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The theme of this issue of CC News is lifelong learning, a term frequently used to refer to learning beyond secondary and post-secondary education. However, we know from research that early experiences set the foundation for all future learning and start children on trajectories that will follow them across the lifespan. Thus, we must pay attention to the early learning opportunities provided to children from birth to 5 years. Cumberland County is currently one community in the national Understanding the Early Years Initiative, funded by Human Resources and Social Development Canada.  As part of our local project, we have collected information on programs and services that support the development of young children, including child care.  This information will help to inform the development of our UEY Action Plan to address gaps in services for young children in Cumberland. 

Cumberland County, located in north-western Nova Scotia, and home to approximately 33,000 citizens, is one of 21 sites that received UEY funding for the 2005-2008 time period. It is a geographically large area comprised of four towns, a number of small villages, and large rural areas. Our work there during 2005-2007 suggests that agencies and families in Cumberland County encounter many challenges in providing and accessing high quality early learning and child care.

In this article, we first present national data explaining why so many parents are consumers of early learning and child-care services. We then summarize information on the challenges encountered in Cumberland County. Finally, we consider those findings in the context of a larger body of knowledge regarding the provision of quality early learning and child-care opportunities in rural and remote areas. 
National Data …Young women are participating in the workforce in ever increasing numbers. Young families need early-learning and child-care programs, and the provision of those programs is a significant concern both for families and for society. Recent data from Statistics Canada (2006) show that 54% of children aged 6 months to 5 years are involved in some form of early learning and child care, an increase of 12 percentage points since 1994-95. Those numbers are likely to continue upward given our robust economy and ageing population. Children can experience high quality early education and care at home, in a child-care centre, or in a family child-care home. The issue is not the setting; rather it is the quality of care and the provision of experiences that actively support social, language and cognitive development. 
Challenges in Cumberland County … In 2006-07, as a component of our UEY Initiative, we interviewed directors of early learning and child-care programs and gathered information from parents on the availability and accessibility of programs for their preschool children. Agency concerns were consistent with those identified in other rural areas. They included the retention of trained staff and the closely related issue of wage enhancement for service providers. Agencies also expressed concern regarding the adequacy and stability of their funding, and related issues such as the constant need to apply for grants and to fundraise. Equity and expense were also cited as ongoing challenges. Basically, agencies encounter great difficulty when trying to provide equitable programming opportunities to children across a geographically large and unevenly populated rural county. As well, although they attempt to serve distant regions through outreach programs, the travel time and travel expenses of service providers cut into already limited budgets.

Cost is also an issue for families. Cumberland County has the lowest socio-economic status of the 21 Canadian sites awarded UEY funding for 2005-08. The median household income in Cumberland County is also low in comparison with other Nova Scotia communities: $33,210 in Cumberland versus $39,908 provincially (communitycounts@gov.ns.ca). Thus, for families in Cumberland County, cost is a major barrier, both the cost of programs and the expense of travelling to where programs are delivered. Other concerns for families are the availability of information on programs and the timing of program offerings. Although agencies publicize programs, factors such as distance, low socioeconomic circumstances and inconsistent access to high speed internet make it difficult to reach and serve every family. As well, shift work in a lower wage economy and seasonal work are factors that prevent some families from taking advantage of programs provided during regular daytime hours.
Challenges in Rural and Remote Areas … The challenges to service provision and access in Cumberland County are consistent with those encountered in other rural areas and in remote and northern regions of Canada. At the Canadian Child Care Federation national conference in Halifax in June 2007, Jane Wilson addressed the difficulties governments and other service agencies encounter in trying to respond to these challenges. These challenges include large geographic distances, low population base, seasonal employment patterns, and rural demographics. Wilson described a process called CARS (Communities Achieving Responsive Services) in which community leaders work with service agencies and governments to develop community capacity to build responsive accessible services. At the provincial level, initiatives are also underway to improve service provision and access. According to Sharon Hachey, Coordinator of the Early Childhood Development Support Centre at NSCC, Springhill, efforts are being made to increase knowledge of quality early learning and child care, to provide professional development opportunities for family-home child care providers, to adapt services to changing community needs, and to deal with recruitment and retention issues for service providers.

In conducting the UEY research in Cumberland County, we have been impressed with the Initiative and collaborative spirit of agencies serving families and young children. Although there are many challenges, and no easy answers, the commitment and interagency collaboration are impressive. There is indeed an understanding that the early years are important, that lifelong learning begins well before formal schooling, and that quality early learning and child care are essential services for families with young children. 
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