforce instability,
public systems create a more supportive and equitable environment for educators. These
improvements enhance the quality of life for educators and contribute to better outcomes for
children. Moreover, public school delivery promotes equity by ensuring consistent access to
resources and opportunities, regardless of geographic or socioeconomic factors. While challenges
remain, including the need for further research and the development of tailored policies for rural
and underserved areas, the integration of ECE into public schools represents a promising

Wages and Benefits: Research shows that early childhood educators in public schools
earn higher wages and receive better benefits compared to their counterparts in private
settings.7,11

Workforce Stability: Public school integration of ECE has been associated with lower
educator turnover rates, as they experience greater job security and satisfaction.12

Professional Development: Public school systems provide more consistent access to
training and credentialing programs, enhancing educators’ skills and career prospects.13

Equity: Public school delivery of ECE reduces disparities in pay and resources, particularly
for educators serving low-income communities.14

Quality Improvement: Consistent standards and funding in public schools lead to higher-
quality educational experiences for children, supported by a more stable and skilled
workforce.15
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approach to strengthening the workforce and advancing the field of early education.18 By
prioritizing the needs of educators, society can build a more sustainable and effective early
education system.

Implications for Parents, Services, and Policy

For parents, public school delivery of ECE programming ensures greater access to affordable,
high-quality early education programs, alleviating financial and logistical burdens. This access
particularly benefits families in low-income and underserved communities, promoting equity and
inclusion.19

For service providers, the public-school model offers a more stable and supportive working
environment, enabling educators to focus on their professional growth and the needs of the
children they serve. Standardized training and credentialing opportunities further enhance
program quality, benefiting educators and families.20

For policymakers, the success of public school ECE programs underscores the importance of
sustained investment in early education. By prioritizing funding and support for public school
delivery, policymakers can address systemic inequities and build a stronger, more equitable
education system. These efforts will have lasting impacts, ensuring that all children receive the
high-quality education they deserve while empowering the workforce that supports them.21
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Economic Gains from Early Childhood Education
and Care: The Role of Workforce Participation
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Introduction

The benefits of high-quality early childhood education and care (ECEC) for children, such as
increased cognitive and social-emotional development, are well-known and documented.
 However, ECEC also provides economic benefits for caregivers and society by supporting
increased labour force participation. In particular, providing high-quality, accessible, and
affordable ECEC can help more caregivers enter, continue, or return to the labour force. This
chapter focuses on the economic benefits of ECEC from the perspective of caregiver labour force
participation.

Subject

Providing increased access to ECEC affects caregivers on an individual, household, and broader
societal level. When caregivers have access to high-quality, affordable, and accessible ECEC
services, caregivers can better pursue part- or full-time employment, which can offer the
caregiver many benefits such as increased productivity due to skill development, increased
human capital, access to job benefits such as healthcare and other employment benefits,
improved physical and mental health, and eligibility for benefits from government programs that
require workforce participation.

Increased labour market activity can also increase economic independence and bargaining power,
leading to more equitable resource distribution within households. In addition, an overall increase
in household income can have many positive effects, such as reducing the household’s reliance on
social welfare programs, allowing households to invest more in children’s education, and creating
a cycle of increased opportunities for future generations.

Finally, increased labour force participation of caregivers caused by ECEC can also have broader
macroeconomic benefits, such as increased overall labour productivity, higher tax revenues, and
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lower government expenditures on social welfare programs. Therefore, increasing accessible,
affordable, and high-quality ECEC can have significant economic implications at both the micro
and macro levels.

Problems

Despite its potential benefits, several issues hinder ECEC’s ability to support caregiver workforce
participation. The cost of ECEC remains a major barrier for many households. High ECEC costs
often force caregivers, especially mothers, to reduce their working hours or leave the workforce
altogether, reducing household income and limiting women’s long-term career opportunities,
which often causes a large “motherhood penalty.”

Accessibility is another major problem. Caregivers in many regions, particularly rural or
underserved urban areas, face limited options for high-quality ECEC. The quality of ECEC can vary
widely, and poor-quality care can prompt concerns about child development and well-being,
leading caregivers to scale back their work commitments to assume caregiving responsibilities.

Structural barriers exist, such as inflexible working hours that do not align with ECEC hours or a
lack of supportive government or workplace policies such as paid caregiver leave. Finally, societal
norms can often reinforce traditional gender roles, limiting the extent to which mothers can
benefit from ECEC services in terms of labour market attachment.

Research Context

The research on the economic gains from ECEC due to workforce participation presents a complex
and nuanced picture. While there is a consensus that ECEC can positively impact maternal
employment and contribute to economic growth, the extent of this impact varies significantly
across studies and geographical locations.

Key Research Questions

Recent Research Results

What is the impact of ECEC on caregiver workforce participation?

How do varying factors such as accessibility, cost, and quality influence how ECEC affects
workforce participation?

©2025-2025 ABILIO | EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION IN THE PUBLIC SYSTEM 25



The research surrounding the effect of ECEC on caregiver workforce participation is varied and
can be contradictory. Numerous studies have demonstrated the positive impact of affordable and
accessible ECEC on maternal employment. Research in the United States,1-3, Argentina4 and
Quebec,5-6 shows that mothers are more likely to enter or remain in the workforce when reliable,
affordable ECEC is available.

