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ACCS is a provincial Aboriginal non-profit charitable organization dedicated to supporting communities taking care of children. We were established by the First Nations Summit and incorporated in 1996 to implement and manage the BC share of the Human Resources Development Canada (HRDC) First Nations and Inuit Child Care Initiative (FNICCI). ACCS administered 400 contracts (more than $16 million) between 1995 and 2000, resulting in 58 licensed child care programs, 9 family day care homes, 800 child care spaces for First Nations children, and over 100 permanent jobs in BC First Nations communities. Throughout this period, ACCS provided more than 100 First Nations with support for planning, operations, construction and program development. 

In 1997, federal evaluators of the First Nations/Inuit Child Care Initiative suggested that the ACCS could serve as a model for First Nations child care organizations in all of Canada. The evaluators were particularly impressed with our emphasis on quality care and our commitment to a staged approach that ensured the new child care spaces would be solidly established and sustainable after the developmental period.

Although the FNICCI was decentralized in 2000, ACCS continues work to meet our mandate. We maintain extensive contact with Aboriginal service providers, families, staff and coordinators of early childhood programs across BC, and liaise with them through our workshops, annual conferences, resource centre, newsletter, website and electronic mailing list. We encourage the creation and enhancement of all types of early childhood services for Aboriginal children, families, and communities, including infant development programs, family resource programs, literacy programs, and specialized programs for children who require extra support. ACCS engages in numerous local, regional and national policy, research and evaluation initiatives and we have published several resources related to Aboriginal ECD and child care. One of our most significant features is support to communities. Our services are provided to Aboriginal children, families, and communities in on and off reserve urban, rural and remote locations. Programs are geared to achieve the following outcomes:

1. To advocate for affordable, accessible, and integrated quality early childhood services for all Aboriginal children in BC, including children who need extra support.

2. To strengthen the ability of Aboriginal communities and service providers to govern, operate, and evaluate their early childhood programs.
3. To encourage collaboration and networking among programs and organizations supporting Aboriginal children in BC.

4. To develop culturally based, culturally focused licensing and governance standards for Aboriginal child care programs.
Purpose of the Early Learning Framework
ACCS welcomes Ministry of Education initiative in developing an Early Learning Framework because we have long advocated for a holistic, inter-governmental and inter-Ministerial approach to healthy child development. We appreciate the opportunities to comment on the overall Framework and to develop a Framework component that can meet the specific needs of First Nations children.

We believe that the Ministry of Education is a key player and can play a strong role in promoting the healthy development of young children. We understand that the Framework is intended to convey awareness about how children learn in each learning context and we believe that the Framework provides a good synthesis of what is currently known about early learning. Although the Framework makes an important contribution to the design of a holistic approach to child development, it doesn’t go far enough towards the development of a holistic approach that addresses all relevant child development domains. Perhaps it isn’t intended to; however, ACCS remains committed to that larger discussion as well as the development of a Framework for Early Learning.

Further, because early childhood development and childcare programs are well established in the province, through programs supported by Federal Government Departments and Provincial Ministries of Health and Children and Family Development (MCFD), we are unclear as to why the Ministry of Education is leading the development of this Framework. Because the Ministry of Education lacks early childhood expertise, considerable time and resources will be required to “ramp up” for effective leadership in this field. The draft document is also silent as to how the Ministry of Education will collaborate with the Ministries of Health and Children and Family Development (MCFD) in the launching and implementation of the proposed Early Learning Framework. We believe that this section of the document would be strengthened by the inclusion of information that clarifies the added value that the Ministry of Education brings to the field, the Ministry’s existing and planned early learning initiatives, the relative roles of each Ministry and how the three Ministries intend to work together on implementing a common and coordinated vision for early learning, care and development. 

ACCS is committed to transformational early learning. Because we support a holistic vision of child development, we are somewhat concerned that the proposed Framework may privilege school readiness over other equally important child development domains.  Because the transition from preschool to the formal school system is only one aspect of the healthy development of children, equal attention and resources must be given to the other equally important developmental domains. 
We also have concerns with the generic focus of the document and the assumption that all children occupy the same playing field.  Although ACCS agrees with the image of the child as “strong, capable, and full of potential”, and also with the notion that children’s potential is realized through “supportive relationships with their families, and with other children and adults in their communities”, we are concerned that this image of the child fails to acknowledge that some children – particularly First Nations children - confront very significant challenges to their healthy development. A Framework that doesn’t acknowledge and respond to disparities in health and well-being, that implicitly suggests that there is a level playing field for children, may not meet the needs of children with special challenges. The disparities between First Nations and other children requires a Framework that ensures that First Nations children will have equitable opportunities for the strongest possible start in life.  

