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An extensive body of research shows that well-qualified early childhood educators are the foundation of a 
well-functioning, high-quality early learning and care system. Early childhood educators’ qualifications 
include two components—specialized post-secondary education and ongoing professional development. 
Both components can be articulated through legislation, and both are critical for ensuring quality early 
learning and care. 

The relationship between a well-qualified workforce and high-quality care is discussed in two recent 
papers. These papers present national and international benchmarks for workforce qualifications and 
show how Alberta compares. Both papers recommend using regulation as a tool for raising qualification 
standards and improving quality. Given Alberta’s review of its Child Care Licensing Act and regulations, 
the discussions are timely. 

About this Brief 
Numerous Canadian and international studies have addressed the relationship between qualified 
educators and quality early learning and care. This brief summarizes the findings of two recent discussion 
papers on this issue: 

 Getting It Right: Recommendations for Improving Alberta’s Child Care Licensing Legislation 
(February 2020) was commissioned by the Association of Early Childhood Educators of Alberta. 

 An Examination of Regulatory and Other Measures to Support Quality Early Learning and Care in 
Alberta (November 2020) was written by Jane Beach and commissioned by the Edmonton Council 
for Early Learning and Care and the Muttart Foundation. (Appendix G of the Beach report sets out 
education, professional development, and certification requirements for early childhood educators 
in Canada’s provinces and territories.) 

Both papers outline the qualifications that early childhood educators need. They explain why these 
qualifications are important and how can they be attained. They also include recommendations for 
embedding qualification requirements within regulation.  

What Qualifications Should “Qualified” Early Childhood Educators 
Have? 
Early learning and child care researchers discuss qualifications in relation to specialized post-secondary 
education and continuing professional development.  

Quality Early Learning and Care 
Depends on Qualified Early 

Childhood Educators 

https://aecea.ca/sites/default/files/FINAL%20AECEA%20Position%20Paper%20on%20Legislative%20Change_0.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f170b16bf7d977d587e43c4/t/5fbe82537acac6192a96998c/1606320730938/Beach+Report+Measures+to+Support+Quality+ELC+2020-11.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f170b16bf7d977d587e43c4/t/5fbe82537acac6192a96998c/1606320730938/Beach+Report+Measures+to+Support+Quality+ELC+2020-11.pdf
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 Specialized post-secondary education in early learning and care provides early childhood 
educators with a solid foundation of skills and competencies for working with children, parents, 
communities, and colleagues. 

 Continuing professional development ensures that early childhood educators stay current with 
the latest research and best practices in their field. 

How Can Regulation Support Qualifications and Quality? 
The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) recommends “improving 
qualifications, training and working conditions” as one of five “policy levers” that can be used to support 
quality.1 Improving qualifications related to education standards and professional development supports 
good pedagogy and fosters the positive child–staff interactions required for healthy child development 
and learning. Education and professional development standards are often legislated. 

SPECIALIZED POST-SECONDARY EDUCATION 
“The single most critical factor affecting the quality of early learning and care programs is the 
knowledge, skills, and stability of the early childhood workforce.”2  

The link between quality early learning and care and the qualifications of early childhood educators is well 
established. Post-secondary education that specializes in early childhood development and 
early learning pedagogy is considered essential. 

The Starting Strong series and other reports by the OECD show that higher qualifications and more 
specialized training enable early childhood educators to create higher-quality learning environments, 
which in turn result in better outcomes for children.3 “Staff with higher qualifications can create a more 
stimulating environment and use more appropriate pedagogical practices, which boost children’s well-
being and learning outcomes.”4 Staff with more formal education in early childhood development are also 
more likely to foster warm, stimulating, supportive interactions with children. Such high-quality child–staff 
interactions are closely related to children’s development of literacy, numeracy, behavioural, and social 
skills.  

The importance of well-educated staff with specialized post-secondary training in early learning and child 
care has been corroborated in a number of Canadian studies (AECEA, p. 62). Research also shows that 
early childhood educators who work as program managers and supervisors need post-secondary 
education in management and pedagogical leadership as well (AECEA, pp. 81–82). Management 

                                              
1 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, Starting Strong III: A Quality Toolbox for Early 

Childhood Education and Care (Paris: OECD Publishing, 2012), p. 15. 
2 Ontario’s Expert Panel on Human Resources cited in Jane Beach, An Examination of Regulatory and Other 

Measures to Support Quality Early Learning and Care in Alberta (Edmonton: Edmonton Council for Early Learning and 
Care and the Muttart Foundation, November 2020), p. 32.  

