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Introduction
hild care services in Quebec have undergone
a major transformation since 1997, when
the government adopted its new family policy. One of the linchpins of this innovative policy
was the setting up of a network of fixed-fee services for all children aged four and under, irrespective of family income. The network was intended to
address the issue of work-family balance and to
provide children, no matter what the financial status of their parents, with a preschool environment
that fosters their social, emotional and cognitive
development and prepares them for entry into the
school system (Ministère de la Famille et de
l’Enfance 1997a).
In the past decade the network of child care services in Quebec has undergone rapid growth. In 1997
Quebec had 78,864 regulated child care places, by
July 2003 it had almost 90,000 additional places and
in 2004 the number of regulated child care places in
Quebec represented almost 37 percent of all regulated places in Canada.1
Quebec is therefore unique in Canada, not only
in the number of available regulated, fixed-fee,
reduced-contribution child care places, but also in
its method of funding them. While in the other
provinces and territories the emphasis is on providing child care grants to families, in Quebec a
significant proportion of the provincial budget for
child care goes to service providers. In 2004,
direct grants to child care services represented 45
percent of the provincial budget for families, or
$1.3 billion (Lefebvre 2004; Ministère des
Finances 2005). The rest of Canada has followed
the evolution of Quebec’s child care model with
great interest, since a program for Canadian universal child care has been under discussion for
almost 30 years. Ottawa’s announcement, in the
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Quality matters
The importance of quality in child care settings
should not be underestimated. The quality of the setting plays a critical role in the development of the
children it serves: the immediate and lasting effects
of nonparental care on children’s development have
been thoroughly documented. Because nonparental
child care is now the norm in many countries, and
because child care services represent an important
learning environment, numerous studies have been
carried out in recent years to evaluate the impact of
these services on child development.
5

The first wave of research focused on the possible
negative effects of care on very young children.
Some of the findings suggested that long hours of
care for children under the age of one year can have
a negative effect on the quality of infant-parent
attachment (Belsky and Rovine 1988). However, the
results are inconclusive regarding the subsequent
psychosocial adaptation of children (Belsky 1986;
Clarke-Stewart 1989).
The second wave of research examined variations in
the quality of services and their eventual impacts on
the children’s development. Researchers found that care
in a low-quality setting may have a negative effect on
children’s social, emotional and cognitive development
(Burchinal, Lee and Ramey 1989), while high-quality
child care is associated with multiple developmental
benefits (NICHD 1996; NICHD and Duncan 2003;
Peisner-Feinberg et al. 2001), particularly for children
in low-income families (Burchinal et al. 1997; NICHD
and Duncan 2003; Schliecker, White and Jacobs 1991).
The third and most recent wave of research has
focused on the combined influence of child care services and family contexts on children’s development. In
this context, assessments of the impact of care on
young children calls for an examination of the issues
surrounding the quality of child care received both in
the home and in daycare situations.
The characteristics of the family context that are
strongly associated with children’s adaptation are also
linked to the choice of preschool setting and its characteristics (NICHD 1997, 1998), a phenomenon
researchers call the “selection effect.”4 The various
studies nonetheless confirm that the quality of the care
available to children is one factor in their development.
Thus, the effects associated with the quality of child
care are moderate but still appreciable even when the
personality of the children and the selection effect are
taken into account.
A variety of reasonably representative longitudinal
surveys have confirmed both the immediate and the
long-term effects of high-quality child care on cognitive and language development, as well as on performance in school (Barnett 2001; Campbell et al. 2001;
NICHD and Duncan 2003; Peisner-Feinberg et al.
1999). In addition, although quality can be particularly
crucial for children from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds, the surveys have found that the
quality of the child care setting has a significant
impact on children from all backgrounds (PeisnerFeinberg et al. 2001).
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March 2005 federal budget, that a total of $5 billion would be set aside for child care and the subsequent agreements with the provinces on the use
of these funds, have made Quebec’s experience in
this domain all the more valuable.
Until very recently, interest in the Quebec experience centred largely on questions of financing, accessibility and availability (see, for example, Lefebvre
and Merrigan 2003b; Tougas 2002). It is true that the
issue of the quality of existing child care services and
the potential impact of these services on the children’s
development had been raised on various occasions
(even before the implementation of the policy on
reduced-contribution child care).2 The government had
also voiced a commitment, upon the adoption of the
Act Respecting Child Day Care in 1997, to provide
high-quality services with a significant educational
component within a matter of a few years. However,
those charged with implementing the policy were concerned primarily with restructuring the network
around the new CPEs (centres de la petite enfance, or
child care centres) and dealing with the huge increase
in demand for services. Only recently has the question
of their quality received greater attention. In 2003, for
example, the government instructed the Institut de la
statistique du Québec to conduct a study on the
quality of child care services. The results of that study
were published as Grandir en qualité 2003 : Quebec
Survey on the Quality of Educational Daycare in May
2004 (Drouin et al. 2004). The same month, the
Ministry of the Family, Seniors and the Status of
Women announced a plan to improve the network.3
The current report presents the results of an evaluation of child care settings attended by children in
the Quebec Longitudinal Study of Child
Development (QLSCD). It is intended to shed light on
the issue of quality and to advance our knowledge
in this domain.
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Quebec Longitudinal Study of Child
Development
In light of these findings, a survey was undertaken to
examine the quality of child care services as part of the
Quebec Longitudinal Study of Child Development
(QLSCD), a joint initiative of the Direction Santé Québec
of the Institut de la statistique du Québec and an interdisciplinary team of researchers from several universities.5
Since 1998, the QLSCD has conducted annual surveys on the development of 2,223 young children.
This cohort, selected from the birth registry,6 is a representative sample of children born in Quebec
between October 1, 1997, and July 31, 1998. This
particular time span was chosen because the cohort
of children would all enter school the same year
(Jetté and Des Groseilliers 2000).
The goal of the study, which commenced when the
children were five months old, is to determine the
various factors that, during a crucial period in children’s development, might compromise or facilitate
their adaptation to school. The vast quantity of data
collected by the researchers served as the basis for a
detailed profile of (1) the socio-demographic context
in which the children are evolving as well as their
social, emotional and cognitive development; and (2)
the different child care services that their parents
have used since the children’s birth.
The time span during which the cohort was born
coincided with the adoption and implementation of
Quebec’s new family policy. Given the potential contribution of quality child care services to the children’s cognitive and social development, an
evaluation of the child care settings attended by the
QLSCD children was incorporated into the study.
Since the goals of the QLSCD parallel those of the
new family policy, it was important that the quality
of the child care services be assessed, so that an upto-date portrait of the child care network, and, subsequently, a link between the quality of the services
and children’s development, could be drawn.
This report is the fulfillment of the first of these
two goals. It profiles the quality of the different child
care services, whether centre-based or home-based,
attended by the QLSCD children between the ages of
two and one-half and five years. In addition, since
Quebec’s family policy is intended to enhance equality of opportunity for children by making high-quality care accessible to all, irrespective of social status,
we also examined how the socio-economic status of
families is related to the quality of the child care settings attended by the children.

Overall, the results of our evaluation show that the
majority of child care settings attended by the QLSCD
children meet the basic criteria for quality — that is,
they ensure the children’s health and safety — but
their educational component is minimal. Almost one
setting in eight fails to meet the minimum standards,
while one in four provides good, very good or excellent service.
These results confirm the conclusions of the evaluations carried out by the Institut de la statistique du
Québec and reported in Grandir en qualité. They suggest
that the new emphasis on quality announced in 2004 by
the minister responsible for the family is indeed justified. Our results also underline the need to pay particular attention to children from socio-economically
disadvantaged backgrounds, because these children
have the most to gain from high-quality care yet are the
most likely to receive low-quality services.
Finally, because our study covers the different
types of child care service attended by the QLSCD
children rather than only regulated services, as was
the case for Grandir en qualité, it provides a muchneeded perspective on unregulated services. A significant number of the parents taking part in the QLSCD
indicated that they used this type of service, and just
over 10 percent of the services evaluated for this
report were unregulated home-based daycares.
We should point out that this study covers only
the settings that the children attended after the age
of two and one-half years; we do not have data on
the quality of services attended by younger children.
In addition, although we contacted the parents of all
the children in the cohort and all of the services
attended by these children, both in urban centres
and in the regions, they did not all agree to participate in the study; this may limit the representativeness of the sample.

Structure of the report
This report is presented in five sections. After offering
a brief overview of the family policy adopted by
Quebec in 1997, we describe the main methodological
and conceptual parameters of the study. We then
present the results of the evaluation, divided into two
parts: the detailed aggregate and subscale results of
the different settings that were evaluated, and the
results concerning the children’s socio-economic
backgrounds. Finally, we offer several suggestions for
improving the performance of the child care network
with respect to the quality of services.
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Quebec’s Family Policy
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Child care services in Quebec
Thus in 1997 Quebec began to commit significant
resources to the consolidation and development of its
child care network. In July 1997 the new ministry of the
family and children assumed the responsibilities of the
former family secretariat and child care services office.10
The network built up from existing services, namely
nonprofit daycares, regulated home-based daycares and
for-profit daycares. The for-profit daycares could retain
their legal status and sign agreements with the government to offer reduced-contribution child care places. In
fact, the government reached such agreements with
most of the licensed for-profit daycares in operation in
June 1997.
But the main thrust of the new child care policy was
CPEs, which were created from the nonprofit daycares
and the daycare agencies that had, until then, been
responsible for home-based services. CPEs are nonprofit organizations whose boards of directors are
formed of a majority of parents, and it was to them
that the government handed responsibility for the
development of the child care network.11
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uring the 1990s, numerous industrialized
nations restructured their social institutions,
irrespective of the value placed on, or the
effectiveness of, their social security systems. Quebec
did not escape this wave of reorganization.7 It was
realized that existing strategies had not led to a
decrease in poverty levels, that the number of singleparent families was on the rise, and that children
were experiencing inequalities related to the environments they were born into and that had repercussions
for their development.
The Quebec government formulated an action plan
for family policy in order to fight poverty, increase
the participation of mothers in the workforce and promote equality of opportunity for children (Denige
1991; Hattin 1991; Ministère de l’Éducation du Québec
1996). The new family policy, which Premier Lucien
Bouchard announced at the summit on the economy
and employment in 1996, marked a significant departure from the previous policy statement, adopted in
1987. This policy is, by and large, still in place.
To implement its action plan, the government
undertook a variety of measures. As of September
1997, the income security (welfare) program would
no longer provide for the needs of children, who
would henceforth be covered by a unique and more
generous family benefit calculated on the basis of
family income. This benefit replaced several types of
universal family benefits, in particular the Allowance
for Newborn Children, which could go as high as
$8,000 for the third child, a key — and popular — element in the 1987 policy statement.
In addition, the government adopted a new policy
on grants for child care services. Until then, financial
aid related to child care came through two sources:
the refundable tax credit for child care expenses; and
the child care services office (established in 1980),
which issued operating and construction grants
directly to nonprofit daycares and also offered a program for the waiving of daycare fees and for the provision of financial assistance to low-income families.
The new policy called for the gradual implementation, beginning on September 1, 1997, of $5-a-day
child care services;8 the government would assume
all costs above and beyond the parental contribution
for child care. The $5-a-day places were initially
made available to children who had reached the age
of four by September 30 of that year, but the gov-