Significantly, much research – including studies undertaken by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) - recognize that “ECD services alone can not reduce child poverty, that structural child poverty and institutional discrimination can only be reduced through a combination of increased resources for universal ECD programs and upstream fiscal, social, housing and labour policies, including income transfers to low-income groups, comprehensive social and family policies, supportive employment strategies and employment training”.
 ACCS encourages the Ministry of Education to engage BC Government Ministries, Federal Government Departments and BC communities in the design and implementation of an early childhood development strategy that addresses the fundamental impact of poverty on children’s health and well-being. 
ACCS notes, with interest, that the draft Framework draws on the Reggio Emilia approach. We have had the opportunity to explore the Reggio Emilia approach and have found that it fits well with how First Nations want to develop our early childhood care, education and development systems. In our view, the Reggio Emilia experience confirms our understandings, as First Nations people, of the importance of looking within our own families, communities and cultural traditions, and reflecting on our collective histories, to find our own visions for our children that reflect the diversity amongst First Nations in the province.  
In the “Purpose” section, the document states that it is intended “to guide families, Strong Start facilitators, early childhood educators, early years professionals, service providers, communities and governments in providing enriched early learning experiences for children aged 0-5”. ACCS believes that the purpose should be much stronger – because of the importance of quality, the document should commit the Government of BC to the implementation of standards for early learning curriculum and pedagogy that will ensure that all children have access to high quality programs and services. The Ministry of Education must establish a consultative process to develop standards for First Nations early learning in collaboration with First Nations communities, parents/families, Leadership, educators and service providers.   
The Framework needs to be supported by increases to the BC budget for children 0 to 6 years. At a minimum, these funding increases should support the provision of free, universally available early learning programs for children ages three and four years. Essentially, in the same way that kindergarten programs were made universally available to children five years of age, through the public school system, universally available preschool programs for children 3 and 4 years of age should also be provided through the school system. At a minimum, these programs should: offer 20 hours of services per week; be provided by qualified early childhood educators; be offered to all children ages 3 – 4 years; be non-compulsory; and, provided free of any charges. Although these programs will increase school readiness, the programs should support holistic child development. Additional investments should also be made in supports for children 0 to 3 years, and for programs that support healthy conception, pregnancy and childbirth.  
An effective Early Learning Framework requires effective teaching; much attention must be paid to ensuring that early childhood educators are trained and supported to provide effective, high quality learning experiences. As noted regarding New Zealand’s Te Whāriki bi-cultural curriculum:

· Effective teaching is needed to ensure that children become reflective self-determined learners; this requires the Ministry of Education to invest adequate resources for the training and support of early childhood educators;

· Supporting children as learners requires ongoing communication and dialogue between children, parents/families and educators; the more that parents/families feel valued and supported, the more they will be involved in their child’s learning; working effectively with parents/families requires that educators have strong skills to work with parents/families as equal partners in their child’s education and development;

· Monitoring, documentation and regular, in-depth child developmental assessments are required to ensure that the learning strategies are achieving the intended goals and objectives; to be effective teachers, early childhood educators need to be able to observe, document, use evidence and be able to analyze and  problem solve; the Reggio Emilia approach is particularly strong in this regard; thus, we recommend that the Ministry of Education  support further exploration of this aspect of the Reggio Emilia approach in the further development of the Framework.

We cannot emphasize too strongly the need to address the value and compensation of Early Childhood Educators. All communities are experiencing difficulties in the recruitment and retention of high quality personnel because the sector simply is not highly valued – as evidenced by the compensation levels. An effective Early Learning Framework is not viable in the absence of competent, highly valued and well compensated early educators.

