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Abstract
Pan-Canadian efforts to support universal access to quality early childhood education and care (ECEC) for families are
underway. Focusing on a universally available ECEC program in Nova Scotia, this study explored the impact of the
perceived value of this publicly funded ECEC program on parental decisions for enrollment. A thematic analysis of data
from focus groups and interviews (n= 42 families represented) from two separate, but related studies, revealed themes (Ease
of access, Communication, Supporting familiarity with school and Early learning) which provide insight on the value that
parents place on a universal ECEC program and may help to inform other jurisdictions.
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Highlights
● Explores the values families place on ECEC programs.
● Shares both experiences of those who did access the ECEC program and those who did not.
● Provides an opportunity to learn how to best meet parents needs and expectations while ensuring accessibility for all

families.

The early years are recognized as a critical period for
establishing the conditions for lifelong health and learning
(Archambault et al., 2020, Ulferts et al., 2019). Ensuring
access to quality early childhood education and care
(ECEC) has shown positive benefits to children’s develop-
ment, especially for children in families experiencing
socio–economic challenges (Magnuson & Shager, 2010,
McCain et al., 2007). Developing a supportive connection
and trusting relationships between a child’s home and early

learning environment is an important component of quality
ECEC programs (Barbarin et al., 2006, Lee & Goh, 2012,
Malsch et al., 2011). Parents may choose ECEC programs
that align with their families’ values as well as tangible and
logistical needs, such as access to transportation services
(Noble, 2007). Across Canada, some provinces/territories
have been shifting from child care being viewed as solely a
labor–market support toward a broader vision of ECEC as a
public service to increased access to ECEC (Bennett, 2008,
Savigny, 2017). Related policy initiatives in the country
were introduced as early as 2004 but changes in government
agendas have resulted in a somewhat staggered path leading
toward subtle shifts over time (Akbari & McCuaig, 2017).
Developing a greater understanding of expressed values of
parents is essential during the development of contextually
relevant and inclusive ECEC programs. Furthermore,
although previous research gives some insight into deci-
sions related to accessing ECEC, there is limited research
about the values the parents/guardians (hereafter parents)
have placed on universal and publicly-funded early learning
programs. In this research, we describe parents’ perceived
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value of early learning within the context of a universal
ECEC program in Nova Scotia (NS, Canada).

Literature Review

Enabling greater access to ECEC can provide a wide array
of long-lasting developmental benefits for children (Mel-
huish et al., 2013, Siraj et al., 2016, Sylva et al., 2013) while
also supporting broader benefits for families and commu-
nities (e.g., workforce participation, higher education,
women in labor market) (Alexander et al., 2017). There are
also other substantial societal benefits of supporting greater
access to ECEC, such as enabling labor force participation
and economic growth (MacDonald, 2018). Overlapping
barriers related to ECEC access are predominantly a result
of social structures, wherein social determinants of health
such as income, education, and employment continue to
lead to inequalities for children in general (Komro et al.,
2014, Maggi et al., 2010). Although there is increased
attention towards universal ECEC programs to address
these inequities and systemic obstacles, access to regulated,
affordable, quality early learning programs remains an issue
for families in Canada.

Barriers to ECEC

The financial costs associated with accessing early learning
and child care programs has been cited as a main barrier for
Canadian families (Charlton et al., 2017, Lin & Dunnett,
2018, Scotland, 2017). Although child care subsidies are
often available, parents may be reluctant to interact with the
provincial/territorial subsidy system due to the associated
stigma, prior unpleasant experiences with other government
assistance programs, difficulties applying to the program
due to the required paperwork or lack of access to a reliable,
secure computer (Lin & Dunnett, 2018, Shlay et al., 2004).
The application process may be especially concerning for
low-income families, as it can require parents to take time
off work to visit the government office, provide pay stubs or
other income verification, and reapply (Shlay et al., 2004).
Additional barriers to accessing ECEC may be organiza-
tional in nature, such as a lack of parental awareness of
programs and services (Charlton et al., 2017, Graham &
Underwood, 2012), logistical challenges (Graham &
Underwood, 2012, Scotland, 2017), gaps in services such as
the unequal supply–demand in care availability (Japel &
Friendly, 2019), or a lack of culturally relevant program-
ming (Charlton et al., 2017, Graham & Underwood, 2012,
Kirova et al., 2013). For example, research has previously
reported that the continued focus of Eurocentric curriculum
and pedagogy continues to marginalize Indigenous knowl-
edge, culture and languages in Canada (Eisazadeh et al.,

