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INTRODUCTION

Canada’'s Early Learning and Child Care
(ELcC) sector is experiencing a pivotal
moment in its evolution, marked by
unprecedented challenges and opportunities.
The launch of the Canada-Wide Early Learning
and Child Care (CWELCC) plan represents a
historic shift towards o more accessible,
affordable, and high-quality early learning
system. However, the success of this initiative
is fundamentally tied to the engagement and
professional development of the workforce
responsible for delivering these services—Early
Childhood Educators (ECEs).

The ELCC sector in Canada is both dynamic
and evolving, with significant successes as
well as persistent challenges. One of the most
pressing issues is the ongoing workforce crisis,
exemplified by the fact that out of
approximately 58,000  Registered  Early
Childhood Educators in Ontario, 44% are not
employed in licensed childcare settings
(McCuaig et al, 2022). These numbers are not
isolated to Ontario, and are representative of
the Canadian ECE landscape. This workforce
instability is further exacerbated by high rates
of educator burnout and turnover. Burnout,
defined as a state of mental and physical
exhaustion resulting from job demands
(schaufeli & Bakker, 2004), is a major
contributor to  workforce pressures, with
approximately 50% of ECEs leaving the sector
within their first five years (Ali et al, 2022;
Doan, 2021).

The combination of burnout, inconsistent
compensation approaches and inadequate
support systems has led to high turnover rates
and significant retention challenges.

What IF we could Re-Imagine
what professional learning and
engagement means?

The Reimagine Professional Learning (RPL) project,
initiated in June 2023, is a collaborative effort with
Andrew Fleck Children’s Services and the
Canadian Mothercraft Society - two longstanding
non-profit child care organizations based in

Ontario  whom are committed to the

advancement of the Early Learning profession.
E

.

-
| T
e ' N
We are all part of this journey, seeking to
address this critical aspect by investigating the
expectations, aspirations, and needs of ECEs

about professional learning & engagement. We
invite you to be part of this community with us.
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THE VISION

The RPL Project is dedicated to amplifying the voices of Early Childhood Educators, understanding
their needs, and fostering their engagement. This project is about reflecting, innovating, and
envisioning a future where meaningful professional learning opportunities fuel passion, growth,
and a sense of professional identity.

We know that there is in a workforce crisis across Canada. As the ELCC sector grapples with this
reality, characterized by high turnover rates, burnout, and a shortage of qualified professionals,
this type of exploration is both timely and essential. Amidst this pressure, we envision a revitalized
path that respects, uplifts, and fully supports the indispensable role of Early Childhood Educators
across Canada.

While compensation matters, professional
engagement does too.

Throughout this project we heard from ECEs about compensation, and we acknowledge that
monetary compensation is crucial. ECEs deserve recognition for their vital role in supporting
children, families, and communities—a task that requires commitment, perseverance and
considerable skill. Despite the importance of equitable pay, evidence suggests that even in higher-
paying positions, ECEs continue to leave the sector due to a lack of support, recognition, and
opportunities for professional development (Ali et al,, 2022).

While equitable compensation is a cornerstone, we understand that the journey towards a thriving
ECE workforce is complex in nature. ECEs deserve a professional working environment where their
dedication, resilience, and profound impact on children, families, and communities are respected
and nurtured. Our goal is to acknowledge the barriers and identify the enablers that will guide us in
shaping a national conversation about professional learning and an engaged workforce. This
dialogue is designed with the intent to discover more ways to attract, retain and elevate the
profession, making a significant impact on the future of Early Learning and Child Care in Canada.
Our aim is not to dictate solutions or ‘solve’ any one thing, but to spark a transformative
conversation that inspires a supportive, inclusive, and sustainable professional environment for all
ECEs.