Early Learning for British Columbia’s First Nations Children

While we recognize that the Framework is intended to apply to all children, our comments are directed to the appropriateness of the framework for First Nations children. Because we are collaborating with other First Nations organizations in the development of an Early Learning Framework and a First Nations ECD Council affiliated with the First Nations Leadership, these comments on the draft Ministry of Education Early Learning Framework are intended to be preliminary and to help move the dialogue forward. We expect that the First Nations Early Learning Framework will be a collaborative product that reflects the views of BC First Nations communities, Leadership, educators and service providers. 
The Ministry of Education Early Learning Framework provides a foundation for the implementation of a multicultural learning approach that may meet the diverse needs of children and families in the province. Because of the multicultural approach, however, the Framework may not meet the unique needs of First Nations children and families. Although we recognize that First Nations children live in an increasingly multicultural world and will require skills to successfully negotiate that world, we believe that they need to have a solid sense of their own identity if they are to be successful. Children’s personal and cultural identity is built and strengthened from the point of conception through childhood. We believe that the well-being of First Nations children requires the development of their cultural identity as the priority for pre-natal and early childhood development programs.
Child care and early learning programs are still relatively new in First Nations communities (most programs have been established since 1995 through the First Nations and Inuit Child Care Initiative (FNICCI), Head Start and other programs), and we are still finding our way with respect to articulating the most appropriate curriculum and pedagogy for our child development programs. Existing child care and ECD programs tend to reflect mainstream approaches, which are dominated by North American theories and child development practices. These approaches reflect the belief that such theories and practices are universally appropriate for all children; i.e., as noted in the Ministry of Education Framework as being “suitable for all preschool aged children, regardless of race, gender, background, religion, ability, etc.” We disagree with these implicit assumptions. We also disagree with “pan-Aboriginal” approaches to early childhood development. We believe very strongly that First Nations children are best served by approaches that are solidly grounded in their particular First Nations cultures.

Because of the history of residential schools, the child protection system / “60”s scoop”, and other aspects of the relationship between First Nations and institutions of mainstream society, many First Nations families are wary of entrusting their young children to formal, non-familial care and education programs. Trust is a really big issue for First Nations. More than one Elder has questioned whether early childhood development programs are introducing residential school ideas and values into the heart of our Nations. For these reasons, it is vital that early childhood care, education and development programs are based in the child’s particular culture, and support their cultural and language development in the context of their First Nation. Cultural identity and ancestral languages have been consistently, over a period spanning three or four decades and in various forums, identified as the priority for early childhood care, education and development programs.

Since established by BC First Nations in 1995, to administer BC’s share of the FNICCI funding, ACCS has engaged BC First Nations communities in various communication, consultation, research, program development, evaluation and training/professional development initiatives for the purpose of defining and supporting the delivery of culturally appropriate early childhood care, education and development programs for their children. We are currently engaged in processes at the provincial and national levels, including the BC Healthy Child Development Alliance and the Canadian Pediatric Society (CPS) process to identify a national Child Health Charter, that are intended to produce a framework to support the healthy development of First Nations children. Over the years, we have produced a number of reports, publications and proposals related to First Nations child development priorities, initiatives and issues; we have drawn on some those materials in the preparation of these comments. 
The Early Learning Framework needs to ensure that programs are high quality. The Ministry of Education has always stated that the Framework is intended as only a “guide”; however, the value of the Framework is limited by the absence of resources, monitoring mechanisms and mandated standards.  The research literature consistently emphasizes that children derive benefits from high quality programs; when quality is absent, the benefits of care, education and development programs are less obvious and lack long-term impact. Low quality care can be harmful to children, especially to infants and very young children. ACCS is committed to supporting quality services and, to that end, has developed a Draft Statement on Quality Care in the context of Aboriginal communities. We would like to direct your attention to the contents of that document, since the provisions are relevant to an Early Learning Framework for First Nations children.

The  Ministry of Education framework comes across as very mechanical; perhaps it lacks spirit. As noted in our Quality Statement, as with all models and approaches that come from the mainstream, although there is value in the framework, the fit isn’t perfect. Significantly, mainstream approaches lack some aspects of quality that are important – and perhaps unique – to First Nations (although other cultural communities may have similar interests).  
One of the basic and most obvious differences between First Nations and mainstream early childhood care, education and development approaches is understanding the child as a sacred, spiritual being and caregiving/educating as a sacred responsibility and activity. While holistic early childhood care, education and development frameworks always support the physical, cognitive, emotional and social development of the child, spiritual development is usually missing. Relating to our children as sacred gifts from the Creator, and supporting their spiritual, cultural and linguistic development, is a defining characteristic of First Nations culture-based programs. Although child development is really indivisible, our child development domains are mind, emotion, body and spirit. These domains are often reflected in a medicine wheel format and associated with the four sacred directions. Although the medicine wheel may not be a traditional construct for BC First Nations, the concept of the circle is inherent to all First Nations cultures. Thus, these four domains – presented holistically - represent our early learning framework.
While we recognize that, while we may be able to adapt the  Ministry of Education Early Learning Framework to the cultural contexts of First Nations communities and the practical realities of First Nations children, we believe that building our own framework – from the ground up with the participation of families, Elders and other First Nations experts in culture, language, child development and education – may be a better way. 