2017, Preston et al., 2012), suggesting that some programs
and educators view differences in culture as a deficit rather
than an asset in early education settings (Kirova, 2013).
Culturally relevant programming in early childhood is
essential to meet the needs of all children, especially as
there is often a cultural imbalance between educators (often
White, middle-class, monolingual women) and the popula-
tion of children (Allen et al., 2017, Saluja et al., 2002).

Parental Preferences for ECEC

The preferences that families hold related to ECEC also
influence their decisions to access programs. A recent
national survey in Canada that explored parental decision-
making for child care arrangements found the location of
the service provider as the most frequently reported reason
for choosing a particular service, followed by service pro-
vider-characteristics, hours of operation, and cost (Statistics
Canada, 2019). Preference for the location of care providers
has been emphasized in the literature and is likely of par-
ticular concern for rural or remote families (Graham &
Underwood, 2012). Further, ECEC typically operates dur-
ing traditional business hours which can be unsuitable for
some families and may result in a ‘patchwork’ of care,
where children are shuffled between multiple service pro-
viders per day to accommodate parents’ working hours
(Graham & Underwood, 2012, Japel & Friendly, 2019).
Despite the concerns related to access, parents have reported
various positive impacts of ECEC on their child, including
social and language development and opportunities for
outdoor play (Sackes, 2013, Singh & Zhang, 2018). Addi-
tionally, parents have expressed appreciation for programs
that valued differing cultural backgrounds and supported
their children with identified, diverse needs (Blackmore
et al., 2016, Underwood & Killoran, 2012). Families who
differ in socioeconomic status, language, and ethnicity may
have different views of early childhood program quality
(Barbarin et al., 2006). For example, providing space within
education systems for Indigenous languages and culture
(i.e., through dramatic play) provides both children and
parents with a connection to their ancestral roots (Battiste,
2008, Peterson & Horton, 2019). More attention is needed
to ensure inclusive and culturally responsive environments
for all children in ECEC programs.

Program Quality

The definition of quality in early childhood programs is not
straightforward, with some theorists describing it as a pre-
dominantly socially constructed concept and firmly
embedded in tradition and logical positivism (Dahlberg
et al., 2013). A commonly used definition of high-quality
ECEC programs focus on both process (engaging materials
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and activities, positive interactions between adult and child)
and structural components (e.g., staff qualifications, and
adult–child ratio) (Bigras et al., 2010). Research suggests
that parents often value the emphasis on positive relation-
ships (element of process quality) between educators, chil-
dren and families (Noble, 2007, Scopelliti & Musatti, 2013,
Sollars, 2020) and also have an appreciation for tangible
and observable components that encompass the physical
and structural aspects of ECEC programs (Sollars, 2020).
Studies have also suggested that parents appreciate new
experiences for their children, opportunities to build inde-
pendence, support for social and emotional development
and academic learning for their children (Matei & Ghenta,
2018, Noble, 2007, Scopelliti & Musatti, 2013). Providing a
safe and trusting environment, offering guidance, and lis-
tening to families’ suggestions regarding their child’s edu-
cation have also been suggested as reasons that a parent
would access a ECEC program (Matei & Ghenta, 2018,
Noble, 2007).