Subsequent references to the Beach report will be cited within the text as “Beach” plus a page reference. 
3 Association of Early Childhood Educators of Alberta, Getting It Right: Recommendations for Improving Alberta’s 

Child Care Licensing Legislation (Edmonton, February 2020), pp. 62–63. 
Subsequent references to this report will be cited within the text as “AECEA” plus a page reference. 
4 Andreas Schleicher, International Summit on the Teaching Profession (Paris: OECD Publishing, 2019), p. 27. 

http://www.dji.de/fileadmin/user_upload/icec/Starting%20Strong%20III_englisch.pdf
http://www.dji.de/fileadmin/user_upload/icec/Starting%20Strong%20III_englisch.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f170b16bf7d977d587e43c4/t/5fbe82537acac6192a96998c/1606320730938/Beach+Report+Measures+to+Support+Quality+ELC+2020-11.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f170b16bf7d977d587e43c4/t/5fbe82537acac6192a96998c/1606320730938/Beach+Report+Measures+to+Support+Quality+ELC+2020-11.pdf
https://aecea.ca/sites/default/files/FINAL%20AECEA%20Position%20Paper%20on%20Legislative%20Change_0.pdf
https://aecea.ca/sites/default/files/FINAL%20AECEA%20Position%20Paper%20on%20Legislative%20Change_0.pdf
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/deliver/9789264313873-en.pdf?itemId=%2Fcontent%2Fpublication%2F9789264313873-en&mimeType=pdf
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education gives supervisors the skills they need to manage finances, strategic planning, policy 
development, and human resources. Education related to pedagogical leadership prepares program 
supervisors to foster continuous quality improvement, inspire organizational change, and guide and 
mentor their staff. 

Education requirements for early childhood educators vary widely, but there is some consensus that early 
childhood educators should have bachelor’s-level (four-year) degrees specializing in early childhood 
education and development (AECEA, p. 68). Many European countries require early childhood educators 
to have specialized bachelor’s or even master’s degrees. In a 2017 study of 16 of 22 OECD countries for 
which data were available, more than 75% of early childhood educators who worked with children over 
three years of age had a bachelor’s degree (AECEA, p. 63).  

In a series of province-wide consultations sponsored by the Muttart Foundation between 2012 and 2019, 
Alberta stakeholders identified a two-year diploma in early childhood education as an acceptable 
minimum standard (AECEA, p. 68). Norway requires all early childhood educators to have at least a 
three-year diploma; Denmark, Sweden, and New Zealand require all early childhood educators to have at 
least a two-year diploma (AECEA, p. 64).  

Canada’s minimum education requirements for early childhood educators are well below international 
standards. No Canadian province or territory requires that all early childhood educators have post-
secondary certificates or diplomas (Beach, pp. 110–114). In most Canadian jurisdictions, one year of 
specialized training is the minimum requirement, but not necessarily for all staff. Manitoba is the only 
jurisdiction that requires early childhood educators to have a degree—and that requirement applies only 
to program directors. By comparison, kindergarten teachers in all Canadian jurisdictions except the 
Northwest Territories require at least a degree.  

“The work society expects from early childhood educators is just as important and valuable as the 
work expected from teachers. Early childhood educators need to be as well educated as teachers—
and as well paid.” (AECEA, p. 67) 

In Alberta, the minimum requirement for early childhood educators is a specified high school course, a 
45-hour college-level course in early learning and care, a government-sponsored online orientation 
course, or an approved family day home provider training course (Beach, p. 124). The Alberta Children’s 
Services’ annual report for 2019–2020 notes that 43% of Alberta’s early childhood educators are certified 
based on this minimum requirement; 16% have a one-year post-secondary certificate (or equivalent) and 
41% have a two-year post-secondary diploma (or equivalent).  

UNICEF’s Innocenti Research Centre has identified 10 benchmarks for quality early learning and care 
(Beach, p. 45). Two of these benchmarks relate to staff qualifications: 

 At least 80% of staff should have relevant training. 

 At least 50% of staff should have at least three years of post-secondary education in early 
childhood studies. 

Alberta meets the first of these benchmarks, but not the second. Even staff who meet Alberta’s highest 
education standard—two years of post-secondary education—do not necessarily have the specialized 
early learning and child care education they need. This is because Alberta allows early childhood 
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educators to be certified on the basis of educational equivalencies. Certificates can be granted to 
individuals with education in disability studies, kinesiology, or other disciplines that do not typically focus 
on early learning and care (AECEA, pp. 78–80; Beach, p. 45).  

Recommendations for Change 

 Phase in new minimum standards for educational qualifications in all parts of the regulated system. 
Phase in a requirement for all early childhood educators to have at least a two-year diploma 
specializing in early learning and child care. 

 Eliminate the provision for recognizing educational equivalencies. Implement a bridging plan to 
help early childhood educators whose certification is based on an equivalency to upgrade to the 
new standard. 

 Phase in a requirement for all program directors to have a post-diploma certificate in management 
or pedagogical leadership in addition to a two-year diploma specializing in early learning and child 
care. 