To contribute to the development of a First Nations Early Learning Framework, we offer the following comments from our Draft Statement on Quality. We believe that we need to clarify our vision for our children and we further believe that a First Nations child development approach should be derived from each Nation’s traditional laws, which define rights, responsibilities, spiritual beliefs, languages, culture, and place on Mother Earth. Accordingly, the defining features of a culture-based First Nations early learning framework would include:
· The recognition that each child is a treasured gift from the Creator and each child’s learning path is unique; i.e., each child has his/her own individual temperament, talents, learning style, intelligence, interests, challenges, abilities, and prior experiences. An Early Learning Framework must be based upon the right of each child to care, education and development that meets their needs, develops their gifts, and helps them reach their full potential; i.e, children with exceptional talents and abilities should be encouraged to develop their gifts and children with extra support needs should be fully supported;
· A shared world view that includes an appreciation for the sacredness of life; awareness of the continuity of life and our connections to past and future generations; love for our families; respect for nature; a commitment to positive relationships and equality; and the pursuit of spiritual well-being;

· Instilling respect for the natural world and teaching children how to respectfully use and care for the land, air, and water;

· Modeling and building children’s capacity to support collective well-being through cooperation, respect, mutual support, consideration for others and sharing;
· Teaching children to respect and serve Elders, to value the traditional knowledge Elders carry and to develop the habit of seeking guidance from Elders, and inviting the views of Elders and involving them in the planning and delivery of services to children;
· A recognition that a child’s development is inseparable from their family, community and culture;

· The honouring, strengthening and teaching of First Nations languages;

· Positive, respectful relationships and partnerships with families;
· Preparation of children to eventually assume a wide range of responsibilities as members of thriving self-governing communities, including the building of children’s confidence and self-esteem and communicating the expectation that they will make positive contributions to community life;

· The care, education and development of children in multi-age groups that more closely resemble life in an extended family and are more congruent with cultural values and traditions. Multi-age groups support strong long-term attachments between educators and young children, from infancy through school-age, and provide opportunities for older children to help and teach younger children;

· Value and adequate compensation for early childhood educators;

· Participation in research as a means of building knowledge about how First Nations children learn and develop to contribute to policy development and to inform practice; 
· Supporting children’s growth, learning and development in all contexts;

· Collaboration and network building;

· Transparency and accountability;
· Local authority through adherence to standards and regulations determined by First Nations administrative bodies. 
In developing the Early Learning Framework, the Ministry of Education should consider the provisions of national and international law and conventions, with respect to the rights of Indigenous children, including the Canadian Constitution and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. First Nations children’s rights include the right to enjoy their culture, spiritual traditions, ancestral languages and access to their traditional lands/territories. Articles in the Convention address specific aspects of children’s rights, including the responsibilities and obligations of Governments with respect to health, education, early childhood development, child protection, family support and justice/corrections.
Canada has ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child; Provincial Governments are obligated to implement the Convention in their areas of jurisdiction. Provincial Government obligations include ensuring that their policies, legislation, standards, regulations, programs and services are compatible with and meet the spirit and intent of the Convention. In developing the Early Learning Framework, the Ministry of Education should draw upon the Convention and other relevant United Nations Declarations with respect to the rights of First Nations children. The Ministry of Education Early Learning initiative provides an important opportunity to recognize, respect and implement the internationally-protected rights of First Nations children with respect to the preservation and promotion of their health, development, cultural identities and ancestral languages through early learning programming.

To ensure that the BC Government meets its obligations to First Nations children through the Convention to its maximum capacity, with respect to early learning, the Ministry of Education should design and implement a monitoring, assessment and reporting component to the Early Learning Framework. Culturally-appropriate indicators to monitor and measure progress on promoting the early learning of First Nations children should be developed in collaboration with First Nations communities, parents/families, Leadership, educators and service providers. Building the capacity of First Nations communities to undertake universal developmental assessments of their children, without regard to residence, will help to meet the goals of the Early Learning Framework and the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.
Next Steps

ACCS is committed to working with the Ministry of Education, and the emerging First Nations ECD Council, to develop an Early Learning Framework that will meet the early learning needs of all BC children.

ACCS recommends that the Ministry of Education produce another draft of the Early Learning Framework, based upon the feedback that has been provided by various stakeholders, and invite further comment, prior to implementation of the Framework. 

We recommend that the Ministry of Education establish a consultation process with First Nations communities for the purpose of developing the standards, outcomes and indicators for the Early Learning Framework that will monitor and measure progress towards with respect to First Nations children.

� OECD, Starting Strong II, September 19th 2006.
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