Research Context

In the small east coast province of Nova Scotia (NS,
Canada), children are particularly vulnerable to increased
rates of poverty and the related impacts on their overall
development (Frank & Fisher, 2020). To support families
with young children in NS, the provincial government
launched a universal early learning program called the Pre-
primary Program in 2017. This publicly-funded (no-fee),
play-based learning program is available to children in the
catchment area of their school community in the year prior
to formal school entry (children must be four-years old
before the end of the calendar year to enroll) and offers
similar hours to a regular school day (i.e., 8:30
am–2:30 pm). Pre-primary Programs are located in schools
and operated by Regional Centers for Education and the
Francophone school board under the auspices of the pro-
vincial government through the NS Department of Educa-
tion and Early Childhood Development (Nova Scotia
Department of Education and Early Child Development,
2017). Programs started to be implemented in 2017–18,
with full implementation in all school communities
achieved in September 2020.

The Pre-primary Program is led by early childhood
educators and has adopted a play-based learning approach
that is child-led and child-initiated and encompasses many
different types of play, such as socio-dramatic play, active
play, pretend or fantasy play, and rough and tumble play
(Department of Education and Early Childhood Develop-
ment, 2018). This program is both voluntary and universal
(available to any eligible child with no-fee to parents) and
aims to increase access to early learning opportunities for

children throughout the province. Given the importance of
understanding the expressed values of parents to develop
contextually relevant and inclusive ECEC programs, our
study sought to elucidate parental needs and expectations of
this universal program early in its implementation in NS.
Our findings were expected to provide transferable infor-
mation for other jurisdictions undergoing similar universal
efforts in ECEC programs to ensure accessibility for all
children.

Methods

Theoretical Framework

A social constructivist framework was used in our research
which reflects the belief in the co-construction of knowl-
edge through interactions with people and their environ-
ment (Dodd-Nufrio, 2011). This approach recognizes and
acknowledges that the perceived value parents place on
ECEC programs is largely influenced by their prior personal
experiences and interactions (Amineh & Asl, 2015, Dodd-
Nufrio, 2011). When applying this understanding to our
research, it meant that we accepted and understood that
parents’ perceived values were developed through experi-
ences and interactions with their own school experiences,
their ability to access various informal or formal child care
arrangements, including programs designed as ‘preschools’
as well as their own direct or indirect involvement with the
recently introduced Pre-primary Program (Dodd-Nufrio,
2011).

Research Design

Our research study was designed to better understand the
values of parents and to deepen our understanding of par-
ental decisions to access the program through their child’s
enrollment. Our study includes parents (legal guardians) of
children who did attend the Pre-primary Program and par-
ents of children who did not enroll in the program. To
achieve this goal, our research brings together two separate,
but related studies conducted as part of a larger program of
research that is exploring early childhood policy initiatives
across Nova Scotia. The thematic analysis process descri-
bed by Braun and Clarke (2006) was used as a guide for
each of our research studies. Additionally, in both projects,
we used a Qualitative Description (QD) approach to gather
the perceptions of parent participants. We felt the QD
approach was appropriate for the exploratory nature of our
study and reinforced the importance of the lived experiences
of the participants viewed from our social constructivist
framework (Neergaard et al., 2009, Sandelowski, 2009).
Further, this methodology was ideal for our study because
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the QD analytical process and presentation of data allowed
us to remain close to the data in each study and describe
participant experience through their direct experiences of
the interactions and events (Milne & Oberle, 2005, Neer-
gaard et al., 2009). Data collection across our two studies
are described hereafter.

Data Collection: Study 1

We purposely selected four Pre-primary Program sites in
different regions to represent different program and com-
munity characteristics (e.g., existing/new program, rural/
urban, Francophone/Anglophone) in the first year of imple-
mentation (2017–18). Parents that were already participating
in these programs were invited to take part in a focus group
with the assistance of those involved with the programs.
Focus groups (n= 4) were 30–60minutes and conducted at
the location of the Pre-primary Program using a semi-
structured guide to understand participants’ perceptions and
perceived value of the program. During the focus groups, we
asked parents questions regarding their experiences with the
Pre-primary Program. Specific questions included accessing
the Pre-primary Program, day-to-day routines inside the
program, relationships with educators and suggestions on
what could make the program better to support themselves
and their children. Interview questions were reviewed by
different members of our research team prior to data
collection.

