RESPONSE TO MINISTRY OF COMMUNITY AND SOCIAL SERVICES' “IMPROVING ONTARIO'S CHILD CARE SYSTEM”, 1996

INTRODUCTION

The Presidents of the AECEO's 25 branches across Ontario and the members of our Board of Directors participated in an information session on October 6th for the purpose of developing a broadly based response to the recommendations contained in "Improving Ontario's Child Care System".  These are the views of a varied cross-section of representatives of the child care profession.

We feel strongly that the regulated child care system in Ontario is now, has always been, and should remain the leader in promoting and supporting quality child care in Canada.  We agree that some of the processes and procedures are in need of refinement and enhancement to ensure that parents are able to choose the best possible child care for their children.  

The basic tenets of child care are quality, affordability and accessibility.  Quality child care is an employment necessity, which supports Ontario's economy and ensures full participation in the work force by men and women who must work or who chose to do so.  The Canadian Advisory Council on the Status of Women1 tells us that a majority of parents surveyed prefer regulated child care, but that barriers exist.  70% indicated that licensed child care was unavailable or in short supply, 22% indicated that licensed child care was too expensive.  8% indicated that child care did not fit their work schedules.

Child care professionals realize that more flexibility is needed to meet the needs of children and families and are willing to make necessary adjustments to ensure the future of our regulated child care system.

How do we, as a society, perceive the value of our children?  If we are to produce a healthy, competent, productive generation of children we must work in partnership.  Child care is an important part of the piece.  Access to quality child care provides significant long-term benefits for our children.  Good child care increases social competence, language/play development, control over aggression, compliance to adults, fewer behaviour problems in Grade One, improved orientation to learning and improved school readiness.  Bad child care has the reverse effect.3

We are concerned that several of the government's proposed directions will have the opposite effect to the desire to increase choice for families.  Recommendations contained in the report point to closing of child care spaces, fewer subsidies, higher turnover of Early Childhood Educators, erosion of quality in existing centres and higher fees.

We outline our concerns, some possible solutions and welcome your questions.

1.  MUNICIPAL ROLE IN FUNDING AND DELIVERY OF CHILD CARE FEE SUBSIDY:
We believe that regulation and licensing should remain with the provincial government.  Licensing by municipalities is open to conflict since many directly operate child care.  Problems of consistency, inherent in the current subsidy system, pose a real problem where licensing is concerned.  Regulation must be rigorous to be efficacious.  

Contrary to the directions outlined in the recently released Crombie report, we believe that municipalities should continue to monitor and administer the child care fee subsidies for parents and be involved in purchase of service agreements.

We do, however, desire provincial consistency.  The current situation is a patchwork with overlaps, duplication and inconsistencies among municipalities.  We encourage the provincial government to develop a more useable framework that ensures consistency. 

2.  LICENSING
We support the direction towards a more effective licensing process.  In addition, we encourage more consistent application of regulations from region to region within the Child Care Branch.

The Association of Early Childhood Educators, Ontario, in partnership with a number of groups in Canada and the United States (NAEYC) is developing a process of accreditation for child care centres.  Broadly consisting of a combination of self and external evaluation, we expect that the outcome of the process will be greater compliance with regulations and, in fact, an enhancement above the minimum standards outlined in the Day Nurseries Act.  There is great interest in and potential for an accreditation process that targets optimum standards.  

However, even with centre accreditation in place, there is a danger of increased non-compliance if inspections are decreased and a continuous license is granted.  We encourage caution before this step is taken.  Without the accompanying supports, quality is endangered.

We support non-compliance penalties with fines and closures and feel that the licensing body should have greater ability and power to achieve compliance.  Licensing fees should reflect actual costs and fines should be set at a level to provide greater deterrence. 

With regards to consulting and program development functions, we feel that some conflict exists with having the licensing body performing both functions.  Some local individuality could be very productive if program development and consultation were to be extended to a broader number of municipalities.

New Licenses and Fees:
The licensing body should develop and require more specific guidelines for potential operators to make application for opening of new centres.  Attached to these guidelines should be costs that are more realistic and an additional requirement that the potential operator conduct a comprehensive needs survey.  A pre-application site-visit check-list should be developed and completed by the applicant that includes items in all areas of licensing requirements including, but not limited to, health and safety and zoning.