ernment intended to increase the number of places and
gradually (year by year) lower the age of admission.
The fee-waiving and financial aid programs would be
gradually discontinued.
The government also announced that as of September
30, 1997, full-time (full-day) kindergarten would be
made available in the public school system for children
who had reached the age of five by that date; this
replaced the part-time kindergarten offered until then.
Currently, most children who have reached kindergarten
age do attend kindergarten, even though attendance is
not mandatory. In addition, the following September
(1998) the education ministry made $5-a-day care available to children at the preschool and primary levels. In
2003-04, some 142,000 places were available in school
settings (Friendly and Beach 2005, 185, table 9).
Finally, the government announced that it would
offer its own parental leave plan to cover both salaried
and self-employed workers. The implementation of this
final element in Quebec’s family policy has taken some
time, because the plan had to be negotiated with the
federal government, which provides this type of assistance through its employment insurance program. An
agreement in principle regarding the Parental Insurance
Plan was announced by the two levels of government
in late 2004, and the final agreement was signed in
March 2005. The program is expected to be up and
running by January 2006.9

Table 1 provides an overview of the child care
services available to young children in Quebec since
1997. These services fall into two broad categories:
centre-based services (CPEs and for-profit daycares),
and home-based services, whether accredited by a
CPE or not. The CPEs (centre-based and home-based)
and for-profit daycares are regulated by the Act
Respecting Childcare Centres and Childcare Services
(1997). Home-based services not accredited by a
CPE,12 as well as stopover centres and nursery
schools, are not regulated by the Act but are options
available to parents.
The reduced-contribution child care services
were implemented gradually (see table 2). They
were first made available to all children from birth
to age four in September 2000, and the number of
children benefiting from them rose considerably in
subsequent years.
As shown in table 3, the network of CPEs grew
rapidly between 1997 and 2003, reflecting the
importance accorded this type of child care in the

Act as well as the preferences of parents, especially parents of children aged one and two (Institut
de la statistique du Québec 2001; Bureau de la statistique du Québec 1998).13 This period saw very
little growth in the for-profit daycare sector, however, due to the moratorium on the creation of
new for-profit daycares (the moratorium was lifted
in June 2002).14
The distribution of children in the child care network varies according to age. Table 4 (on p. 10)
shows that the majority of children receiving care
are those aged three and four. There are very few
children aged five and six in the network, undoubtedly because full-time kindergarten and child care
services are being offered in schools. Moreover, the
number of children aged one and under receiving
various types of care increased very little between
2000 and 2002, perhaps as a result of changes to
the employment insurance plan, which since 2000
has enabled eligible parents to take longer parental
leave (50 weeks instead of 25).

Table 1

Child Care Services in Quebec
Centres de la petite enfance (CPEs)
CPEs are nonprofit administrative entities managed by a board of directors on which parents represent the majority. CPEs oversee two branches of
child care services: those offered in a child care centre and those offered in a home-based setting.
• Centre-based CPEs provide, in a facility in which one may receive at least 7 children for periods of up to 48 consecutive hours, educational child
care services aimed mainly at children (from birth to kindergarten age) and which may, within a specific geographic area, coordinate, supervise
and monitor similar services in home settings for children of the same age.
• Home-based CPEs offer services in a private residence for periods that may not exceed 24 consecutive hours, to up to 6 children, including the
care-giver’s children under 9 years of age who ordinarily live with him or her, among whom not more than 2 may be under the age of 18 months;
or if the care-giver is assisted by another adult, up to 9 children including their children under 9 years of age and the children under 9 years of
age who ordinarily live with either of them, among whom not more than 4 may be under the age of 18 months.
For-profit daycares
These commercial establishments are most often private daycare centres under agreement — that is, services that signed an agreement with the government permitting them to offer reduced-contribution child care places. These daycares provide educational child care in a facility in which they
receive at least 7 children on a regular basis for periods not exceeding 24 consecutive hours.
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Unregulated home-based daycares
Child care services are provided by individuals who may receive 6 or fewer children in a private residence without obtaining recognition from a childcare centre. The reduced contribution program does not apply to nonregulated childcare services.
Stopover centres
These establishments provide educational child care in a facility where 7 or more children are received on a casual basis for periods not exceeding 24
consecutive hours.
Nursery schools
These establishments provide educational child care in a facility where 7 or more children, aged 2 to 5 years, are received in a stable group on a regular basis for periods not exceeding 4 hours a day and are offered activities conducted over a fixed period.
Child care in schools
Child care is provided to children outside school hours at the preschool and elementary school levels. In schools offering these services, children
aged 5 to 12 years have the right to child care services between 6:30 a.m. and 6:30 p.m. on regular school days, for a fixed or unfixed period not
exceeding 5 hours per day, for a maximum of 20 days per 4-week period and an annual maximum of 200 days between September 1 and June
30.
Sources: An Act Respecting Childcare Centres and Childcare Services (Gouvernement du Québec 1997); Regulation Respecting Childcare Services Provided at School;
Education Act; Ministère de la Famille, des Ainés et de la Condition féminine, www.mfacf.gouv.qc.ca/thematiques/famille/services-garde/types_en.asp
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In addition, child care expenses continue to be
tax-deductible (refundable tax credit), although only
parents using unsubsidized services are eligible for
this credit (upon presentation of receipts). From 1996
to 2000, requests for this tax credit increased in parallel with the increased use of child care services
(Lefebvre and Merrigan 2003a). After 2000, demand
fell; this seems to be directly linked to the rise in the
number of reduced-contribution places available.
In the fall of 2000, when we started visiting the
various settings, the network of reducedcontribution daycares included almost 134,000
places (for nearly 400,000 preschool-age children),
which were available to all children under the age
of five as well as children aged five who were ineligible for kindergarten. The network was thus serving about 35 percent of all preschool-age children
in Quebec. At the time of our last visit, in 2003,
there were approximately 165,000 places within the
reduced-contribution child care network.

Measuring the Quality of Child
Care Services

A

Defining quality
Before attempting to evaluate the quality of different child
care settings, we had to come up with a precise definition
of “quality.” In the 1980s, the National Association for the
Education of Young Children (NAEYC) in the United
States developed an instrument for accrediting child care
services. This instrument was based on a definition of the
parameters of a program appropriate to the different
stages in the development of young children (Bredekamp
1984, 1986). The criteria that a service must meet in order
to qualify for accreditation are based on scientific knowledge and evidence related to conditions that foster the
physical, social, cognitive and emotional development of
young children. The criteria relate to interactions between
staff and children, activity programs, interactions between
staff and parents, staff skills, staff-child ratios, health and
safety conditions, food, physical environment and management of the service.

Table 2

Policy on Reduced-Contribution Child Care: Implementation Dates
• September 1, 1997: daycares recognized by the ministry (nonprofit daycares and then for-profit daycares and home-based daycares) start offering $5-a-day daycare places to children who had reached the age of 4 on September 30. For children aged 5 (by September 30), full-time kindergarten is made available for the first time. Children are not obliged to attend, but those who do must go full time.
• September 1, 1998: admission is opened to children who had reached the age of 3 (by September 30).
• September 1, 1999: admission is opened to children who had reached the age of 2 (by September 30).
• September 1, 2000: admission is opened to children aged 1 and under (or, all children under 5 and 5 year olds not admissible to kindergarten).

Table 3

Development of Regulated Child Care Services, 1997-2003 (Number of Places)

1997-98
1998-99
1999-2000
2000-01
2001-02
2002-03

Centre-based
CPEs

Home-based
CPEs

For-profit
daycares

Total number of
of places in
regulated services

Number of
children aged
0 to 4 years

36,606
38,918
44,735
51,570
58,525
67,163

21,761
32,816
44,882
55,979
62,193
71,365

23,935
24,964
24,936
25,701
25,882
25,882

82,302
96,698
114,553
133,250
146,600
164,410

428,297
412,161
397,971
382,727
373,191
366,619

Sources: Ministère de l'Emploi, de la Solidarité sociale et de la Famille (2004); Institut de la statistique du Québec (2001).
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lthough detailed information on the different types of care used by the children in the
QLSCD had been collected since the initial
round of data collection in 1998, it was only in
2000 that we were able to address the issue of the
quality of the services offered, after receiving an

additional grant for that purpose.15 Starting with the
year 2000 data collection, we asked parents who
indicated that their children received child care on a
regular basis for permission to contact the service in
order to conduct an on-site evaluation. More than
1,500 such evaluations were conducted between
2000 and 2003.
In the following section we discuss the concepts and
tools used in carrying out these evaluations, the attendance profile of the QLSCD children in care and the
sample of child care settings evaluated.

The elaboration of the Accreditation Program by the
NAEYC (1984) and publication of the instruments developed to measure the quality of child care settings, like
the original scales developed by Harms, Clifford and
Cryer – the ECERS (Harms and Clifford 1980b), FDCRS
(Harms and Clifford 1980a) and ITERS (Harms, Clifford
and Cryer 1990) – sparked new interest in measuring the
quality of services offered in such settings.
In Quebec, in the late 1980s, the child care services
office set up a committee to explore the guiding principles and general thrust of an instrument to evaluate
the quality of child care services, as well as the elements to be included in this instrument. One result of
that initiative was the publication of Le kaléidoscope
de la qualité (Gagné 1993), a self-administered evaluation instrument whereby daycare centres could

examine, on the basis of key criteria, the quality of
their services; this was the NAEYC tool adapted for
use in Quebec. The concept of quality championed by
the department thus mirrored that elaborated by the
NAEYC and served as a reference point for the government in applying the concept of quality within the
network of child care services.16
That definition of quality is also the one we used
in the present study.