Data Collection: Study 2

We selected seven communities across Nova Scotia to
represent diverse communities across the province in the
second year of the implementation of the Pre-primary Pro-
gram (2018–19). Our study aimed to access the parents of
children who did attend the Pre-primary Program and par-
ents of eligible children who did not enroll. We made initial
contact within communities to assist with the community
recruitment (e.g., resource centers and local community
organizations). Recruitment posters and handouts for par-
ents were distributed based on the recommendations from
community partners. Once parents expressed interest, a
date, time and location for a focus group or telephone
interview was organized based on the preference of famil-
ies. Focus groups (n= 3) and interview (n= 1) were
30–60 minutes where our research team used a semi-
structured interview guide to describe families’ experiences
with the Pre-primary Program, their motivations for parti-
cipation (or nonparticipation) and their needs for other
supports for early childhood development. During the focus
groups and/or interview, we used probes, such as, “could
you tell me more about your experience”, and/or “what do
you mean by that”, to identify issues related to access to

programs and services. We also asked for participant
recommendations for changes to policy and practice,
therefore, assisting in identifying opportunities to better
support families in their communities. Interview questions
were reviewed by multiple members of our research team
prior to data collection.

Data Analysis: Both Studies

In Study 1, 28 families of children that attended Pre-primary
Program sites took part in four focus groups. In Study 2, there
were 14 families that took part in three focus groups and one
interview (see Table 1). Across both studies there were one or
two parents that participated in our study to represent their
family. Audio-recordings from the focus groups and one
interview were transcribed verbatim, data was de-identified,
and then, along with field notes, was imported into a quali-
tative software for analysis (QSR NVivo Version 12). If
participants were not comfortable with being audio recorded,
detailed notes were documented from participant responses. A
thematic analysis process was used to guide the analysis and
support our QD approach to portray the participants’ indivi-
dual and unique experiences. In both studies, data were
reviewed and initial codes were created in a codebook and at
least two members of the research team participated to sup-
port a rigorous and trustworthy coding process. Following the
coding process, we began searching for broader level themes,
based on larger ideas of the initial codes. These themes were
viewed to explore the perceived value of the Pre-primary

Table 1 Participant and community demographics

Community demographics Number of
families

Study 1 Rural village 4

Rural village 7

Rural town 9

Inner-city community 8

Total: 28

Study 2 Inner-city community—newcomer
population

9

Rural town 2

Rural town 2

Rural village - minority underserved
community

1

Total: 14

All communities were distinct; rural village refers to a community
outside of towns and cities that are smaller than a town with a
population ranging from a few hundred to a few thousand people.
Rural towns refer to an area that is slightly larger than a rural village,
but smaller than an urban city, consisting of over a few thousand
people. Inner-city community refers to urban areas that are highly
populated and have access to transportation, etc.
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Program from the perspective of parents who had accessed
the program and families that did not. Our team reviewed and
refined the final list of themes to inform the purpose of our
study using a QD approach. Interpreting various perspectives
allowed for the discovery of common themes, moving beyond
what the participant reported, and clustering together common
ideas from multiple individuals to represent the data (Braun &
Clarke, 2006, Willis et al., 2016). These commonalities across
our two studies are further explained throughout four distinct
themes. The use of participant quotes provides an important
QD narrative to respond to our study purpose (Braun &
Clarke, 2006). The unique results of each study are presented
below followed by a discussion on the overall perceived value
of the universal Pre-primary Program (Table 2).

Study 1 Results

Four themes were identified in our first study that provide
insight into the value that parents placed on the Pre-primary
Program: Ease of access, Communication, Supporting
familiarity with school, and Early learning. First, partici-
pants spoke about the importance of supports to ensure they
could easily access the program, stating that they felt it was
valuable that the program was available to all families in
their school community. Many participants described the
program as providing a financial relief as they no longer had
to pay for regulated child care. For example, one participant
said, “to be honest, quite frankly, it was financial. My kids
had to be in daycare five days a week and it [Pre-primary
Program] was a heck of a lot cheaper”. Others explained
that they were unable to afford child care prior to the
introduction of the Pre-primary Program and this provided
their child the first opportunity to participate in a formal
early childhood program at no-fee to the family. Trans-
portation and before and after care were provided at only
one of the Pre-primary Program sites in this study and
parents from this particular site voiced how valuable
transportation was to accommodate working parents. Par-
ticipants who attended sites without this service outlined
concerns surrounding transportation to and from the Pre-
primary Program and expressed a desire for their child(ren)
to be able to use the bus. One participant stated:

“Transportation has been an issue for us at times
throughout the program, and it would be nice if the
children would have the same opportunity to travel on
the school bus to and from the school, as other
children in similar programs are able to do. Also, if
the transportation issue is unable to be fixed, an
extended day or a program they could attend
afterwards at the school would be helpful for those
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of us who work until 5 pm and have to find a way to
have our children picked up by 2 pm”.

In some cases, lack of bus access was identified as a barrier
to attending the Pre-primary Program every day. This also
related to the value of ensuring easy access to the program as
some parents noted the importance of available before and
after school programming to accommodate work schedules.

Participants who accessed the program also described
how they valued communication with Pre-primary Program
early childhood educators. Parents valued being informed
about their child’s day and appreciated communication with
staff in the program. One participant spoke about their
relationship with educators:

“We have a great relationship with the Pre-primary
educators they always keep us informed about how his
day went and tell us what adventures they went on or
what he learned about that day. They have always
made us feel like we could communicate with them
from the beginning and straight through the
program”.

Although many participants expressed a favorable view of
their communication with early childhood educators, some
did express a desire for more communication. Some indi-
cated that they would like to know more about what their
child was doing on a daily basis at the Pre-primary Program,
and that they struggled to get this information because early
childhood educators were often too busy during pickup and
drop-off times. An additional concern surrounding commu-
nication became apparent at one of the sites where access
beyond the front entrance of the school was restricted due to
security protocols from school administration. This meant
that parents were unable to enter or visit the classroom and
observe the activities that their child was doing and speak to
the educators. As stated by one participant:

“Because the way the school is set up, the children
arrive and they [early childhood educators] greet
them at the door so we [parents] aren’t walking them
to the classroom. So that’s a change for parents who
are used to going to pre-school or daycare with their
child. So that kind of has, limited the communication a
bit”.

Participants indicated that they valued the focus on
early learning in the Pre-primary Programs. Parents
valued the increased opportunity for their children to learn
new skills that they may not have been exposed to outside
of the program. For example, participants described
enhanced social–emotional (i.e., social skills, coping
strategies) and language development, as well as increases

in children’s confidence, since their child’s enrollment in
the Pre-primary Program. There was also discussion
among participants during the focus groups about ways
they value the play-based philosophy of the Pre-primary
Program. One participant spoke about their perspective on
the focus on play:

“Yeah ‘cause I know say—I’ve heard other parents
say well where it is play-based I don’t feel like my
child would benefit from it because they you know
already knew all that kind of stuff but it’s so much
more than when you think of play-based it’s not just
playing ya know? They learn so much…”

However, while many appreciated the focus on play,
others expressed concern that it is not academically oriented
or structured enough to fully support children’s develop-
ment and their transition to Grade Primary, for example:
“…I ask her [child in program] everyday “what did you
learn today” nothing, right? The structure is not there…I
can see that starting out but they should be able to gra-
dually start bringing in some structure in there”.

Throughout the focus group discussions, participants
described the ability of the Pre-primary Program to sup-
port familiarity with the school environment. Many
expressed that they thought their child would be better
prepared and that the transition into Grade Primary would
be easier as a result of attending the Pre-primary Program,
for example:

“Really the whole point of Pre-primary they’re
coming and they’re—they’re getting a taste of what
schools going to be. So, they’re already getting the
location they know where the cafeteria’s gonna be,
they know how to sit in the cafeteria, and it helps the
staff out”.