This project is to honour our past, empower our present, and
reimagine a vibrant future for professional learning for ECE's
across Canada.
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Our research journey began with a crucial
realization: to engage Early Childhood Educators
in a meaningful way, we must first grasp the
values and conditions that are most significant to
them. This understanding formed the bedrock of
our investigation and allowed us to learn
alongside ECEs across Canada. With this our
curiosity brought us to our ‘Big Question”

éé

What are the key factors
contributing to Early Childhood
Educators engagement,
professional fulfillment and well
being in Canada?” ’ ’

This question led us to some fascinating ideas and
discussions. One principle has remained central to
our exploration: focusing this investigation on the
experiences of ECE professionals across Canada.
By examining current policies and research, we
have found ample evidence showing the vital role
ELCC plays—not just for children, but for families,
communities, the economy, and the nation as a
whole.

Our Methodology

To explore the experiences, challenges, and
opportunities in the ELCC sector, we employed a
multi-method approach grounded in a literature
review on early childhood education, workforce
challenges, and professional learning. This
informed our research design and key themes,
including professional identity, systemic barriers,

and emerging opportunities.

Over the course of this project, we spoke to over
1500 ECEs across Canada. We gathered data
through focus groups, interviews, two national
surveys targeting practitioners and students in
preservice Early Childhood Education programs,
and interviews with leaders and policymakers in
Canada and internationally. Our thematic analysis
identified common challenges—such as workforce
retention, access to professional learning, and
policy impacts—while revealing opportunities for
growth, innovation, and systemic support to
enhance outcomes for children, families, and
educators.

We had the privilege of listening to Early
Childhood Educators share their experiences,
hopes, and challenges. Despite the demands of
their roles, their passion and dedication remain
evident, even in the most difficult circumstances.
While many expressed optimism about their work,
we also heard their exhaustion and frustration,
realities
underscore the urgent need for greater support
within this essential system.

which we fully acknowledge. These

To truly elevate the profession, we must listen to
the voices of ECEs and understand their needs
and aspirations. As the ELCC sector evolves, those
working directly with children and families are
increasingly more instrumental in  shaping
research, informing policy, and strengthening
practices that support professional engagement.
By amplifying their perspectives, we can advance
recommendations to enhance the quality of Early
Learning and Child Care for our youngest citizens.



WHAT WE LEARNED

The challenges facing the ELCC sector in Canada are complex and multifaceted — yet
remarkably consistent across the country. What we heard from Early Childhood Educators
coast to coast is a clear call for professional learning systems that are rooted in equity,

responsive to their lived realities, and built to support their growth over time. Specifically,
ECEs are looking for professional learning that includes:

01. Belonging and Community

The research uncovered that ECEs find a
deeper sense of engagement and motivation
when they are part of a supportive professional
community. These environments provide a
platform for them to share their experiences
and challenges, fostering a sense of belonging
and value in their ongoing professional
learning. The importance of networking and
peer relationships was underscored, with many
ECEs expressing the value of learning from
colleagues and mentors in collaborative
settings like communities of practice. One
participant shared: ‘I think of all the times |
have met and interacted with colleagues,
everyone carries so much experience and
wisdom and so much learning happens
through the informal conversations too!”

Ongoing collaborative learning opportunities,
such as communities of practice, team
meetings, book clubs, or study groups, were
valued by ECEs for their ability to facilitate
discussion, reflection, and the practical
application of learning in a supportive context.
These connections enhance learning and foster
a sense of achievement and success among
educators. 73% of respondents stated they
valued professional learning as an opportunity
to build relationships with their peers.

Mentorship emerged as a vital component of
professional learning with ECEs highlighting the
value of guidance from  experienced
colleagues, particularly during role transitions
or professional challenges. The findings
suggest that mentorship should be more
widely supported and reimagined as a shared
experience, moving  beyond traditional
hierarchies to promote autonomy and
reciprocity. Structuring mentorship programs to
encourage  collaborative  learning—where
mentor and mentee exchange insights—can
foster more equitable and  beneficial
relationships. However, only 34% of respondents
reported having an ongoing professional
relationship with a mentor, whether formal or
informal in nature.

Did You Know...

