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Introduction

Our Vision for the Early Years
Ontario’s children and families are well supported  
by a system of responsive, high-quality, accessible, 
and increasingly integrated early years programs  
and services that contribute to healthy child 
development today and a stronger future tomorrow.

Ontario is emerging as a leader in the delivery of early years programs and  
services. With the province-wide introduction of full-day kindergarten, Ontario  
is at the forefront of a global transformation in early learning. Efforts to modernize  
child care and to create Best Start Child and Family Centres are also transforming 
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•	 easier access to information and timely referral to other community  
programs and services;

•	 knowing where to go to get the help they need, when they need it;
•	 receiving quality support in language acquisition, cultural identity,  

and respect. 

Early years partners and service providers will benefit from:

•	 utilizing their skills and training to provide environments and experiences  
that support children and families; 

•	 a coordinated and integrated approach that ensures programs and services  
are more responsive and adaptable to local needs;  

•	 greater collaboration, expanded networks, and reduced silos and duplication;
•	 strong and purposeful partnerships that help maximize financial and human 

resources;
•	 contributing to the vitality of Ontario’s diverse communities including  

newcomers, francophones, Aboriginal people, First Nations, Métis, and Inuit. 

Ontarians will benefit from:

•	 coordinated investments, planning, and services that maximize value from 
public spending and increase responsiveness;

•	 improved data collection, reporting, and accountability of programs  
and services;

•	 investments in the early years that improve life for Ontarians today and  
in the future, promote sustainability, and contribute to the growth of the 
economy.

Why Are the Early Years Important?

Children’s experiences early in life have a profound 
and long-lasting impact on their future development 
and well-being.

The early years are a period of intense learning and development, when 
tremendous changes occur in the brain over a short period of time. In the first 
year of life, the architecture of the brain takes shape at an astounding rate – 
approximately 700 new neural connections are being built per second. Scientists 
now know that this process is not genetically predetermined, but is in fact 
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dramatically influenced by children’s early experiences with people and their 
surroundings.2

Studies show that positive early years experiences lead to improved determinants 
of health, resulting in better social, economic, and health outcomes throughout 
the life cycle. The economic benefits of investments in the early years are also 
well-documented. Economist and Nobel laureate James Heckman calculates  
a seven-to-one return on public investment in programs for young children.3  
More recently, TD Bank Chief Economist, Craig Alexander, noted that the 
widespread and long-lasting benefits of early childhood education programs  
far outweigh the costs.4

With so much potential to make a positive difference in the early years, it is 
imperative that we take a coordinated and thoughtful approach to the programs 
and services we provide. The Ontario Early Years Policy Framework builds 
on the immense progress made to date to support Ontario’s children and their 
families in the early years. The framework:

•	 outlines a shared vision to help us better support children’s learning and  
development from birth to age six;

•	 focuses on easy access to quality programs and services;
•	 moves towards an increasingly seamless service experience for children and 

families.

Building on Progress to Date

Since 2003, Ontario has made great strides in the effort to create  
a comprehensive early years system. In 2009, Dr. Charles Pascal, then 
the Premier’s Advisor on Early Learning, released the report With 
Our Best Future in Mind: Implementing Early Learning in Ontario, which 
provided recommendations to move Ontario towards a more integrated, 
seamless early years system. Building on the advice presented in the report,  

http://www.td.com/document/PDF/economics/special/di1112_EarlyChildhoodEducation.pdf
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The government also took initial steps to move forward on Dr. Pascal’s 
recommendation to integrate child and family services and develop Best Start 
Child and Family Centres. Over 2010–11, the government consulted with a wide 
variety of individuals, communities, and stakeholder groups to seek input on a 
framework for Best Start Child and Family Centres. As well, an action research 
program was implemented to learn how to implement the Best Start Child and 
Family Centres concept in select Ontario communities. An innovations fund 
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Guiding Principles to Support the Vision 

To support Ontario’s vision for the early years, this framework is driven by 
four guiding principles:

•	 Programs and services are centred on the child and the family.
•	 Programs and services are of high quality.
•	 Strong partnerships are essential.
•	 Programs and services are publicly accountable.
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Our Commitment to Quality 
Quality is a central component of the Ontario Early Years Policy 
Framework and programming will be guided by the principles of the  
Early Learning Framework: 
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The Role of School Boards 
With full-day kindergarten soon to be available in all of Ontario’s 
publicly funded schools by September 2014, school boards are 
increasingly becoming active agents of early years program planning  
and delivery. With the introduction of the government’s Schools-First 
Child Care Capital Retrofit Policy in 2012, school boards are playing  
an even greater role in integrating and coordinating early years programs 
and providing an environment where services can be co-located for the 
convenience of parents and families.

As important community hubs, schools play a key role in identifying local 
needs and priorities. This is especially the case in French-language school 
boards that have a unique mandate under the Politique d’aménagement 
linguistique. In francophone communities across the province, early 
years programs are instrumental for the acquisition of culture and 
language. For many years, French-language school boards have offered 
full-day programs for four- and five-year-olds and led the development 
of programs designed from a community perspective to reach children 
at the earliest stages in life. With creative partnerships underway, many 
early years programs in francophone communities promote a schools-first 
approach and provide an excellent example of what program integration 
can look like. An increase in student enrolment and consistent improve
ment in student success bear witness to the importance of a coordinated 
approach to the early years.  