However, the evidence is not unanimously positive. Studies in the United States7 and similar
findings in France,8-9 Sweden,10-11 and Norway,12-13 suggest minimal or no effect of ECEC availability
on maternal labour force participation. The varied results suggest that the benefits of ECEC on
maternal workforce participation may depend on factors such as the children’s age, quality of
ECEC, and the cultural and economic context.

However, the elasticity of labour supply (the percent change in the amount of labour supplied due
to a percent change in wages) in response to ECEC prices varies significantly across studies.
Estimates of maternal employment elasticity to ECEC price range from 0.025 to 1.1, with most
estimates clustering between 0.05 and 0.25.14 This variation underscores the complexity of ECEC’s
impact on maternal labour supply, with results influenced by numerous factors, including the age
of children, maternal education level, and regional economic conditions. For instance, U.S. studies
generally report larger elasticities than more recent or non-U.S. studies, suggesting that historical,
cultural, and policy differences play a crucial role in shaping the effects of ECEC on labour force
participation.

Research Gaps

Despite the growing body of literature on ECEC and labour force participation, several research
gaps remain. One major gap is the long-term impact of ECEC on the participation of caregivers in
the workforce and family well-being. While there is considerable evidence on the immediate
effects of affordable ECEC, less is known about how these benefits evolve, especially regarding
career progression, income trajectories, and overall family well-being. Additionally, research is
needed to understand better how informal caregiving arrangements interact with formal ECEC
systems, particularly in lower-income and rural areas. Research on the intersection of ECEC,
immigration status, and workforce participation remains underdeveloped. Immigrant families may
face distinct challenges in accessing affordable, high-quality ECEC, which could affect their labour
force outcomes differently than native-born families. Finally, research is needed to determine how
different delivery systems (profit versus non-profit; community versus public delivery) impact the
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economic benefits for families.

Conclusions

Affordable and high-quality ECEC availability can provide significant economic benefits by
supporting caregiver workforce participation, particularly among mothers. The evidence shows
that accessible ECEC can help caregivers participate in the workforce, pursue further education, or
advance their careers while contributing to broader economic growth. This is especially important
for single-caregiver and lower-income households, for whom ECEC can provide a crucial support
system.

However, the relationship between ECEC and caregiver labour force participation is complex and
context-dependent. Factors such as the cost, quality, and accessibility of ECEC, along with broader
societal and workplace dynamics, play a significant role in determining whether caregivers can
fully engage in the labour market.

Implications for Caregivers, Services, and Policy

The findings discussed in this chapter have important implications for caregivers, ECEC providers,
and policymakers. Affordable and reliable ECEC can be a game-changer for caregivers, especially
mothers. It allows for greater flexibility in balancing work and family life, fostering professional
development and financial independence. However, caregivers must also consider potential trade-
offs, such as the effects of work-life stress and the quality of their children's care.

ECEC providers are crucial in ensuring their services are accessible and high-quality. Providers
should focus on expanding capacity, particularly in underserved areas, and offering flexible care
options that align with the diverse needs of working caregivers. Additionally, improving the quality
of care through staff training and curriculum development can help address concerns about the
potential negative impacts of low-quality ECEC on children’s development and caregiver well-
being.

The evidence underscores the need for robust public investment in ECEC. Measures that expand
access to high-quality ECEC are critical for improving caregiver labour force participation,
particularly among mothers.

The economic benefits of ECEC are clear, but realizing its full potential requires a holistic approach
that considers the diverse needs of families, the quality of care, and the broader policy
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environment. By addressing these challenges, society can better harness the potential of ECEC to
promote both child development and caregiver workforce participation.
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Introduction

Quality early learning is inclusive early learning. It ensures that each child, regardless of
differences, culture, language, abilities or means, has full access to and meaningful participation
in play-based environments with confident staff. It ensures that every early child educator is
respected, with equity of opportunity and compensation for their work. Sadly, this is not the reality
for many children and educators.1 While the importance of early education is well recognized, a
growing call for inclusion based on a human rights argument is emerging. It suggests a much
broader articulation of inclusion, anchored in childcare regulations that align with Human Right
Codes. This paper explores this conversation and discusses why it is increasingly critical to heed.

Subject

Equitable outcomes in early learning programs must be situated within contemporary
understandings of diversity in a world increasingly defined by globalization, migration and
pluralism. Canada’s evolution of inclusive education reflects international trends and shifting
social norms, moving from segregation to integration that challenged stigmas and opened schools
and classrooms to all children, regardless of individual needs. Today, legislation stipulates
mandatory school attendance from ages 5 or 6, depending on the province or territory.  Policies
and practices are well entrenched for schools to accommodate individual differences and embrace
families in collaborative planning and service delivery. While each system is rife with challenges,
there is no debate about the legal right for every child to be fully included and engaged in public
education. The early years, however, hold a different story.

