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Accessibility of childcare services in Canada for children with disabilities aged 0 to 5 years: Current situation
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In 2021, the Government of Canada committed to establishing an early learning and childcare system designed to provide families with access to high-quality and affordable childcare services. These childcare services should be tailored to the specific and unique needs of young children with disabilities. However, there is currently no overview of the existing situation of childcare services in Canada. Each province and territory has its own rules, which makes things complicated. The overall aim of this project is therefore to synthesize evidence from multiple sources to document the accessibility of childcare services in Canada for children with disabilities aged 0 to 5 years. It has three specific objectives: (1) identify the laws and regulations currently in force in each province and territory of Canada that pertain to the accessibility of childcare services for children with disabilities aged 0 to 5 years; (2) identify solutions that may promote accessibility of childcare services for young children with disabilities, as well as the benefits for these children of implementing these promising solutions; and (3) describe experiences in childcare services in Canada from the perspective of parents and childcare staff.

1. Identify the laws and regulations currently in force in each province and territory of Canada that pertain to the accessibility of childcare services for young children with disabilities

An environmental scan was conducted using various websites. In the end, 28 documents specific to young children with disabilities who attend a childcare service were retained. No existing document sets out legal content obliging childcare services to adapt their services to children with disabilities. It is also clear that there is no consistency across the country in terms of existing regulations or services provided. However, the retained documents present individualized services offered to these children, as well as various funding programs. This information should be highlighted so that provinces and territories can draw inspiration from each other in the development of policies or regulations. During the selection process, it was observed that many documents could also be relevant for our target population, even though they were not specifically designed for it. In total, an additional 137 documents were retained for analysis. Some of the information pertains to the inclusion and participation of all children. It may support governments and childcare providers in their efforts to improve the accessibility of childcare services for young children with disabilities.

2. Identify solutions that may promote accessibility of childcare services for young children with disabilities, as well as the benefits for these children of implementing these promising solutions

A scoping review of the scientific literature was conducted. Ultimately, findings from 65 studies were summarized. The most commonly documented solutions for improving the accessibility of childcare services for young children with disabilities are associated with various forms of support and relationships. They mainly concern the social skills (e.g., social initiations and interactions with peers) and communication skills (e.g., receptive and expressive language) of children with autism. These promising solutions are generally child-centred – prioritizing their individual needs, interests, and abilities. Few studies have documented the need to make changes in the physical environment to improve accessibility. The scoping review includes a list of solutions with proven benefits for children with disabilities attending childcare centres (e.g., training for educators and peer-mediated interventions for the social environment, and access to assistive devices and adapted equipment for the physical environment).

3.1 Describe the experiences in childcare services in Canada from the perspective of parents and childcare staff: Facilitators and barriers to accessibility

Individual interviews were conducted with 21 mothers of children with disabilities who attended a childcare centre, and 21 staff members in childcare centres that were attended by a child with disabilities. The participants came from five provinces. The facilitators and barriers to the accessibility of childcare services for young children with disabilities were documented. The results emphasize that well-qualified, caring staff members, rigorous administrative coordination and monitoring processes, long-term engagement of resource consultants, and close collaboration among the various involved parties are essential to optimize the accessibility of childcare services. The study highlights the key role of educators in supporting children with disabilities by using an approach that acknowledges their individual needs and accompanies them as they develop. This is complemented by the work of specialized professionals, such as special educators and speech-language pathologists, who help strengthen the interventions carried out in childcare centres. Several barriers that can hinder childcare services’ accessibility to young children with disabilities were also identified. According to our participants, the most important barriers are attitudes towards children with disabilities and their inclusion, as well as organizational, material, and environmental factors.

3.2 Describe the experiences in childcare services in Canada from the perspective of parents and childcare staff: Challenges encountered and solutions to be prioritized

An online survey was launched with parents and childcare staff. It aimed to document the main challenges encountered and to prioritize solutions that could be implemented in response to these challenges. A total of 233 people completed the survey. Participants identified two key priorities from a list of possible challenges. First, they mentioned the difficulty of finding or providing childcare services with educators who have the appropriate training to care for children with disabilities. Second, they identified the difficult access to specialized services, such as speech-language pathology and occupational therapy. From this perspective, the results highlight three essential levers to improve the accessibility of childcare services for young children with disabilities. These include the enhancement of educators’ initial and ongoing training, a better access to specialized resources, and a greater financial support. These factors, which are closely interrelated, constitute indispensable conditions to respond equitably, coherently and sustainably to the needs of children and childcare services.

The findings from the various components of this research project informed the formulation of the recommendations presented below. They aim to contribute to the development of strengthened Canadian standards for accessibility of childcare services, particularly for children with disabilities.
· Enhance and promote both initial and ongoing training for early childhood educators;
· Invest in the recognition and valuing of early childhood educators by improving their working conditions and implementing concrete measures to address the shortage of qualified personnel;
· Promote access to support from specialized professionals;
· Implement resource consultants;
· Enhance funding programs and improve their accessibility;
· Implement inclusive policies and practices;
· Ensure that all childcare services provide physically accessible, safe, and inclusive environments.
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