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Introduction 

Early learning and care refers to the environments 
where young children who have not yet entered 
kindergarten spend a portion of their day without their 
parents. Also known as daycare or child care, early 
learning and care includes licensed child care centres, 
early education programs, preschools, and family day 
homes. 

Early learning and care is seen as a necessity by some 
and a privilege by others. The federal government 
envisions a “system” of early learning and care that is 
high quality, affordable, accessible, inclusive, and 
flexible. The government intends to increase its financial 
support toward child care and to negotiate with provincial 
governments and territories on what a system of child 
care might look like for each. So far, eight provinces and 
territories have reached agreements with the federal 
government. Alberta is not yet among them.  

But what, specifically, are the benefits of high quality 
early learning and care for young children, families, and 
society? 

Are There Benefits for Children? 

Studies show that centre-based, high quality early 
learning and care can have positive effects on children’s 
cognitive, emotional, and social development. In some 
cases, the impacts are long-term and far-reaching. In 
one well-controlled study, for example, at-risk children in 
a high quality preschool program showed a variety of 
long-term advantages over a comparison group, 
including better educational achievement, better 
behaviour in school, better employment opportunities as 
adults, and less involvement with the legal system. 
Some of these effects remained at 40 years of age! Not 
all outcomes are consistent across studies though, 
which we might expect when we consider that early 
learning and care programs vary widely in the children 
they serve and the approaches they use. Nevertheless, 
findings are generally positive. At-risk children tend to 
show greater gains than other children, but in many 
studies all categories of children show gains. Moreover, 
children typically experience greater benefits when they 
are in high quality programs; for example, programs with 
well-qualified early childhood educators and lower child-
to-staff ratios have greater positive impacts.  

Are there benefits for children? Yes, children can benefit 
from early learning and care. If Albertans want as many 

children to benefit as possible, then early learning and 
care programs must be high quality. 

Are There Benefits for Families? 

Early learning and care has positive effects on families. 
For parents, especially mothers of young children, early 
learning and care allows parents to engage more fully in 
the workforce. Studies have found that the availability of 
quality, affordable early learning and care can lead to 
increases in women’s employment and income. For 
example, researchers cite increased participation of 
women in the labour force as one of the main 
achievements of Quebec’s system of early learning and 
care. Improving access to early learning and care can 
also lead to a reduction in social and economic equity 
gaps. Child care remains a barrier to paid work and the 
income it provides, which disproportionately impacts 
lower-income families and particularly lone parents. 
Affordable quality child care is a game changer for 
reducing and eliminating poverty, in part because it 
provides marginalized families with greater access to 
employment and educational opportunities. 

Early learning and care also impacts quality of life for 
families. Many parents, in particular those with 
precarious jobs and incomes, experience intense 
pressure because they lack child care. Without access to 
suitable child care, parents face challenges maintaining 
meaningful employment, workplace productivity, 
financial stability, and overall wellness. In addition, high 
quality early learning and care that meets the needs of 
families can lead to reduced parental stress.  

Are there benefits for families? Yes, families can benefit 
from early learning and care. If Albertans want as many 
families as possible to benefit, early learning and care 
must be available and affordable for all who want it. 

Are There Benefits for Society? 

If high quality early learning and care is good for children 
and for families, then it is bound to be good for 
communities and society. Nevertheless, high quality 
early learning and care costs money. Can Albertans 
afford it?  

Most analyses of the economic effects of early learning 
and care show that the benefits—short term and long-
term—outweigh costs. The Conference Board of Canada 
has estimated a return of $1.67 to $5.83 for every dollar 
invested in a system of early learning and care. 
According to another economic study, Quebec’s low-
cost, universally available system of early learning and 
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care more than pays for itself, mostly as a result of 
women’s increased participation in the workforce and, 
therefore, higher taxes paid to governments. The Centre 
for the Future of Work estimates benefits of 
approximately $17 billion to $29 billion per year in 10 
years from implementing a universal system of early 
learning and care across the country. These benefits 
would come from expanded economic activity and tax 
revenues—the estimate does not include the long-term 
benefits to children who receive high quality early 
learning and care. 

Are there benefits for society? Not only is early learning 
and care the smart thing to do for young children and 
their families, it is the smart thing to do for the economy!  

Who Benefits? 

What would a system of early learning and care that is 
high in quality, affordable, accessible, inclusive, and 
flexible mean for Edmontonians? It would mean 
everything to: 

• The young family that is trying to save money for a 
mortgage but cannot afford to do so as long as they 
have to pay for child care that costs as much as 
university tuition. 

• The single father who wants to upgrade his skills but 
has no good way to provide care for his child while 
attending classes. 

• The young immigrant family that struggles to make 
ends meet because the cost of barely adequate housing 
consumes more than half their income. 

• The single mother who needs to return to school so 
that she has options other than income support.  

• The child with physical disabilities who is turned away 
by most child care centres because there isn’t the 
capacity to accommodate their disabilities.  

• Children in all areas of the city who would benefit from 
access to learning environments with well-prepared, 
well-supported early childhood educators who have the 
necessary expertise to nurture the development of 
personal, social, and cognitive skills in young children. 

The benefits for individual children and parents can lead 
to economic benefits for communities and economy. 

The current system in Alberta is far from generating 
these benefits. The current approach does not differ 
much from what was in place decades ago. There is little 
support for working parents, especially single parents, 

beyond an inefficient subsidy system. There has been 
limited effort to ensure high quality care and little 
attention paid to children and families who fall through 
the cracks. Few supports are sent directly to centres that 
are high quality and affordable, and early childhood 
educators (mostly women)—who do the important and 
challenging work of providing care—continue to earn low 
wages. The world has changed; support for early 
learning and care has not kept pace. 

Just as many children need high quality child care, 
Alberta needs a high quality system of early learning and 
care to realize potential benefits. The federal 
government is offering the financial support necessary 
for such a system. It’s up to Alberta’s policy-makers to 
design it in a way that ensures the high quality 
necessary to help our children, families, and society 
thrive. 

The current approach 

does not differ much from 
what was in place 

decades ago. There has 

been limited effort to 
ensure high quality care 
and little attention paid to 
children and families who 

fall through the cracks. 

 

Special thanks to Jeff Bisanz, Jennifer Fischer-
Summers, and the Edmonton Council for Early Learning 
and Care for helping to put together this fACT Sheet. 
 

The Edmonton Social Planning Council is an independent, 
non-profit, charitable organization focused on social research.  

This fACT Sheet, prepared by the Edmonton Social Planning 
Council, is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License. 

Edmonton Social Planning Council 
#200, 10544 - 106 Street, Edmonton, Alberta, T5K 1C5 
www.edmontonsocialplanning.ca 
@edmontonspc  
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