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The state of Canadian early

childhood education and care in
2024

As of mid-2024, transformation of Canadian child care has been underway for three years. The
Canada-Wide Early Learning and Child Care (CWELCC) initiative is Canada’s first federal/provincial/
territorial/Indigenous child care plan to be sustained long enough for governments to begin putting
child care provision for all children and families in place. Thus far, significant changes have been made
in the existing child care landscape but many more are needed as Canada tackles building a publicly

funded system for the first time.

This report provides a brief overview of the state of Canadian child care, taking up where the previous
edition left off in late 2022. For a broader historical overview of Canadian child care provision —
including an examination of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and a description of the historic
introduction of CWELCC in April 2021 — see ECEC in Canada 2021.

Il GETTING STARTED

Three years after the notable commitments in the April 2021 federal budget, ELCC system-change has
been set in motion Canada-wide. Building on the federal budget commitments, bilateral agreements
with all provinces/territories,' and first phase action plans executed with all jurisdictions, Canada’s
first federal child care legislation to become law made its way through Parliament and received royal
assent on March 19, 2024. Bill C-35, An Act Respecting Early Learning and Child Care, is intended

to “establish a permanent, legislated commitment to federal funding for early learning and child
care.” The legislation sets out principles for the transformed ELCC system, identifying affordability,
accessibility (service availability), quality, and inclusivity as the touchstones for the Canada-Wide
Early Learning and Child Care initiative.

1 Quebec’s agreement with the Government of Canada is an “asymmetrical” one, as others with Quebec have been. Quebec will
continue to develop its own ELCC system without a negotiated action plan.
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https://childcarecanada.org/sites/default/files/ECEC-2021-REV-State-of-Canadian-ELCC-2022.pdf
https://childcarecanada.org/sites/default/files/ECEC-2021-REV-State-of-Canadian-ELCC-2022.pdf
https://www.parl.ca/documentviewer/en/44-1/bill/C-35/royal-assent

Affordability

Making child care affordable has received the most detailed treatment, with the federal government
setting a target of a 50% reduction in average fees for all families by the end of 2022 and an average
$10/day parent fee by 2025 — 2026 for all regulated child care spaces for 0 — 5 year olds. In response,
child care fees for children younger than school-age in a number of provinces/territories fell even more
precipitously than the first target.

By mid-2024, parent fees in six provinces/territories were set by the jurisdiction at the $10/day target.?
Some have exceeded this figure, some use it as an average and in several, $10/day represents the
maximum fee. Research conducted in 2023 shows that all jurisdictions achieved, or came close to
achieving, an average 50% fee reduction, the first target. While regulated child care may not yet have
become affordable for all families, it has inarguably become more affordable for many more than

before CWELCC, when the high cost of child care was a key barrier to access for many families.

Accessibility

Although Canada’s high parent fees had long been one of the main barriers to accessibility, it was not
the sole barrier. Making child care available to all families is identified as a key goal for CWELCC
which must be met by expanding the supply of regulated child care over time. Research from 2023
showed that close to half of Canada’s children younger than school-age lived in a “child care desert,”
defined as a postal code in which more than three children compete for a single preschool child care
space. This is intensified by, but not limited to, living in a rural or remote community. As the federal
government explicitly stated that CWELCC expansion would be “primarily public and non-profit,”

this is an expectation of the approach to making child care provision more available.

Full- and part-day (nursery school/preschool) spaces in centres for children younger than school-age
(0—5) in 2023 reached 678,024 spaces despite higher commitments to expansion targets identified in
each province/territory’s action plan. This represents an increase of 50,691 full- and part-day spaces
in regulated child care for 0 — 5 year olds between 2021 and 2023. Note that 0 — 5 year olds are also in
before- and after-school programs and in regulated family child care, but the number of spaces and
enrolment data for 0 — 5 year olds are not consistently available across jurisdictions. It is noteworthy
that coverage remains much lower for some groups, especially infants.