Problems

Canada is a signatory to international Human Rights charters, which serve to defend against
discrimination. These charters do not apply to children in early years programs, allowing centres
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to cherry-pick from wait lists and avoid children with perceived needs.2 There is a growing call to
align childcare regulations with United Nations conventions.3

Research Context

While the Canada-Wide Early Learning and Child Care agreements have prioritized greater
inclusion of marginalized children, implementation is uneven. Equity, diversity and inclusion are
interwoven into the fabric of Canadian institutions and etched on nearly all public policies and
practices. Canada prides itself in being a multi-cultural society with a constitution that centres on
the Charter of Rights and Freedoms.4 Despite this, discrimination continues to flourish in most
aspects of Canadian life,5 fueled by rising political conservativism and populism.6 Such
discrimination commonly impacts both the children who attend early learning programs and the
workforce that staffs them.7

Key Research Questions

Research Results

A child’s right to education is recognized by international conventions and documents, including
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948)8, the UNESCO Convention against

Discrimination in Education (1960),9 the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
(1989),10 and the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2006).11 Global education
and development goals have been expressed in UNESCO’s Education for All (1990),12 The

Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action on Special Education (1994),13 the Millennium

Development Goals (2000),14 the Sustainable Development Goals (2015)15 and the Cali

Commitment to Equity and Inclusion in Education (2019).16 These documents outline the human
dignity of children, but they provide limited guidance in the actual implementation of policy
protecting vulnerable populations.17

Increasingly, inclusion is shifting from mere placement in programs to recognition of a child’s right
to meaningful participation. In Europe, the EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child and the
European Child Guarantee (2021) provides a new comprehensive EU policy framework to ensure

1. What international policies and standards speak to inclusion during the early years?

2. How can a Human Rights argument for full inclusion during the early years be developed
and established to influence early years policies and practices?
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the protection of the rights of all children and secure access to basic services for vulnerable
children.18 The EU specifically identified that a high-quality early learning program is inclusive of
diversity.19 The European Child Guarantee was adopted to ensure that every EU child at risk of
poverty or social exclusion has access to the most basic of rights like healthcare and education.20

This Guarantee is based on the concept that universal access is vital for ensuring equity for all
children, and in particular those who experience social exclusion due to poverty or other forms of
disadvantage. A European Pillar of Social Rights21 defines early learning as encompassing centre-
based and family day care, privately and publicly funded, preschool and pre-primary provision,
where every child has a fundamental right to affordable and inclusive early learning.

Ireland is one example of this, with a strong policy agenda for inclusive early learning through a
whole-of-government strategy. It covers the years 2019-2028 and commits Ireland to improving
access, affordability, and quality in early learning. The focus is on the professionalization of the
ECE workforce, increased funding, and instituting curriculum and quality frameworks. A Diversity,

Equality and Inclusion Charter and Guidelines for Early Childhood Care and Education22,23 includes
a set of inclusion principles as the basis for the development of teacher competencies and
pedagogy. This includes specialized support and expertise through multi-disciplinary teams and
greater connections with the school system, especially for marginalized populations.24

The EU has developed two main policy instruments and guides: a toolkit which includes a set of
inclusive policy initiatives, practical solutions, and measures to inspire the creation of appropriate
conditions to benefit all children and families25; and how to recruit, train and motivate well-
qualified staff.26

A Human Rights argument for equity builds on 70 years of empirical research that settles any
debate that the neural development of young children is facilitated by participation in quality early
learning, with boosted literacy, language, behavioural regulation and social skills.27 This impact is
particularly evident in marginalized children, for whom equity is seldom attained. It dramatically
lowers referral to special education programs and lessens the intensity of support for those
children who will require accommodations and individualized planning.28 It levels the playing field
and readies children for life, improving long-term indicators such as high school completion, post-
secondary participation, social determinants of health, income, and citizen engagement.29 The
outcome is greater equity.

Research Gaps
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Despite the eloquence of these international standards for inclusion, Canadian children with
individualized needs have little access to early years programs. Research must explore obstacles
to access and tangible ways to remove them. The connection between research, policy and
practice must establish the standards that Canada espouses - for all children, not just those
protected by Education Acts.

Conclusions

A Human Rights perspective of inclusion during the early years implies equitable outcomes, as
well as anti-discrimination policies for educators. Equity of access, equity of participation, and
equity in the profession results in equity for society. The professional competency of early child
educators, who historically have had little exposure to inclusive practices, depends on access to
professional learning to ensure comfort and skill to understand, embrace and support inclusion.
Diverse cultural practices, beliefs and languages become embraced and welcomed.

Implications for Parents, Services and Policy

Positioning children on level playing fields is not just good for children, it is good for families,
communities, society, and economies. Children enrolled in inclusive environments value diversity
and prioritize inclusive communities. Inclusion becomes the norm, and greater equity becomes
the consequence.

Equity exists when every child, regardless of their needs, has full access with meaningful
participation. Equity exists when every educator is free of discrimination or marginalization. It
exists when no child is ever given the message of “you don’t belong because you are different”
and when no mother must leave work to pick up their child because they’ve been excluded. Every
educator feels secure, competent, confident, and enthused in caring for every child for exactly
who - and how - they are in this world.
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Introduction

Early care and education (ECE) is a service with public as well as private benefits. Not surprisingly,
ECE for children ages three to five is provided and paid for privately and publicly. The mix of
public and private involvement has varied over time as well as between and within countries. As
policymakers consider how to expand public support for ECE in other countries, including the
United States and Canada, the role of public education is a key consideration.

Subject

Public education plays a large and growing role in ECE, raising important questions about the
consequences for ECE and what policy options might best support early learning and
development.