A scale for measuring quality: The ECERS-R
In both North America and Europe, the most commonly used instruments for evaluating the quality of
child care settings are the Early Childhood
Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) and its updated
version, the ECERS-R (Harms, Clifford and Cryer

Table 4

Distribution of Children by Age on September 30 and the Type of Daycare Attended in 2000, 2001 and
2002 (Regulated Child Care)
Centre-based CPEs

Home-based CPEs

For-profit daycares

Total

n (%)

n (%)

n (%)

n (%)

< 1 year
2000
2001
2002

3,698 (30)
3,937 (31)
4,229 (30)

7,303 (60)
7,621 (60)
8,993 (63)

1,227 (10)
1,173 (9)
1,040 (7)

12,228 (9)
12,731 (9)
14,262 (9)

1 year
2000
2001
2002

7,029 (36)
8,068 (35)
9,046 (34)

9,927 (51)
12,121 (53)
14,552 (55)

2,423 (13)
2,610 (11)
2,762 (11)

19,379 (14)
22,799 (15)
26,360 (17)

2 years
2000
2001
2002

11,059 (39)
12,549 (42)
13,909 (39)

12,121 (43)
13,956 (43)
16,217 (45)

5,249 (18)
5,844 (18)
5,840 (16)

28,519 (21)
32,349 (22)
35,966 (23)

3 years
2000
2001
2002

14,895 (41)
15,698 (42)
17,264 (43)

14,159 (39)
14,206 (38)
15,308 (38)

7,378 (20)
7,339 (20)
7,479 (19)

36,432 (26)
37,243 (25)
40,051 (25)

4 years
2000
2001
2002

17,681 (48)
18,791 (46)
19,456 (48)

12,111 (32)
12,751 (31)
12,774 (32)

7,496 (20)
7,931 (19)
7,962 (20)

37,790 (27)
41,283 (28)
40,192 (25)

5 years
2000
2001
2002

466 (29)
792 (46)
914 (48)

986 (61)
693 (40)
731 (39)

160 (10)
275 (15)
247 (13)

1,612 (1)
1,725 (1)
1,892 (1)

6 years
2000
2001
2002

190 (11)
99 (9)
64 (8)

1,518 (89)
1,037 (91)
711 (92)

3 (0)
4 (0)
0 (0)

1,711 (1)
1,140 (1)
775 (0)

54,918 (40)
59,934 (41)
64,882 (41)

58,215 (42)
62,385 (42)
69,286 (43)

24,528 (18)
25,176 (17)
25,330 (16)

137,661 (100)
147,495 (100)
159,498 (100)
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Age

Total
2000
2001
2002

Source: Lefebvre and Merrigan (2005, 45, table 3).

10

Table 5

Correlations between the Different Subscales in
the ECERS-R and FDCRS and the Global Score
ECERS-R

FDCRS

Space and Furnishings

.81

Space and
Furnishings for Care
and Learning

.80

Personal Care Routines

.77

Basic care

.75

Language and
Reasoning

.82

Language and
Reasoning

.80

Activities

.84

Learning Activities

.91

Interactions

.81

Social Development

.59

Program Structure

.75

NA

Parents and Staff

.73

Adult Needs

.68
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consists of 470 indicators grouped into 43 items in 7
subscales (Space and Furnishings, Personal Care
Routines, Language and Reasoning, Activities,
Interactions, Program Structure, Parents and Staff). The
subscales and the global score are strongly correlated
(see table 5, and see also Cassidy et al. 2003).
The Family Day Care Rating Scale (FDCRS) may be
used for groups consisting of children of all ages,
which is often the case in home-based settings.
Although the items reflect the reality of this type of
child care, the structure of the scale is almost identical
to that of the ECERS-R (32 items grouped into 6 subscales: Space and Furnishings for Care and Learning,
Basic Care, Language and Reasoning, Learning
Activities, Social Development, Adult Needs).
These two scales enable researchers to obtain a global quality rating (all of the subscales are weighted
equally, since the global rating is the mean of the
scores for the subscales), as well as a quality profile for
each item and subscale.
A calculation based on the presence or absence of
each of the indicators situates the child care setting on
a scale of 1 to 7. A setting that obtains a score from 1
to 2.9 is considered “inadequate” in terms of quality;
from 3 to 4.9 is “minimal”; and from 5 to 7 is “good”:
within the “good” category, 6 or higher is “very good”
to “excellent,” and 7 means that all of the criteria are
being met.

The QLSCD children and use of child care
services
With each data collection carried out by the QLSCD
researchers, the parents indicated whether their children
received child care and the type of setting they attended.
As shown in figure 1, 14 percent of children start
attending child care at five months. One year later,
the percentage has tripled (to 42 percent), no doubt
because the period of parental leave has ended and
the parent has returned to work. The figure climbs to
75 percent when the children reach the age of three
and one-half and four years. Finally, by the time the
children are old enough for prekindergarten (at four
years of age), 81 percent are attending child care
(including child care services in schools that also offer
prekindergarten).
The data for each age group (see figure 2) reveal the
diversity of attendance profiles for child care services,
beginning when the children are very young. About
one child in four starts attending child care on a regular basis as an infant (3 percent from the age of five
months, 20 percent from the age of one and one-half
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1998). These scales, whose validity and reliability are
well established, measure the parameters elaborated
by the NAEYC to ascertain whether a particular setting is conducive to child development.17
The scales measure several dimensions of the quality
of a child care environment, such as interactions
between staff and children, interactions among children, and activities and provisions related to health and
safety. These dimensions, which are at the core of the
educational approach to child care, relate directly to the
daily life of the children. In addition, the ECERS-R, like
other scales developed by the same authors, assesses
elements not directly linked to the immediate experience of the children, such as the quality of furnishings
and arrangement of rooms, the program structure, the
role of parents and the working conditions of staff.
These elements are strongly associated with overall
quality, since they define the physical and human context in which care is provided (Cassidy et al. 2003).
The predictive value of the ECERS-R is also well
documented (Vandell and Wolfe 2000), suggesting a
significant relationship between the global quality
score of the ECERS-R and certain indicators of cognitive, social and emotional development in children
(see Peisner-Feinberg and Burchinal 1997; Sylva et
al. 2004). The score obtained using the ECERS-R is
also strongly correlated with structural characteristics such as the level of staff education and training,
staff salaries and the legal status of the child care
service (Doherty et al. 2000; Goelman et al. 2000;
Sylva et al. 2004).
The ECERS-R was designed to be used with children ranging in age from two and one-half to five
years who are cared for in a centre-based setting. It

Figure 1

QLSCD Children in Daycare, by Age and Year of
Data Collection
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years). By the age of five, more than seven out of ten
children have regularly attended child care at one
time or another;18 put another way, close to two out
of ten children have never been in child care by the
time they reach the age of five.
The parents of the QLSCD children had access to
the various types of child care setting (figure 3) from
the beginning of the study. However, at the time of
the first data collection, when the children were five
months old, the new child care policy did not yet
cover children of this age. This fact is reflected in the
results, which also suggest that the parents preferred
home-based daycare for their infants: 22 percent of

the children had a babysitter in the home and 66 percent attended home-based daycare (51 percent
attended an unregulated service and 15 percent a
regulated service). A minority of parents used a centre-based service for their very young children: 6 percent used a for-profit daycare and about 6 percent
used a nonprofit daycare.
As the children grew older, the use of reducedcontribution services gradually rose. The number of
children benefiting from a place at a CPE (centrebased or home-based) increased significantly from
one data collection to the next, to the detriment of
unregulated home-based daycares and the use of
babysitters in the home. This increase is directly
linked to the availability of reduced-contribution
places, a program for which only some of the QLSCD
children qualified in 1999. During the period when
the average age of the children was one and one-half
years, almost one child in four received reducedcontribution child care (centre-based or home-based).
Four years later, this figure had climbed to 65 percent. Nonetheless there was a greater increase in the
use of centre-based compared to home-based CPEs.
These figures clearly testify to the expansion of the
network of CPEs. Yet just over half of parents with
four-year-old children using a for-profit daycare or an
unregulated home-based daycare would have preferred
to send them to a CPE (Desrosiers et al. 2004). The
scarcity of reduced-contribution places may be the
foremost reason why they failed to do so, although the
hours of operation of the CPEs did not correspond with
Figure 3

Distribution of Children, by Type of Child Care, All
Ages, QLSCD, 1998-2003

Figure 2

Distribution of Children, by Daycare Attendance
Profile, QLSCD, 1998-2003

100
90

70

1-5 years

●

60
2-5 years

Percent

Duration of attendance

Home-based
CPE

For-profit daycare
Unregulated
home-based setting
Centre-based
● Reduced-contribution
CPE
places

80

5 months5 years

I R P P C h o i c e s , V o l . 11 , n o . 5 , D e c e m b e r 2 0 0 5

At home

3-5 years

50

●

●

●

40
4-5 years

30

5 years

20

●
10

At some time

0
Never attended
daycare

5 months*
1998
0

5

10

Percent

15

20

25

1  years
1999

2  years
2000

3  years
2001

4 years
2002

5 years
2003

* In 1998, the $5-a-day program did not cover infants; the percentages at 5
months are for daycares and home-based settings.
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the work schedule of some parents, forcing them to use
another type of service. Rochette and Deslauriers (2003)
found that, among the QLSCD children, the mothers of
just over one-third and the fathers of almost one-half
had atypical working hours. Thus the majority of the
children in the QLSCD survey (61 percent) had parents
whose work schedules could be considered atypical.

The child care settings visited

The sample of child care settings
During our study we were able to observe, on at least
one occasion, 925 children in their child care setting

Table 6

Number of Child Care Settings Evaluated, QLSCD, 2000-2003

2000 (2  years)
2001 (3  years)
2002 (4 years)
2003 (5 years)
Total

Centre-based
CPEs

Home-based
CPEs

For-profit
daycares

Unregulated
home-based settings

Total

126
253
151
198
728

66
166
60
45
337

56
98
51
91
296

53
81
28
17
179

301
598
290
351
1,540

Total rises to n = 1,540. Thirty-four child care settings (prekindergarten, stopover centres and nursery schools) are not included in the above categories and were excluded
from the analyses.
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Since the QLSCD is a longitudinal survey, we evaluated a sample of child care settings on four occasions, starting in 2000 when the children were two
and one-half years of age. The fourth data collection, undertaken in preschool settings, was carried
out in the spring of 2003, the year in which the
children reached age five before September 30,
enabling them to start kindergarten in September.
During each of the four visits, we observed the setting for between five and six hours in order to evaluate the different elements associated with quality in
child care: physical environment, daily routines,
communications and interactions between educators
and children, educational activities and program
structure. In all, we visited 1,574 child care settings.
Table 6 shows the number and type of setting evaluated at each data collection. Note that we retained
only the data collected in the CPEs (centre-based
and home-based), for-profit daycares and unregulated home-based daycares. Thirty-four observations
carried out in prekindergartens, school daycare
environments, stopover centres and nursery schools
were excluded from the analyses, reducing the sample to 1,540.
Table 6 reveals that the number of settings evaluated each year varied considerably. This was the
result of several factors. In 2000, for example, we
were unable to start the visits before the fall because
the grant for this project was not approved until the
summer and we had to first seek the parents’ permission for the visits, which we did through a mailing.