“Raising minimum education standards for early childhood educators has benefits for child care 
quality on many levels. Not only does it provide children with a richer learning experience, but it 
provides early childhood educators with tangible and intangible benefits. Studies have shown a 
direct link between higher education and higher job satisfaction, which in turn leads to lower staff 
turnover…. And better-educated staff can command better wages.” (AECEA, p. 68) 

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
“The work of early childhood educators requires specialized knowledge and pedagogical practices 
that can only be acquired through formal education and ongoing professional learning. Early 
childhood educators need different types of professional learning and support at different stages of 
their careers. Like nurses, teachers, dental assistants and other professionals, they need 
mentorship and encouragement when they first begin practice. They also need education and 
training to broaden their knowledge, refine their skills and keep pace with new research and 
developments.” (AECEA p. 84) 

Professional development can take a variety of forms. It can include mentoring, courses, workshops, 
conferences, staff meetings, and participation in professional learning communities. It can also be field-
based training in which staff receive feedback on their practices. 

Research shows that relevant professional development “is one of the most effective levers for process 
quality and for supporting children’s development, learning, and well-being.”5 Documented benefits 
include the following: 

                                              
5 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, Good Practice for Good Jobs in Early Learning and 

Child Care (Paris: OECD Publishing, 2019), p. 38.  
Process quality refers to the nature of experiences in an early learning and care setting. It includes the interactions 

children have among themselves as well as the interactions between staff and children, staff and parents, and staff 
and colleagues. 

https://doi.org/10.1787/64562be6-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/64562be6-en
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 It helps early childhood educators stay abreast of the latest advances in pedagogy, curriculum, and 
care practice.  

 It supports pedagogical quality and better outcomes for children and families.  

 It inspires and motivates. 

 It helps weaker staff become more effective.  

 It improves staff retention by improving career satisfaction, opening new career paths, and 
reinforcing early childhood educators’ identity as professionals. 

There is growing recognition of the importance of professional development—internationally and across 
Canada. Ongoing professional development is mandatory in several OECD countries. In Canada, 
professional development is a legislated requirement in British Columbia, Manitoba, Nova Scotia, Prince 
Edward Island, and Newfoundland and Labrador. In Ontario, it is a requirement of certification set by the 
College of Early Childhood Educators of Ontario. In all these provinces except Manitoba, where 
certification is permanent, professional development is a condition of certification renewal. 
Alberta, Saskatchewan, Quebec, New Brunswick, Yukon, Northwest Territories and Nunavut have no 
legislated requirement for professional development. 

Alberta provides funding grants to support professional development, but early childhood educators who 
work in preschools, approved family child care programs, or in First Nation and Métis Settlement 
programs are excluded.  

Recommendations for Change 

 Introduce a requirement for ongoing professional learning for all early childhood educators in all 
sectors of the regulated system.  

 Introduce a requirement for ongoing credential maintenance. Require professional development as 
a condition for certification renewal. 

What Are the Challenges Related to Qualification Standards? 
Plans for raising qualification standards must be developed within the context of a quality child care 
system. This means that regulatory standards must be supported by policy and funding—for early 
childhood educators themselves, for their workplaces, and for the public post-secondary education sector. 

Raising qualification standards for early childhood educators will have a significant impact on Alberta’s 
post-secondary education infrastructure. Alberta’s public post-secondary institutions and Indigenous 
colleges and universities will need appropriate funding and support to increase capacity, develop 
appropriate programs and resources, provide facilities and equipment, and recruit qualified teaching staff. 
They will need to develop flexible delivery options, including online and part-time options. And they will 
need to expand their offerings to include bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral degrees: This will provide 
early childhood educators with career paths that encourage them to stay in the field.  

Alberta’s early learning and child care programs will need operating funding so they can support their 
staff in advancing their education. 
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Finally, if early childhood educators are to undertake the education they need, their investment of time 
and tuition dollars must be compensated with professional-level wages. Raising qualification standards 
must be part of a comprehensive workforce strategy that considers wages and working conditions.  

“Child care staff invest a tremendous amount of time and energy in doing their jobs to the best of 
their ability under extremely difficult conditions with minimal financial resources, inadequate 
compensation and little respect. It is the child care workforce that serves as the major engine on 
the road towards achieving quality child care in Canada, and it is the nature of the difficult and 
restrictive conditions under which the workforce operates that is the major obstacle to quality.”6 

 

This brief is part of a series of documents created by the Edmonton Council for Early 
Learning and Care (ecelc.ca) to address current topics in early learning and care that impact 
Edmonton. Marie Lesoway is a researcher, writer, and editor with Pentacle Productions. 
Correspondence can be sent to info@ecelc.ca.  

                                              
6 Hillel Goelman, Gillian Doherty, Donna S. Lero, Annette LaGrange, and Jocelyne Tougas, Caring and Learning 

Environments: Quality in Child Care Centres Across Canada. You Bet I Care! (Guelph: Centre for Families, Work and 
Well-Being, University of Guelph, 2000), p. 72. Cited in Beach, p. 32. 

http://www.ecelc.ca/
http://www.pentacleproductions.ca/
mailto:info@ecelc.ca
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