Problems

The provision of ECE through public education brings risks and opportunities. Some in the field
have had longstanding concerns about how schools may standardize and “academize” ECE. Those
with concerns that public education chronically underperforms in K-12 raise similar questions
regarding ECE. Another perennial concern is that public provision “crowds out” private
expenditure and private providers with the potential to reduce the supply of infant-toddler care. At
the same time, public education presents opportunities to address issues of high costs to families,
low quality in private ECE and the related problems of low qualifications and compensation for the
workforce, and fade-out that may be due to insufficient coverage and lack of alignment of
curriculum content into the early grades.

Research Context
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Following landmark state Supreme Court rulings in the Abbott v Burke school finance case from
1998 to 2002, high-quality universal ECE was offered to all children in 31 high-poverty
communities at ages 3 and 4 as part of a systemic reform of public education.1 The state fully
funded the ECE program. All funds went to the 31 local education agencies (LEAs) directed to
provide services through a combination of public schools and private ECE providers (for-profit,
non-profit, Head Start), with the LEA responsible for quality in all.

The Court and state regulations specified policies to support quality that included a four-year
college degree and a specialized teaching license in ECE for teachers, a maximum class size of 15
with a teacher and assistant, a full 6-hour school day, developmentally appropriate practice with a
single approved curriculum in each LEA; adequate facilities; and transportation, health, and other
related services as needed. The state education agency developed aligned standards for learning
and teaching, assessments of practice and child development, and professional development that
together comprised a system for continuous improvement at classroom, building, LEA, and state
levels. Districts supported quality equally in all settings, and all teachers were required to receive
comparable compensation.2

The evaluation included annual classroom quality assessments, studies of initial impacts, and a
longitudinal study of child outcomes with 1070 children who entered kindergarten in the 15
largest districts in the fall of 2005, with 765 followed through grade 6 and 653 through to grade
10.3

Key Research Questions

Recent Research Results

The Pre-K program brought a rapid increase in enrolment by expanding the number of seats in
public schools as well as by partnering with private providers and Head Start programs willing to
meet the new state standards. The initiative also impacted diversity within the teaching
profession. Public schools predominantly employed trained teachers who were mostly white, while

1. What is known about the effects of preschool education offered through public schools on
the ECE sector as a whole? 

2. What was the impact of ECE expansion through the public schools on ECE quality?

3. What were the effects of the ECE program on student learning and school success?
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private preschools often hired radicalized educators without degrees. With the new mandate
requiring all ECE teachers to hold degrees within five years, an estimated 90% of teachers
working in contracted private programs complied, leading to a more diverse, majority non-white
qualified teaching population.4

The impact of expanding ECE through public education was assessed by a 2007 survey of 98
directors of private providers and Head Start contracted for Abbott ECE. Respondents were
“overwhelmingly positive” about the program, with all citing positive benefits to their centres.
More than half reported increased teaching staff skills and stability from higher salaries and new
educational opportunities. Almost as many reported that the more consistent and substantial
funding increased stability and enabled them to improve the learning environment. About one-
third reported that they were able to improve services for children and families.5

Independent assessment of quality (measured by the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale-
Revised, ECRQ-R) was used to monitor the Abbott program’s progress statewide annually. Quality
rose steadily over the first eight years of the program from an average below 4, with most
classrooms scoring poor to mediocre, to an average above 5, with most programs scoring good to
excellent.2

Impacts on children’s learning and school performance at kindergarten entry were estimated
using a regression-discontinuity design (RDD), and a longitudinal study estimated later impacts by
comparing children from the same kindergarten classrooms who did not attend, attended for one
year and attended for two years.3,6,7 The RDD studies found moderate gains in language, math,
and literacy. These are larger than the estimated impacts at kindergarten of one year in the
longitudinal study, suggesting the longitudinal study underestimates effects. Nevertheless, the
longitudinal study found gains in literacy and language arts, mathematics, and science through
the secondary grades.  Effect sizes for one year of Abbott pre-K averaged around .10 SD for math
and slightly higher for language and literacy, and science. Effect sizes for two years of Abbott pre-
K averaged .30 to .40 SD for math and .30 SD for language and literacy. The program was
estimated to reduce grade retention by 15 percentage points.

Research Gaps

Future research on Abbott Pre-K should investigate effects on social and emotional development,
educational attainment and earnings and whether the recent expansion in many other LEAs
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produced similar results. As Abbott Pre-K was accompanied by a broader court-ordered reform of
K-12, persistent impacts might depend on reforms that created continuity. Further generalization
would be supported by testing the model outside New Jersey in other systems of public education.

Conclusions

The Abbott Pre-K program results suggest designing programs with multiple features predicting
stronger persistent effects compared to typical large-scale public programs. These include
universal eligibility, duration of two years (or more), high quality and standards, curriculum
continuity, funding adequacy, and a strong continuous improvement system. Abbott pre-K is the
closest replication at scale of the highly intensive and effective Perry Preschool program. Yet, the
Abbott model is also feasible. Although more expensive than many ECE programs, it is not more
expensive than public education generally.8 Approaches that produce substantial long-term gains
offer a much better return on investment than cheaper alternatives with minimal long-term
benefits.9