The largest number of visits occurred in 2001. That
year, we were able to obtain the parents’ consent during the master study, thus reducing the time between
securing consent, establishing contact with the child
care setting and the visit. In addition, data collection
took place over a longer period, from March to
December. In subsequent years the data collection
phase was changed to the period March to June, so that
the data could be gathered at the end of the school
year. This adjustment, in addition to the fact that two
other studies were being conducted at the same time —
the QLSCD survey of nutrition in child care settings in
2002 (Dubois 2002) and the study undertaken for
Grandir en qualité in 2003 (Drouin et al. 2004) —
served to appreciably reduce the availability and participation of the various child care services.
At the time of the last data collection, some of the
children were already attending public prekindergarten,
through a program for children in low-income families
(20 percent of four-year-old children in 2002-03,
according to figures released by the education ministry
and the Institut de statistique du Québec19). However,
because the prekindergarten program was offered only
two hours a day, most parents had to use child care, in
either a school daycare environment or elsewhere. Of
the QLSCD parents, 38 percent reported that their children attended prekindergarten in 2002-03. This figure
is higher than that published by the education ministry,
since it includes children attending private kindergarten. In 2002-03, less than one-third of parents who
reported that their children attended prekindergarten
indicated that they did not use a child care service; the
majority of the children thus received child care in a
school environment (10 percent), in a CPE or a forprofit daycare (14 percent), in a home-based daycare
(34 percent) or from a babysitter at home (11 percent).

(table 7). This figure represents about 70 percent of the
children receiving child care on a regular basis
between 2000 and 2003. We were able to carry out a
second observation for 45 percent of the children, a
third observation for 18 percent and a fourth observation for 4 percent (that is, for each data collection).
Note, however, that less than one-half of the 925 children attended the same child care service between
2000 and 2003; therefore the children we were able to
observe more than once were not necessarily in the
same child care setting at each observation. The majority of children attended more than one setting over the
course of the study: 31 percent changed settings once
and 23 percent changed settings twice or more.
Table 8 shows both the percentage of child care settings visited during each data collection and the mean
socio-economic status of the family, according to
whether or not we were able to visit the daycare. The
first and last data collections, in 2000 and 2003, reveal
significant differences in socio-economic status
between the families whose children we were and were
not able to observe in their child care setting. The children in care whom we were unable to evaluate because
the parents or the child care service did not grant us
permission to do so were in families of lower socioeconomic status. This selection phenomenon is not
found in the collections carried out in 2001 and 2002.

The sample of child care services evaluated for the
QLSCD is not representative of all the child care settings available in Quebec: because we do not know
the number of children in unregulated settings, it is
impossible to define such a sample.
Nonetheless, even if our results contain a small
bias related to the socio-economic status of the parents of the children whose settings we were able to
evaluate, the QLSCD sample appears to reflect the different settings attended by a cohort of children over
four years. A comparison of table 6 and figure 3
(pp. 12-13) reveals a degree of congruence between
the number and type of settings evaluated, on the
one hand, and the data on the child care services
attended by the total number of children in the
cohort, on the other. For example, starting at age
two and one-half, more children attended centrebased than home-based CPEs; this corresponds to
the fact that more centre-based than home-based
CPEs were evaluated in the period 2000 to 2003.20
Unregulated home-based daycares nonetheless seem
to be underrepresented, at 11 percent, in our evaluations, given that 20 to 40 percent of parents (based
on the children’s ages) stated that they used this type
of service. This discrepancy might be a result of the
fact that these services are less accessible for evaluation than other types of child care service.

Table 7

Number of Children Whose Daycare Was Evaluated, by Number of Evaluations per Child and Type of
Daycare

At least one evaluation
Two evaluations1
Three evaluations1
Four evaluations1
Total
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1

Centre-based
CPEs

Home-based
CPEs

For-profit
daycare

Unregulated homebased settings

375
226
101
26
728

190
70
26
10
296

229
80
24
4
337

131
36
11
1
179

Total
925
412
162
41
1,540

In most cases, the children for whom more than one evaluation was done had changed daycare.

Table 8

Daycares Evaluated at Each Data Collection and Mean Socio-Economic Status (SES) of Parents
Year of data
collection
2000
2001
2002
2003

Number of
children in regular
attendance

Number of
visits (%)

Mean SES
of family1

Number of
daycares not
visited (%)

Mean SSE
of family

1,184
1,355
1,372
1,297

301 (25)
598 (44)
290 (21)
351 (27)

.5582
.247
.159
.4292

883 (75)
757 (56)
1,082 (79)
946 (73)

.2282
.171
.200
.0692

1
Socio-economic status is a standardized index made up of level of education, occupational prestige and family income. The mean is zero and represents the mean
socio-economic status of the population of the survey. The maximum/minimum score is 2.0/-2.0 based on a normal curve, and 68 percent of the sample is located
between 1.0 and -1.0.
2
Significant difference p < .001.
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Training of research assistants

Figure 4

The data were collected by research assistants. The
training of the research assistants was similar to that
employed in other studies on the quality of child
care services (for example, Goelman et al. 2000).
Before beginning their field observations, the assistants took part in a five-day training session consisting of a theoretical and a practical component. The
theoretical component was aimed at familiarizing
them with government norms and regulations on
child care services as well as the fundamentals and
use of their evaluation scales and scoring system. In
the practical component the research assistants
applied that information within the framework of a
supervised visit to a child care setting. This was followed by a session examining any items for which
the scoring of the assistant differed from that of the
trainer. In addition, at the start of data collection,
two assistants carried out each evaluation; if there
was a significant difference in their ratings, they
received further training and also visited a child care
setting with a trainer. This field training procedure
resulted in a satisfactory degree of interrater reliability (intraclass correlations of 0.93).

Global Quality of Settings Visited (N=1,540)

T
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12 percent have a rating of “inadequate” and only
27 percent have a score of 5 or higher, indicating a rating of “good” or better. When the number of children
receiving the different child care services is taken into
account, we see that 14 percent (n=133) of children
were observed at least once in a setting rated as inadequate, 63 percent (n=578) in a setting rated as minimal
and 23 percent (n=214) in a setting rated as good.
Figure 5 shows these results in greater detail. For
example, of the 12 percent of services rated as inadequate — those in which the children’s health and safety
and educational stimulation are not ensured – we see
that 2 percent are at the lower limit and 10 percent
have scores of between 2 and 2.9. The majority (61 percent) of settings are, as noted earlier, of minimal
Figure 5

Global Quality of Settings Visited (Detailed)
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Figure 4 gives the results of the evaluations; the data
cover all of the settings that we evaluated except child
care services in schools, stopover centres and nursery
schools. Sixty-one percent of the settings have a score
indicating a global quality rating of “minimal,” about
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his section covers the results of the 1,540 observations carried out in the child care settings attended
by the QLSCD children in the period 2000 to 2003.
We begin with an evaluation of the overall quality of
these services – that is, the mean of the scores obtained
for all the subscales in the ECERS-R (or the FDCRS, in
the case of home-based services). We then analyze the
results for each subscale and examine the mean and
range of the scores for each type of child care setting.
Finally, for each type of setting we analyze the mean
score for each item on the ECERS-R or the FDCRS in
order to identify the strengths and weaknesses of each
type of setting.

60

Percent

Quality of Child Care Services:
Results by Type of Setting and by
Subscale

70

Diagram 1

Global Quality (ECERS-R and FDCRS)
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Note: The bar at the centre of the box represents the median of the distribution of
the results and the bars below and above, the first and third quartiles, respectively.
The box at the centre represents 50 percent of the ranked results, and the T-bars
illustrate the symmetry of the results at the limits of the distribution.

Figure 6

Global Quality: Percentage of Settings of
Inadequate and Good Quality, by Type of Setting
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quality, which means they meet the basic standards
for health and safety but offer a minimal educational
component. Among these, 26 percent are in the lower
range (3 to 3.9) and 35 percent are in the upper range
(4 to 4.9). Just over 20 percent of the services score
above the “minimal” threshold, meaning that they
offer services appropriate for the children’s developmental stage and provide an educational and stimulating environment. Finally, 5 percent have a score of
6 or higher: these are the settings where the children’s development is the priority.
Diagram 1 shows the distribution of the global quality
scores for the four main types of child care setting used
by the QLSCD parents, namely centre-based CPEs, forprofit daycares, home-based CPEs and unregulated
home-based daycares. It reveals clearly that centre-based
and home-based CPEs are, in general, of better quality
than the other types of service. In fact, about 75 percent
of CPEs have a score above the median (50th percentile)
of the scores of for-profit daycares and unregulated
home-based daycares. Note as well the range of scores
obtained by for-profit daycares: 75 percent have a score
of less than 5, but some have a rating of good or very
good. With unregulated home-based daycares, the spread
is narrower: only a few rank above minimal and the
trend is clearly toward the lower scores.
Figure 6 shows the percentage of different types of
setting that rank above or below the minimal quality
rating. Among those with a score of 5 or higher, the
majority are CPEs. Thus, 35 percent of centre-based
and 29 percent of home-based CPEs provide a service