2 By January 2024, Newfoundland and Labrador, Prince Edward Island, Manitoba, Saskatchewan, and Nunavut had set their full-
day child care fees for children 0 - 5 to $10/day. Quebec had reduced their fees in funded CPEs and funded garderies before the
implementation of CWELCC; in 2024 they are $9.10/day. The Yukon and Northwest Territories do not have a set fee, but average fees
are approximately $10/day. New Brunswick’s set fees range from $7 - $21/day.
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https://policyalternatives.ca/publications/reports/measuring-matters
https://policyalternatives.ca/publications/reports/not-done-yet

Child care expansion across Canada depends in part on the availability of a qualified child care

workforce. Canadian child care’s low pay, poor working conditions, lack of respect for the work and
the workers, and less-than-adequate qualification requirements had been well documented by the

1990s. But although the issues were documented, they were never solved. Following the child care
crisis during the COVID-19 pandemic, which led to many child care staff being laid off, centres across
Canada found they were unable to hire qualified staff as the pandemic abated. This situation persists in
2024.

A 2024 report summarizes the wide range of child care workforce initiatives that have been taken or
are underway under CWELCC as all provinces/territories have committed to improving child care
workforce issues. For example, by mid-2024, six provinces and territories had introduced?® wage grids
of some kind and five others are working on them, while others have introduced pensions and other
retirement benefits or wage enhancement. Professional development has been strengthened and new
certification initiatives are underway. Nevertheless, despite a federal/provincial/territorial meeting on
the topic in July 2023, child care workforce issues continue and staff shortages remain a factor holding
back ELCC expansion. Consistent data on child care staff wages, benefits, and working conditions are

not available.

Quality

The intention that the Canadian child care system developing under CWELCC will be high quality is
stated explicitly as a principle, with the term “giving children the best start in life” often used as part
of the description of the initiative. The principle of “high quality” is included in the new child care
legislation, Bill C-35, and appears in the federal/provincial/territorial agreements and action plans.
However, attention to quality in the initial phase of CWELCC implementation has been more general
than specific and has mostly centred on the importance of a qualified child care workforce. Quality
in ECEC programs is a complex, multi-faceted concept, with interpretations and conceptions of
quality covering a wide range of philosophies and approaches. While qualified, well-employed early
childhood educators are known to be the primary factor in determining whether or not child care is
high quality, other structural factors — such as ratios, pedagogy, physical facilities, ownership, and
professional development — are also important, as are ongoing strategies to enhance quality. It should
be noted that all federal agreements and action plans explicitly state that expansion of services under

3 Prince Edward Island and Quebec had introduced wage grids before CWELCC. Following the introduction of CWELCC,
Newfoundland and Labrador, Nova Scotia, and New Brunswick also introduced wage grids, and Manitoba introduced a salary
guideline.
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https://childcarecanada.org/sites/default/files/OP35-Canadas-child-care-workforce.pdf
https://childcarenow.ca/a-summary-of-elcc-workforce-policies-as-of-december-2023-under-the-canada-wide-child-care-system/

CWELCC should be “primarily public and non-profit,” and for-profit ownership has been shown to be

a predictor of poorer quality. Nevertheless, the data in this report show that for-profit expansion has
continued in most jurisdictions, exceeding public and non-profit expansion in a number of provinces/
territories. Current or recent data on the quality of Canadian child care provision in most jurisdictions

is not available.

Inclusivity

The idea of “inclusivity,” a fourth CWELCC principle, signifies that child care services shall

be available and responsive to all children and families, including those who are marginalized,
racialized, newcomers, and those with disabilities. All provinces/territories maintain funding and
policy intended to include children with disabilities in regulated child care, and all except Quebec
use individual parent fee subsidy systems to help eligible low-income families cover child care fees.
In the federal/provincial/territorial bilateral agreements and action plans, all provinces/territories
committed to more equitable, or enhanced, provision of child care to “under-served” populations.
Although definitive data showing this are not available outside Quebec, a 2023 analysis suggests
that access to regulated child care is inequitably distributed; available data show that low income,
newcomer, racialized, and other more marginalized families are less likely to be using child care. Thus,
a more inclusive approach to ELCC calls for ensuring that barriers to access are addressed through

concerted policy focus.