Participants also expressed the importance of the pro-
gram in making connections with other teachers, classrooms
and programs within the school environment. We observed
this connectedness in three of the four Pre-primary Program
sites where early childhood educators were engaged and
included in school-wide events and the Pre-primary children
were provided with opportunities to utilize school spaces
other than their classroom. This connection was not evident
in the fourth site, with some participants describing how the
Pre-primary Program felt separate from the rest of the
school. As one participant stated: “…our guys [children in
Pre-primary] have never really been invited to any of these
things that are happening school-wide… maybe they’re
thinking they’re too young and they’re reasons for that, but
it’s also you know, being included…”
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Study 2 Results

In our second study, we selected seven communities across
Nova Scotia to represent diverse regions across the pro-
vince. Most of the participants (13 out of 14) did not reg-
ister their child in the Pre-primary Program, which allowed
further identification of factors that might influence access
to the program. Consistent, with our first study, participants
similarly expressed the importance of easy access to the
Pre-primary Program. Participants placed value on the fact
that the program was available at no-fee to parents, which
they felt provided an opportunity to support families who
could not afford child care. For example, one particular
family chose to enroll their child into the program because
they could not afford child care fees:

“We moved out to Nova Scotia and we were once
again in a position where I couldn’t pay for preschool
so we went looking for a library programs and other
things that I could get my daughter into ‘cause she
was going to be into that—that age group and then I
got the emails about signing up for Pre-primary and
I’m like “okay sure!” Full—expecting it not to be a
full day five days a week and yet when I got there to
sign up its full day five days a week I’m like “really?
At Pre-primary? Okay?” and so we jumped in with
two feet and just she loved it. Absolutely adored it”.

Similar to Study 1, many participants stated that the
program did not match their work schedules due to the lack
of before and after care and also expressed difficulties with
transportation. In one instance, a participant specifically
expressed that they did not have access to a personal vehicle
and felt that walking their children to Pre-primary in the
winter would be difficult. Another participant noted: “It’s
hard with the transportation because, a lot of people just
can’t get their kids there…with their schedules… so it cuts
down a lot of the attendance”.

Participants in our second study also valued commu-
nication in relation to the Pre-primary Program, however, in
this case, the communication centered on general informa-
tion on the program rather than between parents and edu-
cators in Study 1. Participants expressed interest in the
program but had limited interaction with those directly
involved; often their understanding of the program was the
result of conversations with other community members.
Many participants did not have first-hand knowledge on the
program and were uncertain about what the Pre-primary
Program offered. One participant also indicated that they
had difficulty finding out information about the program at
the school: “…when I went to check out the program…and
talked to the principal about the qualifications of the people
[educators in the program]… and the principal actually did

not know”. Another participant thought enrollment in the
Pre-primary Program was similar to school, presuming that
daily attendance was mandatory. Language barriers also
seemed to present a barrier to newcomer families. One
participant indicated that clear and helpful information
should be made available through consistent translation of
program documents (e.g., newsletters and information
sheets) to ensure all families could read the information. As
stated by this participant through an interpreter in the focus
group:

“There needs to be a larger emphasis on under-
standing and getting people from this population
[newcomers] involved. They [parents] are suffering
from the paperwork from the school as well when
enrolling their children into programs. Maybe we
can have them translated beforehand so that families
can get a bit of an understanding, what they send
home isn’t clear and having these documents
translated would help. There’s a big language
problem there”.

Compared to Study 1, most participants in Study 2 were
less familiar with how the program might help children
become familiar with the school environment. This was
likely a result of the fact that the majority had not registered
their child in the program and did not have a lot of infor-
mation about the program. Those more familiar with the
program in Study 2 discussed how they thought re-primary
would help their child learn about school settings, including
the expected rules, and prepare them for academic skills
such as reading and writing. For example, one participant
said:

“…if they go to Pre-primary…instead of sitting with
mum and sitting every time at home if we go in the
school they [learn] how to read how to write
something they need—they [learn] many things…the
rule of the school they know, because of that…it’s
very important for kids,”

Another participant decided not to enroll their child to
spend more quality time together in the year before school
and reflected upon how it might have helped their child
become more familiar: “I mean it probably would help with
that transition and comfort level piece…Maybe it was just
me who wasn’t ready!”

