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NEWS RELEASE

Canada Must Establish a Universal Early Childhood
Education System

Aging workforce and declining birthrate mean that the country’s future
prosperity necessitates a major investment in the next g eneration, says
IRPP study

Montreal — Recently, the Ontario government has appointed a special adviser to develop
a plan to implement full-day kindergarten. This is due, at least in part, to overwhelming
evidence in support of the fact that the foundations for good lifelong health, social
competence, communication skills, and literacy, are laid down early in life. Though the
initiative in Ontario may constitute a step in the right direction, the IRPP study being
released today argues that governments across Canada must adopt a new strategy to
ensure children vulnerable to poor developmental outcomes achieve their full adult
potential.

Author Gillian Doherty (University of Guelph) reviews thirteen initiatives designed to
enhance the development of vulnerable children and prepare them for healthy and
productive adulthood. Her analysis suggests Canada’s targeted policies are not working as
well as they should. Currently, sixty percent of the money invested in targeted programs is
used for initiatives that have been shown to have a negligible impact on children’s
development. Furthermore, in most cases, due to lack of monitoring and evaluation it is not
possible to determine the extent to which programs are reaching their intended clientele.

This is a major problem, as Canada is facing workforce shortages resulting from low
birthrates and increasing numbers of baby boomers retiring. These demographics and the
demands of the global economy for highly skilled and knowledgeable workers mean that
Canada'’s future prosperity depends upon ensuring every child’s optimal development to
ensure the productivity of the smaller future workforce.

As the study points out, vulnerable children are found across all socio-economic groups,
with the greatest number living in middle- and upper-middle income families. As a result
programs that are restricted to the lowestincome group miss the majority of children
experiencing difficulties. The author argues that improving early childhood develpoment in
Canada will require the creation of a non-targeted, cost/effective early childhood education
system and:

Accepting that vulnerability to poor developmental outcomes occurs across all income
levels.



Recognizing that there is no easily observable marker to identify all vulnerable
children. Thus, early childhood education programs must be universally available to all
families wishing to use them.

Providing the level of government funding and other resources such as infrastructure
for the strategy to be effective.

As to whether the country can afford such a system, Doherty argues that Canada needs to
spend 1 percent of its GDP on early childhood education and care,that is about $15 billion
given current GDP. However she contends that “Universal early childhood education and
care provides greater benefits to society than it costs in public expenditures. Canada can
afford this expenditure; Canada cannot afford the inevitable negative consequences to its
future prosperity of failing to implement a universal system.”

Ensuring the Best Start in Life: Targeting vs. Universality in Early Childhood Development
by Gillian Doherty can be downloaded free of charge from www.irpp.org
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For more information or to request an interview, please contact the IRPP.

To receive the Institute’s monthly newsletter via e-mail, please subscribe to the IRPP e-
distribution service by visiting its Web site, at www.irpp.org.
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