Implications for Parents, Services and Policy

Few children, regardless of parental education and income, have access to programs of the
quality provided by Abbott pre-K. Although the cost problem could be solved by public subsidies,
features of the Abbott program contributing to its success require a coherent, aligned system of
high-quality universal pre-K as part of public education. A randomized trial designed to investigate
this issue found that the persistence of pre-K effects increased with the percentage of children in
elementary school classrooms who had attended the pre-K program.10 The persistence of gains
through the early years also increases with instructional continuity from pre-K through the early
grades.11 Policies should support more than one year of quality ECE at age 4. Finally, it cannot be
assumed that even the best-designed and funded ECE program will produce the desired outcomes
for all children in every context. An essential component of successful ECE programs is a robust
approach to continuous improvement and evaluation.
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Introduction

Across Canada, changes are underway as part of the Canada-wide Early Learning and Child Care
Agreements to make child care more accessible for families. Reforms, however, continue to
accommodate child care as a private commodity where owners or operators consider its viability
based on individual business plans.1 As a result, most children and families continue to live in
childcare deserts, places that are chronically underserved, with rural areas particularly hard hit.2

Publicly funded school-operated early learning and child care offers several advantages over
private provision. School-based programs typically follow mandated curricula designed to promote
both social and academic skills, ensuring a balance of cognitive, emotional, and physical
development. Educators in these settings are usually certified and have specific training in early
childhood education, which can lead to higher-quality interactions and more effective learning
experiences for young children.3 Additionally, being part of a larger school system often means
better access to resources, support services, and educational materials. School-operated
preschools also create a smoother transition into the elementary school environment. Parents can
also benefit from lower costs due to public funding, making them a more accessible and reliable
choice for families.

Subject

Nova Scotia, one of Canada’s most easterly provinces, began modifying its early years services 15
years ago, starting with an initiative that provided an early learning program for children the year
before school entry (4 years old).  Located in a limited number of schools, the Early Years Centre
initiative was modelled on the success of Toronto First Duty, which suggested that participation in
an integrated school-based service by preschool-aged children improved developmental
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outcomes.4 The initiative was also informed by the Better Futures Project in Ontario, which used
schools as hubs for early years supports. Evaluations found cost-savings from this model in the
Better Futures Project, particularly in reducing the need for future educational interventions.5,6 Our
evaluation documented the development of Early Years Centres and the feasibility of scaling to
universal provision.7,8

Problems

Publicly offered preschools, while beneficial in many ways, may face political, quality and
accessibility challenges.

Flexibility can be an issue with their placement within a school-based setting. Public preschools
within schools are confined to schedules, budgets and resources available to the education
system, which may be less adaptable than private options and could limit support for children with
unique learning needs. Furthermore, public preschools may have less frequent communication
with parents through the adoption of school bussing or before/after school programs that can limit
family engagement. Lastly, because public preschools are often part of larger school systems,
they may experience bureaucratic delays or policy shifts that impact program consistency,
resources, or priorities, potentially affecting the quality of education children receive.

Research Context

Mandatory schooling in Nova Scotia begins at age 5 with Grade Primary (known as kindergarten in
other parts of the country). The success of the Early Years Centre demonstration sites informed a
provincial mandate to ensure all children have access to early childhood education in the year
before school entry. The universal Pre-primary Program began in 2017 and, by the 2020-21 school
year, was in elementary schools in all seven Regional Centres for Education and le Conseil scolaire
acadien provincial. Pre-primary is similar to junior kindergarten in Ontario and the Northwest
Territories but offers important distinctions as well.  

The program is non-mandatory, includes no-fee access for families and welcomes all children in
the school catchment. There are key examples across rural communities, especially those
experiencing high levels of poverty, where Pre-primary has directly addressed childcare scarcity
and eliminated the stress that families often experience in finding care for their children. The
program follows the school day and annual calendar. Children attending Pre-primary are eligible
for school busing. The Nova Scotia Before and After Program, provided on-site by community
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organizations, offers child care with a focus on outdoor, active, and adventurous play.

Key Research Questions

Early research on the Early Years Centre initiative documented families’ experiences.  It sought to
assess parents’ views of a 4-year-old program and its potential impact on their children’s
development and transition into the first year of school.  Families spoke to the importance of
locating the program in their local school, the connection of the program to the school community,
and their recognition of the value of play-based learning.7,8

Recent Research Results

A recent scoping review of the literature identified key features of program quality among
universal and school-based early learning programs, including an overarching emphasis on
system-level policies that support programs through pedagogical and inclusive practices, the co-
location of the program within a school-based learning environment, and key people that support
the program.8,9 As is well documented by previous research and studies,10,11,12 highly trained and
well-compensated early childhood educators (ECEs) are a critical feature of program quality. In
Nova Scotia, Pre-primary educators with ECE-specific diplomas or degrees implement the
province’s Early Learning Curriculum Framework, which emphasizes play-based learning through
intentional teaching that is deliberate, purposeful, and responsive to children’s explorations,
theories, and learning styles.13 Possessing ECE-specific qualifications provides educators with an
understanding of how to design a learning space, select materials, and create early learning
experiences that support children’s development within a play-based environment.