We support the institution of a two year probationary period for newly licensed centres with an increased number of visits during this period.  The outcome would be a more intensive licensing process with a standardized and more realistic fee.

After the probationary period, increased costs of inspections could act as a deterrent to non-compliance.  Each additional inspection required to ensure compliance would carry with it a fee until the licensing standards are met.  One instance of non-compliance would trigger increased frequency of inspections with an accompanying fee per inspection.

We further recommend that all staff involved in program development, either at the provincial government level, under the current model or, at the municipality, under our recommended model, should be professionally qualified (ECE or equivalent).

3.  FEE SUBSIDY ELIGIBILITY:
We support the move to income-based testing for eligibility for subsidy.  One caveat with regards to using a sliding scale is establishment of the cut-off point; that it recognizes geographic differences in the cost of living, cost of accommodation, family size and other measurable regional differences.  Allowing for an incentive to save is good for families and the community as a whole.

Approved corporations should continue to administer the subsidy where applicable.

4.  QUALITY AND STANDARDS:
Training:
We support the direction to retain the requirements for staff qualifications and number of trained staff.  In fact, we further recommend an additional requirement that all staff be ECE or Equivalent.  ECEs working with Infants and Toddlers should require specialized Infant/Toddler training.  Supervisors should be required to have 5 years post diploma experience and specialized post graduate training.

Ratios: 

Ratios of the number of children per adult should not be changed.  

Doherty and Stuart3 summarize ECERS and ITERS scores of quality for seven provinces.  The results suggest that any change to either training standards or ratios threatens to diminish quality as measured by ECERS and ITERS.  It is interesting, and disheartening, to note that the range of scores in Ontario's study group, varies from a clearly unacceptable 3.11 to an almost optimum 6.94.

Research indicates that ratios are vital to child care that promotes good development.  


"The California 1: 8 standard for preschoolers was associated with higher levels of appropriate caregiving than ... 1: 9 standards.  Policy makers sometimes believe that simply adding one more child can't make that much difference.  Our results argue otherwise."2

For school age children, we support some flexibility in the regulations with respect to staffing qualifications and ratios.  

Arrival departure flexibility is acceptable with the caveat that ensuring clearly defined standards that recognize safety standards is paramount.

Wages:
Decent wages are a necessary component and have a direct impact on the quality of child care.  A low wage contributes to higher turnover1, which in turn negatively affects quality.  

ECEs must not be asked to continue to subsidize the cost of child care.  They must receive a worthy wage for the work that they do.  In addition, ECEs with higher levels of training should receive a wage that recognizes their commitment to professionalism and upgrading.  

We support levelling the playing field for all Early Childhood Educators whatever their work place.  Wages of all Early Childhood Educators in all sectors within regulated child care must be brought up to a decent level.  

Stabilization of child care wages is essential to the maintenance of quality programming.  Loss of Wage Enhancement Grants must be replaced by wage stabilization, through funding of operations, greatly increased subsidy funding or directly to the ECE through subsidy or income tax measures.  Administration of wage stabilization monies could be done by a College of Early Childhood Educators that will maintain a registry of all ECEs in the province.

Physical Plant:
The play and learning environment is important in the promotion of overall development.  Staff and children all need light and room to move.  Alternative forms of fencing are acceptable.

Home Child Care:  
Some changes are supported with adequate training and support, licensing and accountability.

Recreation programs that conform to acceptable standards and are accountable through a licensing mechanism could be made eligible for fee subsidies.  Appropriate training is essential and can come in a variety of forms but must contain basic behavioural management and developmental components.

5.  WAGE SUBSIDIES:
We support leveling the playing field for all Early Childhood Educators who work in regulated child care.

Loss of Wage Enhancement Grants is a concern for several reasons.  Lower wages will in the short term cause a significant number of qualified individuals to leave the field to obtain a decent wage.  In the longer term, a decrease in the level of wages for ECEs will limit the supply of qualified candidates and reduce the overall quality of child care.

In addition to our previous recommendation, we suggest that a system of personal income tax breaks for ECEs in all sectors could be used to bring all ECEs to an equitable wage.  These tax breaks should go directly to the employee.  

