LEGISLATIVE RECOGNITION FOR EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATORS: WHAT DOES IT MEAN?  (1995)

The Association of Early Childhood Educators, Ontario has been working diligently for many years in the pursuit of professional recognition for Early Childhood Educators.   While information about "legislative recognition" has been circulating in the child care community for over a decade, many Early Childhood Educators are still unfamiliar with the idea of professional regulation.  In these times of trial for child care professionals across Ontario, the AECEO is reaffirming its commitment to legislative recognition and the children of Ontario.  It is the purpose of this article to outline the development of legislative recognition and to demystify some of the terms and concepts used when discussing the professional regulation of Early Childhood Educators. 

Background:

The phrase "legislative recognition" was first adopted by the AECEO in 1989 when some members began to discuss the creation of a regulatory body specifically for Early Childhood Educators.  Many members felt that such a body would allow for closer monitoring of professionals working with children, thereby protecting the public and the children of the province. 

In 1991 a grant was received from the Child Care Initiative Fund to complete a study on the "Feasibility of Legislative Recognition for Early Childhood Educator".  This study investigated possible models for the regulatory body, the cost and how many stakeholders in the field supported the process.  The results of the study showed overwhelming support for legislative recognition and outlined a model that the AECEO could use in the development of a regulatory body. 

Why Legislative Recognition?:

The AECEO believes that parents and members of the general public have the right to know that the Early Childhood Educators teaching their children have demonstrated competence in their jobs and are not afraid of being held accountable by their peers.   The Day Nurseries Act and the Ontario Regulations cover only minimum standards for the care of children and the training of those that care for them.  Currently, no single body or organization exists to represent Early Childhood Educators and to regulate the provision of care and education for young children.   For this reason, there is no formal accountability mechanism in the field of early childhood education.  

Because Early Childhood Educators influence the physical, psychological and social development of children, it is imperative that they are regulated by a professional body with specified standards of organization with an understanding of the specific body of knowledge needed by educators to provide optimal care and education for young children. 

The Model and Its Components:

The Model suggested by the study mentioned above included the creation of a regulatory body with various functions.  Firstly, the body would set entry standards for the profession. This means that the body would define the level of knowledge, experience and qualifications required for all Early Childhood Educators to practice in the province of Ontario. Similar to the nursing profession, these entry standards would establish the requirements to be fulfilled by graduates and could take the form of additional field practice, a personal profile, an exam or any combination of these.  All new Early Childhood Educators would have to register with the regulatory body while older teachers would be automatically "grandparented" through the registration process. 

Secondly, the regulatory body would create a Standard of Practice and a Code of Ethics for the profession.  The Standards of Practice would be a written set of principles that describe the day-to-day conduct required for Early Childhood Educators to practice both safely and effectively. The Code of Ethics, already established by the AECEO, outlines the ethical practices that should be followed by Early Childhood Educators. 

Thirdly, the regulatory body would establish an accountability process to deal with cases of "unprofessional" conduct.  The process would allow the body to investigate the case and decide whether or not disciplinary action should be taken.  The body would also decide what disciplinary actions would be considered appropriate for the circumstances. Individuals would have the right to appeal the decision of the regulatory body. 

Finally, the regulatory body would set continuing competence requirements, that is to say, the kind of professional development the Early Childhood Educators must obtain in order to maintain their registration in the body.  Professional development could include attending conferences, attending or facilitating workshops, publishing professional material etc. 

The Working Group: 

In November 1994 the AECEO organized a Working Group to put these ideas into action. This Group is composed of people from the Early Childhood community including home child care, infant/toddler care and ECE college faculty to name just a few.  Over the past year the Working Group has been busy developing a questionnaire that has been answered by ECEs across the province.  The results of this questionnaire will provide the information they need to create a framework for the new regulatory body.  Once the feedback from Early Childhood Educators is collated, the draft legislation will be written by the Working Group.  This legislation will be presented to the government for review and discussion.  It is likely that this part of the process will involve some collaboration between government officials and members of the Working Group before the final legislation is passed. 

The End Result:

The creation of a self-regulating body for Early Childhood Educators will be a milestone for child care professionals.  It will provide a framework of established standards for the profession ensuring consistency of training and practice across the province. It will also offer individual Early Childhood Educators the support they need to work safely and effectively in the field of child care. 

For parents, Legislative Recognition for Early Childhood Educators ensures accountability and high quality care and education.  A formal partnership between Early Childhood Educators and the government means that entry standards, an accountability process, a Standards of Practice and on-going professional development will be a requirement for every Early Childhood Educator in Ontario. 

There has never been a more important time for Early Childhood Educators to work together to consolidate their profession.  Political changes are threatening the very existence of the child care system in this province.  Without a unified voice Early Childhood Educators and children could be lost in the process of government spending cuts. Securing Legislative Recognition is the only way to ensure that Early Childhood Educators have some control in shaping the political decisions that will affect the child care community. 
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