Research Gaps

Inclusive early childhood education requires educators who are reflective and responsive as they
design, implement and support learning environments that welcome all children and families.
Inclusive programs acknowledge and celebrate diverse abilities, cultural backgrounds and family
structures.9 Research, however, has documented that families with a child with a disability often
have limited options for early learning and child care alongside additional financial stressors.14

Studies on childhood disability in early childhood underscore concern about how inclusion is
understood and practiced within early childhood programs.14,15,16 For families, these concerns can
lead to increased stress and emotional fatigue as they navigate limited access alongside concerns
for the safety and support of their child’s unique health and developmental needs.14
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Further research in Nova Scotia has noted the limits in the implementation of culturally responsive
practice among early learning and child care programs and the existence of Anti-Black racism and
xenophobia.17,18,19 These issues are not unique to early childhood programs, with research
demonstrating persistent inequities within public schools, particularly among Indigenous and
African Nova Scotian communities.10,20,21 Policy reform is underway to support inclusive education
in Nova Scotia’s schools; a developmental evaluation has identified the importance of support for
educators to ensure effective classroom practices, including professional learning.22,23

Conclusions

With access to Pre-primary now secured, a key priority is maintaining high-quality, inclusive, and
culturally responsive programs. While the placement of early childhood education in schools can
support accessibility, there remains tension between play-based pedagogies and the increasing
pressure for evidence of outcomes in academic skills, sometimes referred to as “schoolification.’
This approach necessitates providing proof of school readiness rather than promoting an
understanding of the need to provide time and opportunity to develop complex skills that are
foundational to life-long learning.12

Partnerships among ECEs working in school-based programs with school administrators,
elementary school teachers, and families are critical to high-quality early childhood programs9

enabling a shift toward “playification” of a curriculum, in which skills such as curiosity, discovery
and competency are fostered through intentionally designed opportunities for play.24 Research
underway in Nova Scotia used a photo-elicitation methodology with ECEs working in pre-primary
programs focused on numeracy and literacy learning through play. This research provided
illustrative examples of learning through play and facilitated discussions of what this includes and
requires within a play-based approach being supported within a school context.25

Implications for Service Providers and Policymakers

As Canada works toward developing a high-quality, accessible, affordable system of early learning
and child care, the infrastructure provided through the public school system is an opportunity to
create much-needed childcare spaces. However, simply co-locating early learning programs within
a school building does not automatically result in quality experiences for children, educators, and
families. Care must be taken to ensure that policies are developed that acknowledge and support
the requirements of high-quality programs through supportive administrators and intentional
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linkages to early elementary schooling that bring attention to the value of learning through play.
Programs also need purpose-built spaces with qualified and well-remunerated educators who are
supported to foster inclusive, respectful, and culturally responsive practices for all families and
children.
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Introduction

Continuity of learning in early childhood development is a crucial concept that ensures seamless
transitions and consistent educational experiences for children. This paper explores the
importance of continuity of learning, referencing publications and observations from the Our Place
approach. Our Place is an initiative by the Colman Education Foundation.  In a partnership with the
Victoria state government in Australia, 10 sites are modeling how schools can act as community
platforms to support the education, health, and development of children and families in
disadvantaged communities.

Subject

Continuity of learning refers to the smooth and cohesive progression of educational experiences
as children move through different stages of early learning and into formal schooling. This concept
is especially significant for children in disadvantaged communities who face additional barriers to
educational success.1,2 Ensuring continuity in learning helps provide stable and supportive
educational environments, which are essential for all children's holistic development and long-
term success.3,4

Problems

The primary problems associated with a lack of continuity in learning include:

Educational Disruptions: Inconsistent educational experiences can lead to gaps in
learning, affecting children’s academic progress.

Increased Vulnerability: Children from disadvantaged backgrounds are particularly at risk
of experiencing educational disruptions, which can exacerbate existing inequalities.
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Research Context

The research context for continuity of learning examines the educational pathways from early
childhood through primary education.6 This includes understanding how different educational
settings—such as early childhood centres and primary schools—can align their practices,
curricula, and assessments to provide a seamless learning experience for children7,8 The Our Place
initiative provides a practical framework for this research, focusing on place-based approaches
that integrate various elements of continuity of learning in disadvantaged communities.

Key Research Questions

Key research questions in the context of continuity of learning include:

Recent Research Results

Recent research results from the Our Place publications highlight the importance of continuity in
learning for enhancing educational outcomes. Key findings include:

Loss of Educational Gains: Without continuity, the benefits of early learning can diminish,
leading to a loss of foundational skills and knowledge.

Fragmented Support Systems: Inconsistent practices across early learning and school
settings can result in fragmented support systems, making it difficult to address the holistic
needs of children.2,5

How can educational practices be aligned across early learning and primary school settings
to ensure continuity of learning?

What are the impacts of continuity of learning on children’s academic and social-emotional
outcomes?

How can support systems be structured to provide consistent and holistic support for
children, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds?

What are the roles of educators, parents, and policymakers in promoting continuity of
learning?9

Enhanced Educational Outcomes: Evaluations show that children who experience
continuity in their learning environments have better academic and social-emotional
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Research Gaps

Despite positive findings, several research gaps remain. More longitudinal studies are needed to
understand the long-term impacts of continuity of learning on children’s academic and social-
emotional development. Additionally, research could explore the specific mechanisms through
which continuity of learning influences outcomes, particularly for children from diverse cultural
and socio-economic backgrounds. Further investigation is required to identify effective strategies
for implementing continuity of learning in various educational settings and to understand the
challenges and barriers faced by educators and policymakers in promoting continuity of learning.