20
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Inadequate (1 to 2.9)
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that is considered good. Outside of the CPEs, only
14 percent of for-profit daycares and 10 percent of
unregulated home-based daycares obtain this rating.
The inverse is true for the services that score below 3:
only 6 percent of centre-based and 7 percent of
home-based CPEs are rated as inadequate, compared
to 27 percent of for-profit daycares and 26 percent of
unregulated home-based daycares.
When we look more closely at the global quality
of centre-based settings — that is, the CPEs and forprofit daycares (figure 7) — we find that the CPEs
have a higher rating: twice as many CPEs offer goodquality service (28 versus 14 percent). In addition,
among the settings with a rating of very good to
excellent (a score of 6 or higher) the CPEs clearly
rank higher than for-profit daycares; in fact, only
0.3 percent of for-profit daycares obtain this score, as
opposed to more than one in twenty CPEs, or 6 percent. And among the centre-based services ranked as
inadequate, 20 percent are in the upper range but
almost 7 percent of for-profit services are at the
lower limit. Very few CPEs (0.6 percent) have a score
of 2 or lower; nonetheless, one CPE in twenty does
not obtain a rating of minimal quality.
Figure 8 deals with home-based services. Here as
well, we see a wide gap between regulated and
unregulated services. In contrast to the home-based
CPEs, unregulated home-based daycares appear less
often among good-quality services and more often
among those ranked as inadequate. Thus, almost
three times more home-based CPEs than unregulated
home-based daycares are of good quality; in
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Figure 7
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addition, less than 2 percent of home-based daycares
are in the upper range of this category, compared to 5
percent of home-based CPEs.
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Figure 8
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Results
Based on our evaluations, 37 percent of centre-based
CPEs and 31 percent of home-based CPEs have a score
of 5 or higher on this subscale (figure 9a). Only 13 percent of for-profit daycares and 16 percent of unregulated
home-based daycares obtain this score. Also, very few of
the child care settings evaluated — 7 percent of CPEs,
2 percent of for-profit daycares, 12 percent of homebased CPEs and 3 percent of unregulated home-based
daycares — have a score of 6 or higher (figure 9b).
As shown in figure 9a, almost one in twenty centrebased CPEs and one in eight home-based CPEs are ranked
inadequate and have serious deficiencies in terms of their
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This subscale covers the quality of interior and exterior spaces, arrangement of the rooms, furnishings
and display of materials in the children’s areas.
Among the items covered are the size of rooms and
exterior play areas, lighting and ventilation, and
arrangement of the space (presence or absence of cer-

tain types of space, size and condition of furnishings,
appropriateness of display materials and so on).
Those child care settings that obtain a score of 5 and
are considered of good quality have a large interior space21
that is well ventilated and naturally lit by windows or
skylights. The rooms are clean and well maintained, and
there are at least three separate areas (two in home-based
services) that provide access to a variety of learning experiences. There is also a relaxation area and a private space
for children who wish to play alone or in pairs. Of the
materials on display (consisting largely of the children’s
work), a significant portion is related to current activities,
and many items are hung at the children’s eye level. The
facility includes both interior and (especially) exterior
space for gross motor development; the exterior space is
safe, easily accessible and arranged in such a way that
various activities can take place simultaneously without
interfering with one another.
On this subscale, the services that obtain a score of 6
or 7 are those that feature additional elements, such as
extra play and relaxation areas, a layout that promotes
the children’s autonomy, and exterior space that
includes different types of surfaces and a particularly
wide variety of equipment for gross motor development.
Settings rated as inadequate have several deficiencies, such as insufficient space to accommodate the
children, adults and furnishings. The space is poorly
maintained and the lighting and ventilation are inadequate. The furnishings are sparse and in such poor condition that they pose a danger to the children. There are
no defined areas, no private space, and no furnishings
that contribute to the children’s relaxation and comfort. Any child-related displays that do exist are ageinappropriate. The space provided for gross motor
development is either dangerous or too small, and the
equipment is inadequate, worn or generally inappropriate for the children’s age and level of ability.

Figure 9a

Figure 9b

Space and Furnishings/Space and Furnishings for
Care and Learning: Settings Rated as Inadequate
and Good, by Type of Setting

Space and Furnishings/Space and Furnishings for
Care and Learning: Distribution of Settings, by
Rating
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layout, furnishings and equipment for gross motor
development. For-profit and unregulated home-based
daycares are heavily represented in this category (30
and 26 percent, respectively).
Diagram 2 shows the spread of the subscale
scores. The CPEs, both centre-based and home-based,
generally score higher than the other types of setting. In fact, about 75 percent of CPEs are above the
median (50th percentile) for for-profit and unregulated home-based daycares, of which 75 percent
have a score under 5; only a small percentage of
these settings rate good or very good. For unregulated home-based daycares, the spread of the scores
is not as great: only a few settings are ranked above
the minimal category, and the trend is clearly toward
the lowest scores.
The means of the scores for the different items in
this subscale (see appendices 1 and 2) enable us to
determine the strengths and weaknesses of the various types of setting. Thus, we see that the means of
the scores related to furnishings and equipment for
routine care, play and learning are among the highest
obtained on this subscale for the four types of setting
evaluated. Centre-based services (CPEs and for-profit
daycares) have a higher mean score for equipment for
gross motor activities; the lowest mean scores for this
item are those for home settings, which indicates
that, in general, these settings have inadequate space
and equipment for physical activities.
Note the low mean obtained by centre-based services for the item on interior space. This suggests that,
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Minimal

5 to 5.9
6 to 7
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regarding a basic component of high-quality child
care – interior spaces sufficiently large to accommodate the children, adults and furnishings — CPEs rate
as being of minimal quality and for-profit daycares
rate as inadequate.
It should be pointed out that, for all types of setting, the scores for the item on child-related displays
and decoration of the space are relatively low. This
indicates that, in general, displays and decoration are
not very stimulating or are inappropriate for the children’s age and level of development.
Diagram 2

Space and Furnishings/Space and Furnishings for
Care and Learning
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Note: The bar at the centre of the box represents the median of the distribution of
the results and the bars below and above, the first and third quartiles, respectively.
The box at the centre represents 50 percent of the ranked results, and the T-bars
illustrate the symmetry of the results at the limits of the distribution.
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Personal care routines/Basic care
This subscale measures the quality of so-called routine care — the greeting and departure of the children,
meals and naps, and health and safety practices.
In those child care settings that obtain a rating of
good, the children and parents are greeted warmly
and have a pleasant departure. Meals are nutritious
and are taken in a pleasant atmosphere, in the presence of staff members. The service promotes the children’s autonomy. Cleanliness is a priority: the tables
are clean and the children and staff all wash their
hands before eating. Naps are taken in an area that is
conducive to rest and relaxation (if necessary, the
children are helped to relax). Health and safety are a
primary consideration: the children wash their hands
after going to the bathroom and staff members
behave in an exemplary manner with respect to personal hygiene; staff anticipate potential safety hazards, act to prevent them and give the children basic
rules to follow.
In those child care services that obtain a score of 6
or higher, staff members ensure that the children are
engaged in activities up until they leave the centre,
treat mealtime as an opportunity for learning and
communication, and encourage the children to practise personal hygiene.
In a service rated as inadequate, in contrast, parents are not permitted inside the facility with their
children and greeting and departure are either unsupervised or poorly organized. The nutritive value of
the food is unacceptable, the atmosphere during

meals is poor and rules of hygiene are not always
respected. The time and place for naps are not always
in the best interests of the children and naps are supervised minimally if at all. Very little attention is paid to
personal care and staff members take few steps to prevent the spread of germs. In addition, there are safety
hazards both inside and outside and the children are
inadequately supervised.
Results
Figure 10a shows that only one-third of centre-based
CPEs and about one in five home-based CPEs score 5 or
higher on this subscale. The figure is even lower for the
other types of service: one in six in the case of for-profit
daycares and one in ten for unregulated home-based
daycares. Among those services rated very good or excellent (a score of 6 or higher), centre-based CPEs predominate (15 percent); only 7 percent of for-profit daycares
and home-based CPEs and about 3 percent of unregulated home-based daycares obtain this score (figure 10b).
A large number of child care settings of all types are
rated as inadequate: 18 percent of centre-based and 28
percent of home-based CPEs have a score of less than
3, and 40 percent of for-profit and 49 percent of
unregulated home-based daycares show significant
weaknesses (a score of less than 3) with respect to
health and safety practices.
Diagram 3 shows the spread of the scores on this
subscale for the different types of setting. For centrebased and home-based CPEs, as well as for-profit daycares, the scores range from the minimum to the
Figure 10b

Personal Care Routines/Basic Care: Settings Rated
as Inadequate and Good, by Type of Setting

Personal Care Routines/Basic Care: Distribution of
Settings, by Rating
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Figure 10a

Diagram 3

Language and reasoning

Personal Care Routines/Basic Care

This subscale covers the quality of both formal and
informal communication. It measures the level of
communication support offered to children and the
use of language to develop their reasoning skills, as
well as the availability and frequency of activities
related to books and other materials that stimulate
language development.
A high-quality setting in this area has a wide variety of books that are easily accessible, appropriate to
the age group of the children and arranged in a place
dedicated to reading. In addition, the setting has
several activity stations with a variety of materials
that enhance children’s communication. Staff read to
children during free time, at nap time or during
activities. There is abundant conversation during
activities and throughout the day, and staff members
encourage the children to converse with each other.
Child care settings that score 6 or higher (very
good to excellent) are those that take additional
measures such as rotating learning materials and
books (to maintain the children’s interest) and using
a type of communication that strikes a healthy balance between listening and expressing oneself; educators make links between the children’s oral
expression and written language, and they encourage the children to express themselves, to reason and
to give longer and more complex responses than
they might give spontaneously.
Conversely, a setting that is rated as inadequate
offers only a few books and activities to develop the
children’s communication skills. The children are
rarely read to and are not encouraged to express
themselves. Exchanges between staff and children
serve mainly to control the children’s behaviour.
Reasoning is not encouraged: the children’s curiosity
about various phenomena is ignored and concepts
that could stimulate the children’s reasoning are handled inappropriately.
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Note: The bar at the centre of the box represents the median of the distribution
of the results and the bars below and above, the first and third quartiles, respectively. The box at the centre represents 50 percent of ranked results, and the Tbars illustrate the symmetry of the results at the limits of the distribution.

maximum. The majority of CPEs nonetheless rank
higher than the median (50th percentile) of the scores
for the daycares. In the case of unregulated homebased daycares, the spread is not as great and the
scores are concentrated in the lower range: very few
have a rating of good and almost half have a rating
of inadequate (a score of 3 or less).
The means of the scores for the different items on
this subscale (see appendices 1 and 2) suggest that the
greeting and departure of the children is often the
highest-scoring item. The mean scores for meals and
snacks as well as for personal hygiene are low across
the board. Centre-based CPEs are at the lower limit of
the minimal ranking with respect to the nutritive value,
scheduling, and supervision of meals and snacks, while
for-profit daycares are rated as inadequate.
Rest and nap periods also appear to be problematic
at centre-based daycares (CPEs and for-profit daycares). The nap schedule, materials available to the
children and staff supervision are generally inadequate in daycare centres, and are of minimal quality
in centre-based CPEs. With respect to hygiene measures, marked weaknesses are evident everywhere. In
the case of home-based daycares in particular, routines surrounding diaper changing and the use of toilets, attention to hand washing and the cleanliness of
the premises are inadequate; safety risks, both inside
and outside, were observed in these settings, along
with a lack of communication regarding emergency
and evacuation procedures.