Moving forward, school boards, working with other early years  
partners, will continue to play an important role in shaping local early 
years services and advancing the vision of the Ontario Early Years Policy 
Framework.  
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Community organizations also offer unique perspectives, as they 
understand the specific needs of the unique populations they serve. For 
example, our Aboriginal, First Nation, Métis, and Inuit partners are best 
positioned to understand the unique landscape and needs of Aboriginal 
early years settings. 

As we move forward, early years partners must continue to come together 
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As we move forward, we will continue to work with school boards to ensure that 
teachers and early childhood educators are well supported in their roles. We will 
also revise The Full-Day Early Learning–Kindergarten Program to incorporate 
learning from the first three years of implementation. 

Full-day kindergarten milestones at a glance
Full-day kindergarten for all four- and five-year-olds in Ontario is being 
phased in over a five-year period from 2010 to 2014.

•	 September 2010: 35,000 four- and five-year-olds – approximately  
15 per cent of the province’s total kindergarten population –  
participate in the first year of the program.

•	 September 2011: 50,000 four- and five-year-olds – approximately  
20 per cent of all kindergarten children – participate in the program.

•	 September 2012: 122,000 four- and five-year-olds – approximately  
49 per cent of all kindergarten children – participate in the program.

•	 September 2013: 184,000 four- and five-year-olds – approximately  
75 per cent of all kindergarten children – participate in the program.

•	 September 2014: Full-day kindergarten is fully implemented and  
available to all of Ontario’s four- and five-year-olds.
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With Ontario leading the way, the Council of Ministers 
of Education endorses play-based learning 
The Council of Ministers of Education believes that purposeful, play-
based early learning sets the stage for future learning, health, and well-
being. In the Council of Ministers of Education Statement on Play-Based 
Learning (2012), the council describes the benefits of play, as recognized 
by the scientific community, early learning experts, and children and 
families alike.

Learning through play is supported by scienc
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•	 working with First Nation partners and the federal government to build on 
existing programs and services on reserve; 

•	 developing strategies and resources that support parents in making informed 
and timely decisions about services and supports for their children. 

As we move forward with an effective approach to implementing Best Start Child 
and Family Centres, we will capitalize and build on existing successful practices, 
applicable action research and innovation fund results, collaborative efforts, and 
community networks, while leveraging the extensive knowledge and expertise  
of dedicated early years professionals and volunteers working in these programs. 
This is an important step in the development of an integrated and seamless early 
years system that meets the unique needs of diverse communities, including 
newcomers, francophones, Aboriginal people, First Nations, Métis, and Inuit. 

The Best Start Child and Family Centres will :
•	 provide families and caregivers with universally accessible programs, 

services, and resources in easily accessible locations, and will be  
supported by an easy-to-use provincial website; 

•	 provide quality programming that supports play and inquiry-based 
learning opportunities for children, guided by the principles of the 
Early Learning Framework; 

•	 deliver programs led by qualified staff teams that include at least  
one registered early childhood educator; 

•	 provide access to information and referral to help families access 
screening, assessment, and other specialized services in the  
community as needed;

•	 offer programs that are flexible and adaptable to local  
community needs. 
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Moving forward
As a key part of the Ontario Early Years Policy Framework, the 
government remains committed to the other important components of 
child care modernization to stabilize and transition the child care sector, 
mitigate closures, and ensure families have access to high-quality child 
care. Following feedback received during the consultation process, work 
is underway to: 

•	 develop a comprehensive framework to guide programming in  
licensed child care and family support settings, building on the work 
of the Best Start Expert Panel on Early Learning and the principles of  
the Early Learning Framework; 

•	 develop and implement an “Aménagement linguistique” framework 
for the early years within the French-language education system;

•	 review the Day Nurseries Act, Ontario’s child care legislation, to 
strengthen the safety and quality of licensed child care and support more  
providers to become licensed to ensure parents have access to high-quality 
child care choices;  

•	 better support children with a range of abilities in licensed child care; 
•	 work with Aboriginal, First Nation, Métis, and Inuit partners to understand 

the child care landscapes on and off reserve and to explore culturally sensitive 
and locally relevant approaches to child care in First Nation communities, 
and in off-reserve Aboriginal settings;

•	 continue to strengthen the capacity and leadership of the child care sector, 
including child care supervisors, early childhood educators, and other profes-
sionals who work with children to deliver high-quality programs for families;

•	 develop resources to help parents understand the key elements of high-quality 
child care.

As we move forward with these efforts, we look forward to continued 
collaboration with our partners in building a more robust, high-quality,  
and coordinated child care system for children and families.




	Contents
	Introduction
	Why Are the Early Years Important?
	Building on Progress to Date
	Guiding Principles to Support the Vision 
	Priority Areas for Action
	Conclusion