If wages are lowered, ECEs will leave the field; parent fees will increase forcing more parents to stay at home for affordability reasons.  More single parents may be forced onto the welfare rolls by inability to afford quality child care and inability to access fee subsidies.  Small businesses that support child care will lose revenue.  Laid off ECE staff will decrease personal income tax revenues.  Reduced taxes will be collected at all levels.  Centres will close.  The outcome will actually result in decreased parental choice and unnecessary frustration.

6.  HOME CHILD CARE
Tax breaks for licensed home providers and parents using regulated home care will encourage unlicensed providers to become licensed.  By tightening up tax claims from unlicensed care, the underground cash based economy of unregulated up-the-street care will be shut down.  Higher tax revenues will accrue.

Resources for monitoring of compliance to regulations should be spent on the areas of greatest need.  More experienced providers require fewer visits whereas newer providers require more.  ECE providers would also require fewer visits.

We request clarification around the directions of ratio increases for providers adding school age children to their care.  The recommendation does not appear to have taken into account school professional activity days or school holidays.

Agency discretion with regard to the number of children cared for by a provider and the schedule of monitoring may be exercised (within specific limitations set by the regulatory body) if the provider has demonstrated capability through successful licensing visits and space is sufficient. 

7.  RESOURCE CENTRES
Resource Centres are an asset to children and families and we encourage the government to expand and promote their availability.

Implications: Opportunities for communities to develop innovative preventative strategies for "at risk" children and families (Early identification programs with education and health  - information to families prenatally and post-natally).  As is currently happening, resource centres should be encouraged to adjust their services to come in line with a broader mandate.

Resource Centres act as a source of public awareness and education on the value of high quality ECE programs and the importance of the early years.  Government should promote an inclusive services model with education, health and social services collaborating to develop a data base of services and needs.  Single point of access for a wide variety of services (including child care subsidies perhaps) provides a great advantage through reduced costs and frustration for the community.

Suggestions for resource centre strategies include child care registries and referral services.  In addition, the AECEO, with government support, could develop "How to " kits for implementing child care registries.

8. CAPITAL FUNDING:
The directions recommended to remove capital funds sharing will result in lack of availability and accessibility of regulated child care.  Centres are in danger of closing if they are unable to access capital funds from the corporate sector.

We recommend that mechanisms be established to raise the necessary funds through interest free loans to centres who require capital funds.  Additionally, establishment of an affordable or free business advisory service for help with access of funds would be of great assistance.

9.  SPECIAL NEEDS:
We agree with the government's stated intent to encourage full integration.  However, funding and resources need to be accessible.  Are additional funds and resources to be made available?

We would like a more specific definition of "special needs" and clarification of “investigating individualized approaches" and what the possible implications may be.

There is a generalized need to educate the public around the issues encountered by families with special needs. 

10. RATIONALIZING APPROACHES:
We agree that there needs to be a rationalization.  However, any amalgamation should be focussed on services for children and families, not on separate interest groups.  We have concerns that the direction seems to be to encourage unregulated child care, which has no mechanism for accountability.  

OSAP:  Students should be eligible for a subsidy space.  These subsidy dollars are an investment in the province's future.  Statistics show that for every $1.00 spent on a student, 4 social dollars (saved through prevention) and 3 tax dollars come back to the community within 20 years

We are concerned that the intention to provide funds for child care only while the student is in school will put undue stress on the child care system.  If it means we can save jobs for ECEs, we are willing to juggle and provide flexibility.  We suggest a regulated drop-in centre to meet the needs of varying class schedules and course demands.

We encourage development of a comprehensive system where all the funding comes from one base and is paid to the (regulated) provider.

CLOSING COMMENTS
We are concerned that Nursery Schools do not appear to be part of the overall picture.  ECEs provide early intervention, care and education in nursery school settings as well as in child care centres.

We ask that a glossary for key words for parents and field of ECE be provided.  Some terms are imprecise.  For example, "parental choice", investigating individualized approaches", "special needs".  We welcome the opportunity to respond to the recommended policy directions and encourage further discussion around issues of quality and wages. 
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