Results
In general, the scores on this subscale are relatively
good. For example, half of centre-based CPEs and
more than four out of ten home-based CPEs encourage communication and reasoning (figure 11a).
Although for-profit and unregulated home-based
daycares are less likely to obtain a high score, almost
one-third and one-quarter of these, respectively, have
a score of 5 or higher. A significant percentage of the
settings rank even higher for communication and
development of reasoning skills. One-quarter of
20

Figure 11a

Figure 11b

Language and Reasoning: Settings Rated as
Inadequate and Good, by Type of Setting

Language and Reasoning: Distribution of Settings,
by Rating
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centre-based CPEs and one-fifth of family-based
CPEs have a score of 6 or higher (figure 11b). Among
the other types of setting, 15 percent of for-profit
daycares and 8 percent of unregulated home-based
daycares obtain this rating.
However, the score is very low for one in ten centre-based CPEs and almost one in six home-based
CPEs, and it is low for more than one in four forprofit daycares (27 percent) and almost one in three
unregulated home-based daycares (28 percent).
The spread of the scores is similar for the four
types of setting (diagram 4), with quality varying
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from minimal to maximal. The scores of CPEs, both
centre-based and home-based, are concentrated in the
upper range of the scale, while those of for-profit and
unregulated home-based daycares are, in the great
majority of cases, just under the threshold for a rating
of good (a score of less than 5).
The means are generally high for all of the items
and all of the settings (see appendices 1 and 2), but the
means calculated for the presence of books and pictures
and for frequency of activities aimed at improving language comprehension are lower. In addition, the
quality of the language used by staff and the activities
chosen to develop the children’s reasoning skills score
less than 5 in all of the settings.

Language and Reasoning
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of the results and the bars below and above, the first and third quartiles, respectively. The box at the centre represents 50 percent of ranked results, and the Tbars illustrate the symmetry of the results at the limits of the distribution.
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On this subscale, the items are designed to evaluate
activities in the following domains: fine motor skills, art,
music and movement, play using blocks, play using sand
and water, dramatic play, nature and science, mathematics, and use of television, videos and/or computers.22
Child care settings that obtain a rating of good on this
subscale provide numerous activities aimed at promoting
this type of learning and make related materials accessible for a good part of the day. The settings that obtain a
minimum score of 5 feature a variety of materials related
to fine motor skills (construction games that use building
blocks, such as Lego or Lincoln), art work (such as that
using crayons and scissors), hand manipulation (such as
that using beads of different sizes for stringing, games in
which pegs or blocks are matched to holes, embroidery
cards) as well as puzzles of different levels of difficulty.
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Diagram 4

1 to 1.9

Figure 12a

Figure 12b

Activities/Learning Activities: Settings Rated as
Inadequate and Good, by Type of Setting

Activities/Learning Activities: Distribution of
Settings, by Rating
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The children have access to different types of musical
instruments, sand and water play, and materials for use
in dramatic play. Mathematics and science resource
materials are available so that the children have an
opportunity to explore quantities, size and form, thus
becoming acquainted with concepts they will need at
school in order to perform abstract tasks. Finally, the
audiovisual resources for the children have educational
content.
All of these materials, which are appropriate for the
children’s level of development and for each type of
activity, are accessible, well arranged and of different
levels of difficulty. The facility has a special corner
equipped with enough blocks so that several children can
play construction games at the same time. The children
have an opportunity to play with sand and water every
day, and to use a variety of accessories for dramatic play.
Also, the children are encouraged, through everyday
activities, to learn scientific and mathematical concepts.
Child care settings that score 6 or higher (very
good to excellent) are those that rotate learning
materials in order to maintain the children’s interest
and arrange the materials on accessible shelving in
labelled containers so as to promote the children’s
autonomy. Educational activities are not only wide in
scope but well planned.
Settings that have a rating of inadequate on this subscale provide little in the way of learning opportunities
and materials. In general, activities are sparse. Learning
resources are insufficient, in poor condition or missing
some components. Art activities, rather than promoting
the children’s personal expression, are directed by adults
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and require the children only to copy what they are
shown. Mathematics is taught mainly by having the
children fill out exercise sheets or count by heart. The
content of the television shows and videos shown to the
children is inappropriate for their level of development.
Results
As shown in figure 12a, only 21 percent of centrebased CPEs get a rating of good on this subscale, but
the figure rises to 36 percent for home-based CPEs. It
should be pointed out that the evaluation criteria for
activities and materials in centre-based services are
more stringent than those for home-based services; for
example, a centre-based service will obtain a score of
5 only if the children have access to sand and water
play at least one hour a day, while for home-based
centres the minimum requirement is once a week.
Very few for-profit and unregulated home-based daycares have a score of 5 or higher. Only one in ten forprofit daycares and one in six unregulated home-based
daycares obtain a rating of good (figure 12a). Still fewer
centres have scores of 6 or higher: 5 percent of centrebased CPEs and only 2 percent of for-profit daycares and
3 percent of unregulated home-based daycares rate very
good or excellent. In contrast, about 10 percent of homebased CPEs obtain this rating (figure 12b).23
A significant number of settings have a very low rating
on this subscale. For one centre-based CPE out of six and
almost four daycares out of ten, serious gaps were
observed with respect to the content and variety of activities. In the case of home settings, 26 percent of unregulated home-based daycares but only 7 percent of

22

Diagram 5

Interaction/Social development

Activities/Learning Activities

This subscale measures the quality of child supervision,
interactions between staff and children, and interactions
among the children. The score reflects the way in which
staff watch over various activities and communicate with
the children while they are playing, and it takes into
account the effective use of nonpunitive disciplinary methods and whether communication is warm and respectful.
A score of 5 indicates that staff members use positive and noncoercive methods when supervising the
children. All of the children are carefully supervised
and educators’ communicate with them in a warm and
empathetic manner. Educators illustrate exemplary
social skills and help the children to manage conflict
and acquire prosocial behaviours. The child care setting
is organized so as to prevent conflict wherever possible
and to foster positive interactions among the children.
A child care service scores 6 or higher if, during
playtime, staff members do more than merely supervise
the children. The staff takes an active part in developing the children’s autonomy, prosocial behaviours,
empathy and ability to cooperate with each other.
In the child care settings rated as inadequate on this subscale, supervision is for the most part punitive or coercive.
The rules of discipline are either too strict or so lax that there
is little order and control. Interactions between staff and
children take place in a poor atmosphere, and there is a lack
of commitment and interest on the part of educators.
Educators do not provide the children with the support they
need in order to engage in positive social interactions.
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Results
Overall, the various types of child care setting do well
on this scale. Figure 13a shows that centre-based CPEs
are the most likely to rate good to excellent, with positive interactions and adequate supervision being
observed in 66 percent of cases. The same score is
obtained by 45 percent of for-profit daycares and
home-based CPEs, as well as by 37 percent of unregulated home-based daycares. In addition, a significant
number of centre-based CPEs (44 percent) score very
good or excellent, as do 28 percent of for-profit daycares, 14 percent of home-based CPEs and 10 percent
of unregulated home-based daycares (figure 13b).
In contrast, the scores for about one in ten centrebased CPEs reflect a rating of inadequate. This is
also the case for almost 27 percent of for-profit daycares, 13 percent of home-based CPEs and 15 percent of unregulated home-based daycares; in other
words, about one in six home settings score less than
3 (figure 13a).

Quality Counts! by Christa Japel, Richard E. Tremblay and Sylvana Côté

home-based CPEs fail to meet the minimal level of quality.
Diagram 5 shows the range of scores for the different types of setting on this subscale. We see that the
CPEs, both centre-based and home-based, are generally of better quality than the other types of child
care setting: in about 75 percent of CPEs the quality
of activities is above the median (50th percentile) of
the scores for for-profit and unregulated home-based
daycares. Although several of the latter have a rating
of good, their scores are for the most part at the
lower end of the scale.
Overall, the means for the items on this subscale
vary from 3.0 to 4.9 (minimal quality). Activities
related to sand and water play in centre-based CPEs
and activities related to dramatic play in home-based
CPEs are the only items for which the means are
somewhat higher (see appendices 1 and 2); note,
however, that very few home settings (whether CPEaffiliated or not) offer this type of activity.
Moreover, all types of setting have low mean scores
for activities related to music and movement. In addition, centre-based services have low scores for the item
on the integration of activities fostering the development of scientific and mathematical concepts (these two
items are not part of the scale used for home settings).
Finally, the promotion of interculturalism is inadequate in all types of setting, which indicates that
there is generally a lack of materials and activities
aimed at enhancing children’s understanding and
acceptance of cultural diversity.24

Figure 13a

Figure 13b

Interaction/Social Development: Settings Rated as
Inadequate and Good, by Type of Setting

Interaction/Social Development: Distribution of
Settings, by Rating
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Diagram 6 clearly shows that the four types of child
care setting are present at both the lower and the higher
levels of this scale, though most of the settings are in the
upper range. The majority of centre-based CPEs, for
example, rate higher than good. The range of scores for
the for-profit daycares is wider; more than half are found
under the threshold for good. The same range of scores is
observed for all home settings, but the mean for homebased CPEs is higher than that for unregulated homebased daycares; in other words, more than 50 percent of
the scores for home-based CPEs are distributed above the
median calculated for unregulated home-based daycares.
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Appendices 1 and 2 reveal that the majority of
the means for the scores on this subscale are in the
upper ranges (CPEs, both centre-based and familybased, and unregulated home-based daycares have
a mean of around 5). In CPEs and unregulated
home-based daycares, the general atmosphere, disciplinary measures and interactions are on the
whole of good quality. However, the scores are
lower in the case of for-profit daycares. Also, the
supervision of children during indoor and outdoor
activities is lower for all settings.25
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Diagram 6
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This subscale applies only to centre-based child care
settings; it comprises items such as the daily activity
schedule, opportunities for free play and group sizes
for the different daily activities. In the case of home
settings, these items are not dealt with in a separate
subscale; in the Family Day Care Rating Scale, two of
the three items, the daily activity schedule and opportunities for free play, are included in the subscales
Activities and Space and Furnishings, respectively.
Child care settings that obtain a rating of good
have a balanced schedule, one that is both structured
and flexible and includes a variety of daily activities.
A sizeable part of the day is devoted to free play,
which may take place inside or outside, and activities
undertaken in large groups are short in duration and
appropriate for the age and needs of the children.
To obtain a rating of very good or excellent, a setting must also meet other criteria: it changes its
schedule in response to children’s individual needs, it
24

periodically provides new materials and new experiences related to free play and it changes groups
around in order to vary the rhythm of daily activities.
A child care setting that is rated as inadequate has
a schedule that is either too rigid or too flexible, or it
has no set order allowing the children to anticipate
what they will be doing during the day. Either there
are few opportunities for free play or too much of the
day is devoted to unsupervised free play. Settings
rated as inadequate also favour large groups, so that
all of the children must engage in the same activity.