Conclusion

Continuity of learning is a vital aspect of early childhood development that ensures children
experience consistent, cohesive, and supportive educational journeys. By aligning organisational
structures, curricula, pedagogical approaches, and assessment practises, educators can create a
seamless learning experience that benefits all children, especially those from disadvantaged
backgrounds.10,11 The insights from Our Place's publications provide valuable guidance in
implementing continuity of learning strategies effectively. Addressing the challenges and
committing to collaborative efforts will ensure children can thrive and succeed in their educational
journeys. Ensuring continuity helps mitigate the risk of educational disruptions and promotes
stable learning environments. It also plays a critical role in reducing learning gaps and fostering
cumulative learning. To fully realize the benefits of continuity of learning, it is essential to address
the existing research gaps and continue exploring innovative approaches to support children’s
educational success.

outcomes.

Support for Vulnerable Children: Continuity of learning is particularly beneficial for
children from disadvantaged backgrounds, helping to mitigate the risks associated with
educational disruptions.

Cumulative Learning: Continuity in educational practises ensures that each stage of
learning builds on the previous one, reinforcing and expanding children's knowledge and
skills.

Reduction of Learning Gaps: Consistent assessment and pedagogical approaches help
identify and address learning gaps early on, reducing disparities in educational outcomes.
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Implications for Parents, Services and Policy

For parents, understanding the importance of continuity of learning can help them advocate for
consistent educational practises and support systems for their children. Parents can play a crucial
role in reinforcing learning at home and ensuring that transitions between different educational
stages are smooth.

For services, particularly those provided by early childhood centres and schools, adopting a
continuity of learning approach involves aligning curricula, teaching practises, and assessment
methods. Professional development and collaboration among educators are essential for
maintaining consistency in educational practices.12

For policymakers, promoting continuity of learning requires creating policies that support
alignment and structures that enable collaboration across different educational settings. This
includes providing adequate resources, time and training for educators, as well as developing
frameworks that encourage consistent practices. Policymakers should also focus on addressing
the structural barriers that hinder the implementation of continuity of learning. By prioritizing
continuity of learning, policymakers can help ensure that all children have access to high-quality,
cohesive educational experiences that support their long-term success.
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Why is the public school system important in
building early learning?
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Educational Consultant, Canada
February 2025

Introduction

The Canadian public school system is one of the strongest in the world.  According to the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD),1 in the most recent Programme
for International Student Assessment (PISA), Canadian public schools scored in the top 10
countries in reading, math and science among secondary school students, above Australia, New
Zealand, the UK, United States, and Ireland.2 Particularly significant is Canada scores well in both
achievement and equity. Canadian students tend to perform well regardless of differences in their
socioeconomic background.

Both achievement and equity count, but equity is especially significant if we are to build and hold
trust in our public institutions.3 A founding principle of public education is equity. Enrolment is a
right regardless of location, race, religion, social status, language, degree of privilege, or special
needs of the child.  

According to Statistics Canada, in 2023, the gap between rich and poor in Canada grew at the
fastest pace on record. The top 20% of earners held 67.8 % of the country’s net worth, compared
with the bottom 40% holding 2.7%.4 Schools can and do help close the equity gap but cannot fully
compensate children from low-income families with the many enriching experiences and
opportunities that more privileged children enjoy.  

Subject

Research continues to reinforce the value of investing in early childhood education, including
stronger literacy and numeracy, increased self-regulation, and more positive social-emotional
skills for children who have access to early years programs and services. The earlier we invite
families into the public school system, the better.  Public school systems have existing
infrastructures which can promote positive transitions from childcare into the school system.
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Problems

Separate childcare and school systems for young learners can lead to several challenges:

Research Context

British Columbia’s “Seamless Day” is an example of utilizing the public school infrastructure to
implement quality early learning initiatives that provide ongoing opportunities for greater
collaboration between adults working with young children across various settings.

Beginning in 2019, the BC Ministry of Education and Child Care implemented the Seamless Day
Kindergarten initiative.  Rather than just locating childcare programs in schools, Seamless Day
creates educational teams of certified Early Childhood Educators (ECEs) and Kindergarten
teachers working in the kindergarten classroom. The Seamless Day framework aims to develop
continuity as children transition from one setting to another through seamless support and
communication.  Continuity of learning is enabled by strengthening relationships between ECEs
and teachers, creating similarities in learning environments, and a shared mindset with common
pedagogy and practices, using the BC Early Learning Framework to guide curriculum.

The Seamless Day begins in the before-school environment.  ECEs greet families in the
kindergarten classroom before the school day begins, continue to support learning alongside the

When early childhood education and formal schooling operate independently, children may
encounter inconsistent teaching methods and curricula, disrupting the continuity of their
learning and development.4

Childcare services are not universally available and charge fees excluding many low and
moderate-income families.

Public preschools typically employ trained teachers who are predominantly white, while
childcare may have racialized educators without degrees. This segregation can perpetuate
inequalities in educational quality and outcomes.5

Separate systems require distinct administrative structures, leading to duplicated efforts and
higher operational costs.6

Families navigating separate systems may face challenges in understanding and engaging
with differing expectations and communication channels, potentially hindering their
involvement in their child's education.7
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kindergarten teacher during the school day and resume learning activities after the formal school
day ends. The teaching team collaborates to provide joyful experiences for children to explore and
play.  