Across Canada, qualifications for Early
Childhood Educators vary significantly. Some
jurisdictions have no legislated minimum
requirements, while others mandate higher
standards, such as a two-year diploma, a
degree, or post-diploma certifications. These
differences highlight the diverse approaches
across provinces and territories. For a detailed
analysis of workforce qualifications and policies,
refer to Canada’s Early Childhood Education
and Care Workforce Report (ecereport.ca).
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Autonomy and Choice

The research underscored the role of
professional autonomy and choice in learning
opportunities for ECEs. An overwhelming
majority (80%) of participants  reported
valuing the ability to select professional
learning experiences that resonate with their
interests, professional needs, delivery modality
and career goals. This autonomy plays a
crucial role in their deep and meaningful
engagement with the content, leading to more
significant professional learning commitments.
One participant highlighted the importance of
autonomy in professional learning for ECEs:

“Autonomy is important. It would be ironic
if we believe that the children are capable
and competent, but then the educators
who engage with them are not. It does not
sit well with me”

Participants  valued  professional  learning
opportunities that provided flexibility and
relevance to their practice. These included
programs offering diverse self-paced learning
(online and in-person) opportunities on
pedagogical approaches, allowing educators
to select those that align with their goals and
personal circumstances. Study tours to
observe other early learning environments
were also appreciated, enabling educators to
explore and be inspired by different settings.
Additionally, having dedicated time within the
workday—such as non-contact time, program
enhancement time, or prep time — was seen
as essential for supporting pedagogical
practices, including team meetings,
communicating  with  families, and the
documentation of learning.

These findings highlight the importance of
choice-driven professional learning as a way to
increase educator engagement, motivation, and
satisfaction. Providing Early Childhood Educators
with greater control over their learning fosters
professional growth and commitment, and
should be prioritized in professional development
programs.

Quality and Relevance

The research found that the quality and the
relevance of professional learning are pivotal in
ECE engagement and that existing professionall
learning opportunities could be improved. Only
29% of participants were totally satisfied with
the amount of professional learning they
participated in, and only 39% fully agreed that
their professional learning had been meaningful
and effective.

Early Childhood Educator's feedback plays a
crucial role in shaping professional learning
opportunities, with their engagement being
highest when there is a strong connection
between the material they are learning and
their ‘real-world'" experiences. Professional
learning that closely aligned with the challenges
they face in their practice, such as the impact
of COVID-19 on children, families, communities
and the ECEs themselves, was frequently
discussed throughout the study. Participants
emphasized that professional learning is most
effective when it directly aligns with their
specific  needs and feels immediately
applicable to their practice.



Relevance was a recurring theme, with many
indicating that content reflecting their current
realities deeper engagement and
meaningful  growth.  Tailoring  professional
learning to address ECEs contextual challenges
and demonstrates

fosters

enhances effectiveness
support and understanding,
strengthening professional commitment.

ultimately

Other Factors to Consider

Barriers to Accessing Professional Learning

The ELCC sector in Canada is both complex and varied. Differing policies, standards, and
preservice certification processes across provinces and territories contribute to a siloed
landscape, complicating access to professional learning. Educators, particularly in remote or
rural areas, often face barriers such as high costs, staffing shortages, limited availability, and
a lack of clear, coordinated information. The absence of on-site mentors and coaches—

necessary for experiential and reflective

learning—and

limited protected time for

pedagogical dialogue can further impact engagement. Funding for professional learning is
often inconsistent or tied to short-term grants, which may not always account for local needs
or ensure equitable access. Educators in smaller or more isolated communities may also
have fewer opportunities to connect with peers or participate in ongoing learning. In some
cases, limited awareness of available opportunities or unclear access pathways can present
additional challenges to participation and professional growth.

Examples of Success

Throughout this project, participants identified
several successes in enhancing professional
learning for ECEs through community-based
and cohort-focused approaches.
Community-based  professional  learning
initiatives have been particularly effective, like
the ECEBC’s Peer Mentoring Program and the
Alberta Family Wellness Initiative’s Brain Story
Certification.