Il NEXT STEPS

ECEC in Canada 2021 described that

the complexities of establishing a Canadian child care policy can be attributed, at least in part, to Canada’s
governance structure as a federation, not a unitary state. In the Canadian federation, 13 provinces/
territories have the main responsibility for social programs such as early learning and child care, as per the

division of powers between federal and provincial governments established in the Constitution Act of 1867.

Consistent with this, the child care changes underway are taking place through a series of bilateral
agreements between the federal government and each province/territory. Each agreement has been
accompanied by an initial two year action plan, which was to be renewed with a view to addressing
progress and gaps. Only a few second action plans have been finalized (see Manitoba’s, for example),
with the others yet to come. At the same time, new bilateral agreements will need to be prepared in 2025,
as the initial agreements addressed the period from 2021 — 2026. These will be needed to take child care
system-building into the future, although Bill C-35 protects the federal funding going forward.
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https://childcarecanada.org/sites/default/files/Risky-business-child-care-ownership-in-Canada-past-present-future_1.pdf
https://childcarecanada.org/sites/default/files/Child-care-for-whom-Inclusive-cc-for-all.pdf
https://childcarecanada.org/sites/default/files/ECEC-2021-REV-Government-roles-responsibilities.pdf
https://childcarecanada.org/sites/default/files/ECEC-2021-REV-Government-roles-responsibilities.pdf
https://www.canada.ca/en/early-learning-child-care-agreement/agreements-provinces-territories.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/early-learning-child-care-agreement/agreements-provinces-territories.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/early-learning-child-care-agreement/agreements-provinces-territories/manitoba-canada-wide-2021/action-plan-2023.html

- .

The significant fee reductions experienced by parents have intensified demand for regulated child care;

many parents became able to afford regulated child care for the first time. This was not unexpected,
but as parents joined waiting lists the visible mismatch between child care supply and demand became
aleading media story and an overarching concern. Ensuring sufficient expansion is under provincial

jurisdiction. Although expansion targets were set out in each province/territory’s first action plan,
expansion has been modest, with targets not met as of 2023. The federal government has allocated
additional funds, earmarked as capital funding for expansion: first, an infrastructure fund ($625
million) in the 2022 federal budget and a second incentive for expansion in the 2024 budget ($1 billion
in a capital loan program and an additional $60 million in capital grants). The impact of this funding
has not yet been felt.

In addition to adequate and equitable expansion, success during the next period of child care change
will also require focused, effective attention to the persistent and related issue of the child care
workforce. As well, provinces/territories will be considering how to put effective funding models

in place at the program level to ensure that service providers are financially able to deliver needed
services. Finally, the issue of the quality of the services children attend on a daily basis must be
addressed — consistent with the idea that ELCC offers children “the best start in life.” This needs to
begin with a tangible assessment of quality at the program level to begin to improve quality with a

concrete understanding of its current state.

Building a child care system is a big, complex task but Canada is not the first country to tackle it. As
Canada has moved from the foundational first phase to the critical and long-term implementation
phase of establishing the long-sought Canada-wide child care system, it is clear that there is much
policy and program development yet to do before the ambitious goal of affordable, accessible, high
quality, inclusive early learning and child care for all is solidly achieved.
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https://childcarecanada.org/taxonomy/term/8933
https://assets.nationbuilder.com/aeceo/pages/2793/attachments/original/1714589439/Funding_formula_brief_May_2024.pdf?1714589439
https://assets.nationbuilder.com/aeceo/pages/2793/attachments/original/1714589439/Funding_formula_brief_May_2024.pdf?1714589439
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/ontario-child-care-daycare-10-federal-provincial-funding-1.7211652
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