Finally, participants spoke to the early learning aspects
of the program and reported that if their children attended
the program, they felt learn language and social skills. In
particular, newcomer participants discussed the possibilities
of supporting language as many of their children were
learning English. One participant specifically indicated the
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possibilities for their child to learn English through their
interactions with educators and other children:

“Pre-primary, they go there, they share with different
kids they talk each other… In my home I talk with my
language because even me I don’t know English
perfect, I talk with my language. They don’t know
anything, they listen only cartoon and that is not
enough. If you go Pre-primary program that is very
good for kids to prepare for Primary…”

Participants also spoke about the Pre-primary Program as
being an opportunity for their children to socialize and
make new friends. One participant in Study 2, whose child
attended the program, stated that their daughter made new
friends in Pre-primary, which was helpful as they had just
moved to the province. Another participant expressed that
although socialization was important, they would have liked
more structure in the program. As stated by this participant:
“I almost feel like it’s more for socialization than for
learning, but I have a huge family so my daughter socializes
often and—and I think socialization is important, but I
would like to see more structure”. Similar to Study 1, while
some participants valued play-based learning, others were
unsure why the program was focused on play rather than
more structured academic learning experiences.

Discussion

The aim of our research was to describe parents’ perceived
value of the publicly funded, no-fee, play-based Pre-primary
Program across Nova Scotia through integrating the results
of our two studies. Parent participants described the value of
Pre-primary Programs in terms of its ease of access (no-fee
and available within each school catchment area); its
potential to ease the transition to school for young children
by supporting familiarity to the school and its routines; its
focus on early learning; and its ability to inform parents
about the value of play-based programming by providing
information about their child’s activities and progress
through well-developed communication between educator
and parent. In addition to the defined value of these pro-
grams, participants also noted challenges and barriers
associated with the Pre-primary Program. To increase
access to the program, many parent participants spoke of the
need for additional supports such as before and after care
and transportation. Although all valued the early learning
focus on social skills, they held different perspectives on the
play-based nature of the program, with some expressing a
desire for more structured academic learning.

Critically important to universal ECEC programs is
ensuring that all parents can access this support. First,

the availability of the program in local communities is
important considering the existence of gaps across
Canada (MacDonald, 2018). The Pre-primary Program is
now available in all school communities, however, at the
time of our study, three out of 14 participants in Study
2 said that the Pre-primary Program was not offered in
their catchment area. The cost of ECEC is a commonly
cited obstacle that prevents access to programs (Mac-
Donald, 2018, Statistics Canada, 2019), which has been
partially addressed by the no-fee component of the pro-
gram. Parents in our study also expressed value for
additional supports including the accommodation of
additional hours for working parents and logistical sup-
ports such as transportation. Program hours is discussed
in the literature regarding barriers to accessing child care
in Canada, especially for rural or remote parents (Gra-
ham & Underwood, 2012) and parents who work non-
standard hours (Japel & Friendly, 2019). It is clear that a
comprehensive approach is needed to consider the full
scope of needs for parents to ensure that universal ECEC
programs are truly accessible for all (Campbell et al.,
2019). This can be achieved by adding relevant service
components to existing structures (Pelletier & Corter,
2005).

Parents in both of our studies discussed the importance
of communication in relation to the Pre-primary Program.
Previous literature reinforces the importance of a positive
relationship between educators and families, which is a well
established component of process quality in ECEC pro-
grams (Masten et al., 2009, Sollars, 2020). Communication
between educators and parents can create positive rela-
tionships that both create and enhance an educator’s ability
to provide general information to the family, such as
classroom expectations and discussions concerning the
needs of the child (Masten et al., 2009). Direct involvement
and participation in their children’s learning environments
can create a feeling of appreciation and support for parents’
own challenges and needs (Sollars, 2020). Further, parents
who feel welcomed and accepted in ECEC programs and
feel that their input and perspectives are valued are more
likely to become involved, which can facilitate a seamless
program transition into the school system for both children
and parents (Masten et al., 2009, Sollars, 2020). Parent
involvement can also promote communication with teachers
and a higher level of trust and positive regard for the edu-
cators in the school system (Lee & Goh, 2012, Malsch
et al., 2011).