The wrap-around continuity of programming and activities and the collaborative knowledge of the
child and the family create smooth transitions, which is especially important for vulnerable
children who have the most to lose from a fragmented approach. Strong transitions can improve
equity in young children’s education outcomes.

Key Research Questions

What impact does the integration have on early literacy and numeracy skills?
Does integrated programming improve school readiness and long-term educational achievement?
How does integration influence children's sense of belonging and classroom engagement?

Recent Research Results

Central to a thriving primary classroom is oral language.  In this environment, children whose
home language is more functional than expansive grow their vocabulary and sentence structure.
 All children learn to use their language to express their needs, interact with one another, observe,
notice and wonder. They become readers, writers, speakers, listeners and thinkers in a community
where all belong.  Children are engaged in whole-class learning, small-group learning, and
individual work.  Teachers model, provide opportunities for guided and independent practice, and
watch for children displaying, in different contexts, the skills and strategies that have been taught.
This model of gradual release of responsibility enables all children to progress at their rate and to
have the support and modeling of those around them.

In Every Child, Every Day, researchers Allington and Gabriel8 developed six elements of daily
instruction, which when used allow more than 95% of children to read at grade level by the end of
grade one.

1. Every child reads something of their choosing. Choice matters enormously. When given a
choice, engagement increases, and children experience the joy and purpose of reading.

2. Every child reads accurately. At some point every day, children need books that they can
read. These books will blend decodable words and sight words and enable children to
increase the number of words they read automatically.

©2025-2025 ABILIO | EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION IN THE PUBLIC SYSTEM 56



Vocabulary growth is significant in closing the gap for young children. Children who are never read
to at home are exposed to approximately 300,000 fewer words than children who are read to once
day per day from birth to 5 years of age.9 Reading at school can compensate for this gap, and can
be critical to second language learners.  They hear both the words and the cadence and rhythm of
language.

Research Gaps

Integrated early education and child care is a new and not widely used delivery model. As a result,
most studies focus on immediate skill development, lacking data on sustained academic progress.
There is also insufficient comparative analysis between integrated and non-integrated systems,
making it challenging to isolate those elements of program integration which provide benefits.
Additionally, diversity factors such as socio-economic status, linguistic background, and cultural
variations remain underexplored, particularly how these affect literacy gains in integrated models.
Another gap involves the professional collaboration between early childhood educators and
kindergarten teachers, with limited insights into how joint pedagogical strategies influence literacy
development. Furthermore, research often overlooks the impact of policy variations and funding
models on the quality of literacy instruction in integrated settings. Addressing these gaps can
provide a more comprehensive understanding of how integration influences early literacy

3. Every child reads something they understand. This is the goal of reading – understanding.
 Children need daily practice in reading for meaning, first in a group, then independently.

4. Every child writes something personally meaningful. Reading and writing are reciprocal
processes. Many children learn about letters and sounds as they are instructed in phonics
and phonemic awareness, and they put these skills to work in writing. Beginning with
drawing and adding letters, sounds, and words to their sketches, they record their stories
and share them with others. All children have stories to share. Their background knowledge,
cultural experiences, and languages are important resources.

5. Every child talks to their peers about their reading and their writing. Given choice in reading,
expecting to write daily about shared experiences from the class, personal experiences, or
flights of imagination sets children up for sharing, which, in turn, helps build community,
confidence and competence.

6. Every child listens to a fluent adult read aloud. This invitation into a story expands a child’s
world and builds their vocabulary and sense of text.
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outcomes.

Conclusions

Research on the impact of integrated education and child care on children's early literacy
generally indicates positive outcomes, emphasizing improved language development, vocabulary
expansion, and foundational literacy skills. Studies have shown that children in integrated settings
benefit from continuous learning experiences facilitated by collaborative teaching between early
childhood educators and kindergarten teachers. This approach enhances the consistency of
literacy instruction and exposure to language-rich environments, particularly benefiting children
from diverse socio-economic backgrounds. However, research highlights variability based on
program quality, teacher qualifications, and family engagement levels. Longitudinal studies
suggest that early literacy benefits can extend into later academic achievement, though further
evidence is needed to confirm long-term effects. Moreover, when schools meet the needs of
parents for childcare, and the developmental needs of children, trust in public education is
enhanced.

As Dr. Maren Aukerman of the University of Calgary says, ‘Literacy is shaped by culture and
context, is social, and involves emotions.’10 The public system embraces our rich, Canadian
diversity of learners. Together, we are better. In the public system, we embrace diversity,
celebrate it, and are richer for it.

Implications for Parents, Services and Policy

For parents, models that streamlined access to both early learning and child care, reduce
logistical challenges and promote consistent care routines. The continuity between early
education and care also enhances parental confidence in the quality of services, supporting their
involvement in their child’s development. For services, integration fosters collaboration between
early childhood educators and kindergarten teachers, leading to more cohesive instructional
practices and improved early literacy outcomes. It also encourages professional development and
shared pedagogical strategies. From a policy perspective, integrated models require harmonized
funding frameworks and consistent quality standards across childcare and education sectors.
Policies must address equitable access, ensuring that families from diverse backgrounds benefit
equally. Additionally, policymakers must focus on sustainable funding, professional standards, and
inclusion strategies to maximize the benefits of integrated early learning systems for all children.
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