Initiatives such as these emphasize hands-on,
experiential learning, providing educators with
practical skills and valuable insights that
empower them in their practice. Early
Childhood Educators have shared that they
find these experiences highly rewarding, as
they allow for immediate application in their
practice.



Additionally, cohort-based networking programs
(communities  of practice) have proven
successful by fostering support networks among
peers, which not only aids in retention but also
strengthens a sense of belonging within the
community.  Study tours and  immersive
experiences, where educators visit other early
childhood settings, have also had a profound and
inspiring impact. These opportunities enable
educators to bring fresh ideas and innovative
practices back to their communities, with the
opportunity to reinvigorate their work.

In some regions, release time funding has further
supported professional learning by compensating
educators for their participation, alleviating
financial constraints. While beneficial, this funding
could be more consistently available, creating an
opportunity for more comprehensive support
across the sector.

ECEs are resilient. We learned that, despite
facing inequities in compensation and a
workforce crisis, they remain dedicated and
enthusiastic about their roles as early
learning professionals. Listening to ECEs
across Canada, it became clear that they
are both deeply passionate and increasingly
frustrated about their profession. While they
are committed to their work and want to
continue making a difference, they
emphasized the urgent need for greater
financial support and a system prioritizing
their well-being and ongoing professional
engagement.

Additionally, 76% of respondents fully agreed
with the statement, "I believe professional
learning can support me in building
understanding and knowledge,” reinforcing
the importance of accessible, high-quality
professional learning opportunities in
sustaining the workforces growth and
commitment.

OPPORTUNTIES

We know how passionate and dedicated this profession is, and we feel that there are many
professionals, researchers, policymakers, and advocates who are contributing to this progress-
and we look forward to continued work alongside them in this pursuit. This work is not
accomplished in isolation- but in transformative collaboration.

The Reimagine Professional Learning project was built from a sense of curiosity and deep
commitment to the ELCC sector. Through our questions and experiences with Early Childhood
Educators across Canada, we quickly realized this was just the beginning. In respect of this, we
want to offer examples of meaningful opportunities for further exploration versus traditional

outcome-based recommendations.
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Opportunity 1: Develop a National Framework for Professional
Learning

There is an opportunity to establish a coordinated national framework for professional learning to
address the pressing challenges in Canada’s Early Learning and Child Care sector. This framework
would ensure equitable access to meaningful, autonomous, and community-focused professional
learning opportunities for all ECEs, regardless of location. The framework can define quality
expectations in professional learning, promote regional adaptability, and integrate a Justice, Equity,
Diversity, and Inclusion (JEDI) lens by fostering a shared national vision that includes ECE voices in
policy and implementation.

A key element involves engaging and nurturing Indigenous partnerships through respectful
collaboration with communities to co-create culturally responsive professional learning. This ensures
that the framework is respectful of reconciliation, reflects Canada's rich cultural diversity, and
enriches early childhood education across the country.

Opportunity 2: Enhancing Access to Professional Learning and

Resources

A significant opportunity exists to develop a National Professional Learning Portal, complemented by
regional learning hubs, to ensure equitable access to quality professional learning and development
for Early Childhood Educators across Canada. Regional hubs would provide localized workshops,
networking, and resources focusing on underserved communities. Additionally, expanding access to
the latest research and policy discussions empowers ECEs to contribute their frontline insights,
ensuring that professional learning is informed by and responsive to the needs of those working
directly with children. Ideally, this would be created through partnerships with existing sector
associations and/or systems that currently offer professional learning opportunities.

Adequate funding directed to professional learning is essential to support Early Childhood Educators
in accessing in-service opportunities, such as pedagogical planning, documentation, team
meetings, and preparation time, ensuring they have the resources and capacity to enhance their
practice and deliver high-quality early learning experiences.