Diagram 7

Results
Figure 14 shows the breakdown of the scores on this
subscale. We can see that almost two-thirds of CPEs,
compared to one-third of for-profit daycares, obtain a
rating of good or higher (a score of 5 or higher). In
addition, 40 percent of CPEs, compared to only 16 percent of for-profit daycares, have a score of 6 or higher.
In contrast, about 6 percent of CPEs and 29 percent of daycares are rated as inadequate in this area.
Diagram 7 reveals that the spread of the scores on
this scale ranges from the lowest to the highest for
the two types of setting. Nonetheless, the majority of
CPEs have a higher rating than the majority of daycares. In fact, more than 75 percent of CPEs have a
rating above the median (50th percentile) of the
scores obtained by daycares; in other words, only
one-quarter of daycares attain the level of quality
observed in over half of CPEs.
An examination of the means for the different items
on this subscale reveals that, in CPEs, free play and
group size are generally rated as good but daily sched-
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T-bars illustrate the symmetry of the results at the limits of the distribution.

ules are rated as minimal (see appendix 1). The mean
scores for these three items are lower in the case of forprofit daycares (minimal quality); for the item daily schedule, in fact, for-profit daycares attain the lowest mean on
the entire subscale.

Parents and staff /Needs of adults
The items on this subscale measure the quality of the
support offered to parents and staff. In the case of centrebased settings, we evaluated steps taken to foster the
participation of parents and to respond to parents’
needs; provisions related to the personal and professional needs of staff members, interaction and cooperation among staff members, and supervision and
evaluation of staff members; and opportunities for professional development. In the case of home settings, we
evaluated three items: the relationship between the
child care service and parents, balance between the
personal and professional responsibilities of the daycare operator, and professional development.
The child care settings that obtain a rating of good
on this subscale encourage parents to take part in the
centre’s program and activities, foster the exchange of
information between parents and staff, and ensure that
parents are aware of their philosophy and educational
approach. Staff members have access to a room where
they can relax as well as to facilities for meals and
snacks, and they take breaks throughout the day. They
also have access to adequate storage and shelving
space as well as to office space in order to do
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Figure 14

Program Structure

administrative work. Employees engage in positive
interactions and exchange information on the children throughout the day. They are evaluated annually
and any recommendations arising from such evaluation are followed up. Finally, staff members have
opportunities for training on a regular basis, and a
variety of professional resources (books, magazines
and other resources for child development) are available in the workplace. In the case of home settings,
the operator’s personal responsibilities do not interfere with the activities of the child care service.
Centre-based child care settings that score 6 or 7
(very good or excellent) invite parents to play an
active role in decision-making and in initiatives to
enhance the quality of the services being offered.
They provide staff members with plenty of space and
with furnishings that are particularly suited to their
professional needs. They ensure that employees are
regularly supervised in their work and have opportunities for retraining. In the case of home settings, a
score of 6 or 7 indicates that parents are given daily
informal reports on their children’s activities, parents
take part in activities and the children’s program of
activities includes domestic tasks. The operator is
trained at a level that is recognized by an agency, is
an active member of an association for preschool
education or child care services and engages in professional training activities at least four times a year.
In a setting judged inadequate in terms of quality,
parents are given no written information on the
activities and services being offered and are not
encouraged to spend time at the centre observing the

children or taking part in activities with them. Staff
members have neither the time nor the space to
respond to personal and professional needs, and interactions among staff members are conflictual or infrequent. Staff are not supervised or evaluated and are
given no opportunities for professional development.

Figure 15a

Figure 15b

Parents and Staff/Adult Needs: Settings Rated as
Inadequate and Good, by Type of Setting

Parents and Staff/Adult Needs: Distribution of
Settings, by Rating
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Results
Figure 15a shows the distribution of the scores
obtained by the different types of setting on this subscale. Note that more than four in ten centre-based
CPEs and seven in ten home-based CPEs have a score
of 5 or higher. Only 12 percent of for-profit daycares
and 18 percent of unregulated home-based daycares
attain this level of quality.
One in six centre-based CPEs rate very good or
excellent, compared to only one in twenty for-profit
daycares (figure 15b). In the case of home settings,
more than four in ten CPEs but only one in twenty
unregulated home-based daycares (5 percent) have a
score of 6 or higher.
In contrast, 6 percent of centre-based CPEs and
4 percent of home-based CPEs have scores that indicate inadequate quality in this area. In the case of
for-profit and unregulated home-based daycares, the
figure is about one in three.
Diagram 8 reveals a significant gap between centre-based CPEs and for-profit daycares, as well as
between regulated and unregulated home settings.
For example, we see a clear trend toward low scores
in the case of for-profit daycares: the scores of more
than 75 percent of CPEs are above the median
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of the results and the bars below and above, the first and third quartiles, respectively. The box at the centre represents 50 percent of ranked results, and the
T-bars illustrate the symmetry of the results at the limits of the distribution.

Summary: Quality by subscale and type of
setting
Our observations regarding the 1,540 child care services evaluated between 2000 and 2003 using the
ECERS-R (or its equivalent for home settings) reveal
27

Family Socio-Economic
Characteristics and the
Quality of Child Care Services
he QLSCD has enabled researchers to draw a portrait of the socio-economic characteristics of
families that do and do not use child care services. This information is extremely important given that
Quebec’s new family policy is intended to enhance
equality of opportunity through the creation of a network of high-quality child care services accessible to
all children, irrespective of the socio-economic status
of their parents.
Socio-economic status is an index calculated on the
basis of information gathered from parents on their
level of education, occupational prestige and family
income (Willms and Shields 1996). This index, which
allows researchers to define a family’s position in relation to the general population, is a good predictor of
psychosocial adaptation in children (Willms 2002).
Within the framework of the QLSCD, this index was
standardized with a mean of zero and two standard
deviations above and below the mean. The mean zero
represents the average socio-economic status of the
population in this study. Thus a family that is situated
above zero on this scale is higher in socio-economic
status than the average family, and a family that is
situated below zero is lower in socio-economic status
than the average family.
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(50th percentile) of those obtained by for-profit daycares. In home settings, the gap between regulated
and unregulated settings is even more striking:
although some unregulated services appear at the top
of the scale, not even one-quarter of these are at the
same level as three-quarters of home-based CPEs.
The strengths and weaknesses of the various child
care settings are evident upon examination of appendices 1 and 2. Among centre-based services, a higher
mean is observed in the items measuring provisions
for the participation of parents and interactions
among staff members. For this type of setting, the
lowest mean (minimal quality) is for the item on provisions for the personal needs of staff. This item is
rated as inadequate in for-profit daycares, which also
have relatively low means for supervision, evaluation
and opportunities for professional development.
In the case of home settings, the CPEs have higher
mean scores on these three items. In unregulated home
settings, however, staff have few if any opportunities
for professional development, and both the relationship between parents and the child care provider and
the balance between the latter’s professional and personal responsibilities are of minimal quality.

that only one-quarter of child care settings offer a level
of quality that is considered good, very good or excellent. In the majority of cases the quality is minimal, and
in almost one in eight settings it is inadequate.
The level of quality varies with the type of setting. In
the case of centre-based settings, for example, the scores
of more than one-third of CPEs indicate good to excellent quality, whereas fewer than one in six for-profit
daycares offer a service that can be considered good. The
same phenomenon is observed for home-based settings:
nearly three in ten CPEs but only one in ten unregulated
home-based daycares rank from good to excellent.
Among the settings rated as inadequate, for-profit
and unregulated home-based daycares are heavily represented: in fact, more than one-quarter of these settings are rated as inadequate. And although CPEs are
generally of better quality than the other types of child
care setting, about one in fifteen CPEs, both centrebased and home-based, fail to attain minimal quality.

Figure 16

Mean Socio-Economic Status (SES) of Families and
Their Use of Child Care Services, by Children's Age,
QLSCD, 1998-2003
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Note: Zero represents the mean socio-economic status of the population of the
study.

Figure 16 clearly shows that parents whose children attended a daycare at the time of our study are
in general more socio-economically privileged than
parents whose children did not attend a daycare. The
gap is narrower for young children, but this probably
reflects the fact that many mothers had not yet
returned to work following maternity leave. Although
it diminishes gradually over time, the gap is nonetheless quite striking from the time the children reach the
age of one and one-half years: the socio-economic
status of parents who do not use child care services is
lower than the mean, and the socio-economic status
of parents who do use these services is higher than
the mean. Given that children’s cognitive, social and
emotional development is strongly associated with
the socio-economic status of their parents (Willms
2002), these results suggest that a large number of
parents of potentially vulnerable children do not
use child care services before their children reach
school age.26
One of the objectives of Quebec’s family policy
was to enhance equality of opportunity for children,
in particular those from disadvantaged backgrounds.
It was therefore crucial that the link between parents’
socio-economic status and the quality of the child
care settings attended by their children be examined.
We were able to analyze this link by evaluating the
more than 1,500 child care settings attended by the
QLSCD children and the data collected from the parents on their income, education and employment.

