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Babies and children grow and develop best when they are surrounded by the love and care of their families.  In much the same way, families thrive best in well resourced, safe, supportive communities.  Michelle Margarit, Program Planner at Maggie’s Place Family Resource Centre in Amherst, views the community as a vital source of support for families and children: “The most important thing that a community can do is ensure that safe, secure and caring environments are provided at every stage of development so that all children have the opportunity to become healthy, happy and responsible members of the community.  The stakes are high: the lives of children today, the lives of adults tomorrow”. 
When children are very young, their families benefit from the support of other parents and from access to information on child development and parenting skills. Being able to interact with other parents in the informal setting of a family resource centre or community drop-in activity is invaluable. In Cumberland County, parents can choose from informal playgroups offered by local churches, as well as from activities for children and parents/caregivers offered by community organizations.  For example, Maggie’s Place Family Resource Centre runs wonderful programs such as Snuggle Bugs, Chat ‘n Chew, Magic Cupboard, and Friday Fun Times, all designed to provide information and support to parents of babies and young children. Maggie’s Place also provides Pop-Up programs (Preschool Outreach Programs Utilizing Play) at various locations across Cumberland County. The YMCA is another great community resource.  Trina Clark, Childcare Manager for the Cumberland YMCA, points out that in addition to leisure and recreational activities, the YMCA provides multi-site quality child care, preschool and kindergarten programs, and several after-school drop-in programs for elementary school children. As well, the Cumberland Regional Library, with branches throughout the county, offers a fine selection of sturdy board-books that are “perfect for little hands”.  The library also offers the “Babes in Bookland” program for parents and children from birth to age 3 years, and in partnership with Maggie’s Place, it offers “Once Upon a Time” to share rhymes, songs, fingerplays and stories. 
As children approach school age, their social network widens, and although the role of the family remains paramount, community factors begin to exert more influence on child development. In addition to preschool programs, parents search for well-maintained and accessible parks and play spaces, as well as for opportunities to introduce children to recreational activities and sports such as hockey or T-ball.  Although the presence of these “necessary blessings” varies across communities, town recreation departments and volunteer community groups can generally advise parents on resources and activities available for preschool children. The importance of these community programs was affirmed by researchers, Sarah Connor and Satya Brink in a 1999 report, Understanding the Early Years: Community Impacts on Child Development.  Connor and Brink identified the following community influences on early child development: good role models, safe and clean play spaces, toy libraries, and supervised recreational, play and sporting activities.  The role of community in fostering social ties was also highlighted in the 1998 report of the National Research Conference, Investing in Children: Ideas for Action, which stated that “public parks, skating rinks and other recreational areas provide physical and intellectual stimulation to all young children and bring neighbours together.”
Communities also play a critical role for families of children with special needs. In addition to supporting access to the necessary diagnostic, therapeutic, and educational programs for children, communities must provide appropriate activities for children with special needs, and ongoing support for their families. Lisa Gower, Executive Director of the Cumberland Early Intervention Program (CEIP), suggests that communities can best assist families and children with special needs when they are both supportive and inclusive. She defines an inclusive community as “…one which embraces and celebrates all persons for their unique contributions to society.”  Gower suggests that a truly inclusive community must “go beyond labeling itself as such” and must demonstrate its inclusivity by providing services, support, and consistent care. In Cumberland County, CEIP is the community organization that serves children with special needs and their families.  CEIP helps families to access local resources, contact other professionals, and obtain developmentally appropriate toys and games. CEIP staff also work with families and schools to help children with special needs make a successful transition from preschool programs to formal schooling.  
In summary, communities support families and children when they invest in environments where all children are valued. The 2000-01 report on the Government of Canada’s Activities and Expenditures recognizes the vital role of communities: “Over time, community-based initiatives and investment in early childhood development … pay off. They help children develop to their potential, so that they become adults with better competence and coping abilities.” 
This article is one of a series produced under the auspices of the Cumberland Understanding the Early Years (UEY) initiative.  The UEY initiative is funded by         the Government of Canada.   For more information on UEY you can visit http://www.sdc.gc.ca and click on “Children”. The Cumberland UEY initiative is coordinated by Joan Beswick, Ph.D., and Carol Oram, M.Ed.