Opportunity 3: Advancing Research to Support ECE Workforce
Development

Future research should focus on exploring the long-term impacts of professional learning on ECE
recruitment and retention, as well as examining the unique challenges faced by ECEs in isolated or
marginalized communities. This ongoing inquiry is essential to refining and enhancing approaches
that meet the evolving needs of the ECE workforce as well as the children, families and communities
they support. It is equally important to empower opportunities for ECEs to be active collaborators in
the research, ensuring their voices and experiences shape meaningful solutions.




WHERE WE GO FROM HERE

As we consider the path forward, it is important to recognize that this is neither the beginning nor the
end. Early Childhood Educators across Canada have generously shared thoughtful insights grounded
in their experiences. One clear message that has emerged through this project is that meaningful
professional learning is not a one-time event—it is continuous and evolving. It demands sustained
investment—not only of time and money but also of care and commitment. We must prioritize and
support an engaged, well-resourced workforce to build and maintain a high-quality early learning and
childcare system. But where do we start?

Adopting a Continuum of Professional Engagement

The Reimagine Professional Learning project invites us to shift how view and support the growth of Early
Childhood Educators by moving beyond the traditional categories of professional development and
professional learning. While both concepts remain essential, the project proposes that they be
understood together under a more inclusive and empowering term: Professional Engagement.

Professional development often refers to structured, formal opportunities—such as workshops,
conferences, and training sessions—designed to build specific skills and competencies. Typically
organized by employers or professional bodies, these experiences are valuable but represent only one
dimension of an educator's growth.

Professional learning, by contrast, is a broader, more continuous process. It encompasses formal and
informal experiences shaping educators over time, including self-directed inquiry, collaboration with
colleagues, mentorship, reflection, and practice. It acknowledges that deep, meaningful growth often
happens in less structured but equally transformative spaces.

Professional Learning

Autonomy &

Quality &
Choice

Relevence /

( Belonging &

Community

Professional Development
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Framing both of these under the umbrella of Professional Engagement allows us to recognize that ECEs
are not passive recipients of knowledge but active participants in their professional journeys.
Engagement reflects an ECE's ongoing relationship with their work, community, and development. It
fosters agency, collaboration, reflection, and innovation, offering a more holistic understanding of how to
support a thriving, empowered workforce.

Understanding professional engagement as a continuum is vital for supporting ECEs at various stages
of their journey, recognizing their unique starting points and professional contexts. Central to this
continuum are the principles of belonging, which emphasizes feeling connected and valued within
professional communities; autonomy, which supports self-directed learning based on individual
passions and needs; and relevance, which ensures that learning is meaningful and applicable to an
ECE's unique context. This perspective offers flexibility and ensures that learning opportunities can adapt
to their evolving needs and aspirations. By adopting this approach, professional learning and
development become dynamic processes that foster continuous growth, enabling ECEs to enhance
their skills and deepen their engagement over time. Additionally, it aligns with the diverse expectations
for professional learning and development across provinces and territories, creating a more inclusive
and adaptable framework to meet unique jurisdictional requirements.

The future of Early Learning and Child Care in Canada depends on our ability to engage educators in
ways that are meaningful and fulfilling within a robust, accessible, supported system. Future policy
and research should prioritize the development and implementation of professional learning
initiatives that meet the needs of the ECE workforce, ensuring that Early Childhood Educators are
retained, empowered, and inspired to continue in their essential roles.

Looking forward, research, policy and practice must embrace a unified vision that values and invests
in ECEs professional growth, recognizing their critical role in shaping our society's future. Active
participation is crucial for policymakers, educators, and stakeholders. By doing so, we can ensure
that the ELCC sector not only survives but thrives, providing high-quality learning experiences for all
children across Canada.

What can you do to advance this work?

We want to hear from you, and your professional journey.

There is a brief follow up survey to hear your perspective on what
professional engagement means to you, and your feedback on this
project!_https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/RPLE2025

You can subscribe to the RPL social media for more information here:
https:/ /linktr.ee/reimaginepl
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