Supporting children’s familiarity with the school
environment was another noted value of parents in both of
our studies, which is a unique element of this ECEC
program given its placement within schools. Locating the
Pre-primary Program within schools in Nova Scotia pro-
vided a link to the public-school system that is mandated
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to provide education and information to young children
and their families. The transition into school settings is
marked with many changes for children and can set the
foundation for future academic success and for children
and families’ relationships with the education system.
Previous research emphasizes the importance of family
involvement, linkages, close coordination and continuity
between early childhood programs and primary schools
(Lee & Goh, 2012, Malsch et al., 2011). Earlier connec-
tions to the school through ECEC programs has been
explored in other initiatives in Canada through broader
integrated service delivery models (Corter & Pelletier,
2010, Pelletier & Corter, 2005) but further research is
needed to understand how the placement of distinct ECEC
programs in schools supports children’s development
over time.

Parent participants also spoke to the perceived value of
the program in terms of a child’s learning and development,
particularly skills such as socialization and language
acquisition, which were viewed by parents to support their
child’s transition into school. Although parents spoke to the
benefits of using a play-based approach, they also spoke to
their reservations regarding this focus on play, with some
stating that they wished the program was more structured.
As stated previously, parents can have multiple ideas of
what quality early childhood education means (Sollars,
2020). While parents have insights into what they believe is
quality care in the early years, as their children develop,
they are keen to ensure that they are prepared for formal
schooling (Sollars, 2017). It seems that more dialog is
needed between educators and parents concerning the nat-
ure of the program and the value of play and its influence on
children’s learning (Sollars, 2017). Although play-based
learning was viewed by some parents as being unstructured
and less academic than explicit instruction; play-based
learning has been shown to be as or more effective than
traditional direct-instruction for achieving literacy, numer-
acy, and socioemotional early learning classroom goals
(Fisher et al., 2013, Stipek et al., 1998, Weisberg et al.,
2013). Further studies have suggested that some parents
only value play if it does not interfere with learning aca-
demic skills (Baker, 2014, Kane, 2016, Yahya, 2016).
Parental perspectives appear to be influenced by a number
of factors, and previous research on the Pre-primary Pro-
gram has found that positive views on play may be influ-
enced by parents’ connection to the school community and
communication with a child’s educators (Carolan et al.,
2019). The varied family perspectives on play-based
learning in our study and other ECEC programs high-
lights the importance of further research to study the ways
to further understand and learn more about the concerns of
parents and ways to work together to ensure high quality,
play-based ECEC programs.

Conclusions

Ensuring families have access to ECEC programs is necessary
for achieving a range of public goals, including closing the
gender wage gap in the economy, spurring economic growth,
easing the burden on struggling parents and supporting
healthy child development (MacDonald, 2018). Our study
provides perspective on the values that parents place on an
ECEC program that is in early stages of implementation and it
provides an opportunity to consider how to best meet parental
needs and expectations while ensuring accessibility for all
children. The intent of the research was not to generalize the
experiences of families but rather provide an exploration of
possible parental values of universal ECEC programs through
integrating the results of two qualitative studies. We provided
contextual information on the Pre-primary Program informa-
tion to inform the transferability to similar system-wide efforts
to improve access to ECEC programs. Our work builds on
previous research on this initiative in Nova Scotia by rein-
forcing the importance of communication with families about
the program, including the importance of play-based learning
within ECEC programs (Carolan et al., 2019). Because the
Pre-primary Program is located in school settings, it also
provides a unique contribution to the literature of the value
that parents have on the location of the program and how this
characteristic supports children’s familiarity with school pro-
grams. Overall, our research may help to inform other jur-
isdictions that are shifting toward a broader vision of early
childhood education as a public service. Moving forward,
future studies should explore how the values of parents are
understood and incorporated in the development of con-
textually relevant, and culturally responsive, ECEC programs.
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