We divided the index on family socio-economic
status into quartiles and placed these quartiles in
relation to the global mean quality of the child care
settings attended by the children. We then examined
the distribution of children based on whether they
attended a setting rated as good (a score of 5 or
higher) or a setting rated as inadequate (a score of
below 3). The quartiles were based on the entire sample; the families in the first quartile were those with
the lowest socio-economic status.
It became evident that there is a significant gap in
quality in child care settings based on socio-economic
status. The global quality of the settings attended by
children whose families are in the first quartile is significantly lower than those attended by children
whose families are in the fourth quartile (4 and 4.4,
respectively, p < .0001).
Figures 17 and 18 show the distribution of children in settings rated as good and in settings rated as
inadequate based on the socio-economic status of the
family. The data are taken from 1,529 evaluations,
distributed as shown in table 9.
Given that children from socio-economically disadvantaged families are less likely to be in child care
(figure 16), we can anticipate there will be fewer children in the first quartile.
That there is a gap is evident when we compare,
for the families of the first and fourth quartiles, the
percentage of settings rated as good (figure 17).
Although the gradient is not steep, there is a significant gap (p < .05): almost 22 percent of settings
attended by the 161 children in first-quartile families
have a score of 5 or higher, compared to 27 percent
of settings attended by the 284 children in fourthquartile families.
The gap between children in families with varied
socio-economic status is even more striking for those
child care services rated as inadequate (figure 18).
One in five child care settings attended by children in
Table 9

Distribution of Evaluations Carried Out, by
Number of Children and Socio-Economic Quartile
Socio-economic
quartile
First quartile
Second quartile
Third quartile
Fourth quartile
Total

Number of
children
161
198
274
284
917

Number of
observations
229
319
478
503
1,529

Note: 8 children (11 evaluations) were not classified because data on their
socio-economic status was missing.
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Figure 17

Child Care Settings Rated as Good to Excellent, by
Family Socio-Economic Status (SES)
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Figure 18

Child Care Settings Rated as Inadequate, by Family
Socio-Economic Status (SES)
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Figure 19

Type of Child Care Setting Attended, by Family
Socio-Economic Status (SES)
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Type of setting
Centre-based CPEs
Home-based CPEs
For-profit daycares
Unregulated homebased settings

First
quartile

Fourth
quartile

Significance
level

4.63
4.15
3.39

4.57
4.64
3.90

n.s.
p < 0.01
p < 0.01

2.83

3.98

p < 0.001
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first-quartile families is rated as inadequate; this figure
is just under one in ten for children in fourth-quartile
families (p < .001). These results show that children in
families with lower socio-economic status are more
likely than children in affluent families to be in a setting of inadequate quality.
The data presented in figures 17 and 18 cover all
types of child care setting, both centre-based and
home-based. At first glance, there appear to be no
wide gaps in the types of setting attended by children
from different socio-economic backgrounds (figure
19). However, a closer look reveals that somewhat
more children from fourth-quartile families (47 percent) than first-quartile families (38 percent) attend a
centre-based CPE. The inverse is true for home-based
CPEs: 27 percent of children from first-quartile families are in this type of setting, compared with 19 percent of children from fourth-quartile families.
We also wanted to know if, among the child care
settings of the same type, the quality of services varied
according to the children’s socio-economic background. Table 10 shows that the quality of centre-based
CPEs does not vary significantly based on family socioeconomic status: whether from affluent or low-income
families, the children in centre-based CPEs receive
services whose quality does not vary greatly. Note,
however, that there are significant variations for the
other types of child care service. The home-based CPEs,
for-profit daycares and unregulated home-based daycares used by families in the first quartile are of lower
quality than the child care settings of the same type
used by families in the fourth quartile.
In the case of home-based CPEs, this result is surprising. Since these services are accredited by a centrebased CPE, their quality levels might be expected to
match those of centre-based CPEs. Where they do not,
the explanation may lie in the fact that CPEs develop
their networks of home-based daycares using the
resources of the neighbourhood (or region) in which
they are located. Given that the socio-economic characteristics of a population are reflected in the nature of

the surrounding neighbourhood, the quality of the
resources available to set up home-based CPEs will
vary according to the neighbourhood. This may also
explain the gap in the mean scores of unregulated
home-based daycares for the first and fourth quartiles.
With for-profit daycares, the variations in quality
might be the result of several factors. Higher-income
parents might be better educated and therefore have
higher expectations regarding the quality of the child
care setting in which they place their children –
expectations that the setting must fulfill or risk losing
its customers. In addition, higher-income parents
might be better able to contribute to the running of
the setting attended by their children (either by taking part in various activities or by paying fees above
and beyond the basic rate), thus making it possible
for the setting to offer services of higher quality.
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Summary: The quality of services and the
socio-economic characteristics of the parents
The results of the QLSCD indicate that children from
families with lower socio-economic status are less
likely than those from affluent families to be in child
care. In addition, when such children do attend a
child care setting, it is is often of poorer quality than
the settings attended by children from high-income
families. This quality gap seems to be linked to the
type of setting most accessible to many of these children — for-profit and home-based daycares, whose
quality varies greatly according to the physical and
social characteristics of the neighbourhoods in which
they are located.
In the case of centre-based CPEs, the data do not
allow us to make a strong link between the quality of
service being offered and the socio-economic characteristics of the families who use them. These observations thus suggest that, despite the significant
increase in the number of child care places available
since 1997, it is the more privileged rather than the
less privileged Quebec families who are reaping the
greatest benefit from the government’s policy on
reduced-contribution child care services.

Discussion and Recommendations
he majority of child care settings attended by the
children in the QLSCD had a global rating of
minimal quality, which means that they provided
safety and security for the children but offered a mini-

T

mal educational component. Furthermore, one-quarter
of the settings provided conditions that foster child
development, with scores indicating a rating of good,
very good or excellent. But almost one in eight settings was considered inadequate in terms of quality —
neither ensuring the health and safety of the children
nor providing an acceptable educational environment.
Our data reveal certain strengths and weaknesses in
the child care settings. In the services we evaluated,
the quality of communication and interactions
between the staff and the children were their greatest
strength, despite the variation from one setting to
another, while the quality of educational activities and
health and safety provisions represented a weakness.
Our results confirm those contained in You Bet I
Care!, reporting the results of a pan-Canadian survey
conducted in 1998 with a sample of 234 centre-based
and 231 home-based child care settings, of which 36
and 42, respectively, were located in Quebec. That
study examined wages, working conditions and best
practices in child care settings using the ECERS-R
and FDCRS rating scales (Goelman et al. 2000;
Doherty et al. 2000). The report provides a global
view of the quality of services offered in child care
settings in Canada. Despite a significant selection
effect resulting from the refusal of many child care
services to take part in the study,27 the results indicate
that the majority of settings are of minimal quality;
the health and safety of children are not, in general,
at risk but there is room for improvement in the
stimulation of children through activities that are
varied and adapted to the children’s level of development, as well as in hygiene practices.
The report Grandir en qualité, based on a study
conducted for the Quebec government by the Institut
de la statistique du Québec in the spring of 2003 with
800 groups of children in regulated child care settings,
came to similar conclusions (Drouin et al. 2004). This
study, which was carried out with a representative
sample of children28 in child care settings (centrebased and home-based), sought to determine their
strengths and weaknesses as well as the main factors
associated with the quality of the services being
offered. Because the government chose to develop its
own assessment tools for that study, any comparison
between the results reported in Grandir en qualité and
those of the QLSCD and of the results found in You
Bet I Care! will be limited. In addition, the Institut de
la statistique du Québec study examined only regulated settings. Nonetheless, the results indicate that
these settings rated, on average, only “fair.” Like the
30

other two studies, this investigation found weaknesses
in the quality of activities and materials to foster children’s language and psychomotor development, and
significant weaknesses in the areas of health and safety. The three studies had similar findings with respect
to for-profit child care services, namely that they are
inferior to nonprofit services in terms of quality.

Improving quality
The educational program recommended by the
Quebec government (Ministère de la Famille et de
l’Enfance 1997b) for regulated child care services
focuses on the overall physical, intellectual, emotional, social and moral development of preschoolage children. This program, called Jouer c’est
magique,29 is a Quebec adaptation of the High/Scope
educational approach, conceived by Schweinhart and
Weikart (1993a). It is a thoroughly tested and documented approach to the global development of children based on the following principles: every child is

a unique human being; child development is a global
and integrated process; children learn by playing; and
collaboration between educational staff and parents
contributes to children’s development.
The appropriate application of this program, which
is based on constructivist, cognitive and humanistic
approaches, requires that children be placed, each and
every day, in learning environments that offer them a
variety of experiences. In these environments, the children must be accompanied by adults who support and
stimulate them while leaving them the space they need
to construct their own learning. Thus, implementation
of this educational program rests on certain conditions.

The educator-child ratio
The role of educators is to support and enrich children’s
learning through active listening as well as conversations
with the children that enable them to express their
thoughts and describe their reasoning. The educator-child
ratio must therefore be such that educators can accompany

Main Findings

Socio-economic characteristics
• Children from less privileged families were less likely to be in child care.
• For those in child care, the global quality of the services used by children whose families were in the first socioeconomic quartile was significantly lower than the services used by parents in the fourth socio-economic quartile.
• The gap between children of privileged and underprivileged families is particularly apparent when one compares their
use of services rated as inadequate. About 20 percent of children in the first socio-economic quartile are in an
inadequate service, in contrast to 9 percent of fourth quartile children.
• In centre-based CPEs the children received services that were of the same average quality, irrespective of the socioeconomic status of the families using these services.
• In contrast, the home-based CPEs, for-profit daycares and unregulated home-based daycares attended by less well-off
families were of lower quality than the child care settings of the same type used by better-off families.
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Global quality
• The majority of the child care settings (61 percent) that were rated met the criteria for minimal quality.
• One in eight settings (12 percent) was inadequate in terms of quality.
• One-quarter of the settings (27 percent) provided a service whose quality was good, very good or excellent.
• Among the 925 children for whom at least one evaluation could be completed, 14 percent were observed at least once
in a setting rated as inadequate, 63 percent in a setting rated minimal and 23 percent in a setting with a global rating of
good to excellent quality.
• More centre-based CPEs (35 percent) and home-based CPEs (29 percent) provided good-quality services than did forprofit daycares (14 percent) and unregulated home-based daycares (10 percent).
• However, for-profit daycares (27 percent) and unregulated home-based daycares (26 percent) were more often rated as
inadequate in terms of quality than were centre-based CPEs (6 percent) and home-based CPEs (7 percent).
• In all the types of setting observed, the quality of the communication and the interactions between staff and children
were their greatest strength. However, the quality of the educational activities and the personal care routines were
particularly problematic.

each child in the process of learning. Experience has
shown, for example, that the best short- and long-term
results are obtained using the High/Scope educational
approach with an educator-child ratio of one to five
(Schweinhart and Weikart 1993a, 1993b).
Quebec’s laws and regulations for centre-based
services call for a ratio of one educator to eight children aged eighteen months to four years and a ratio of
one educator to ten children aged four to five years; in
home settings, child care providers may not have more
than six children in their care (Act Respecting
Childcare Centres and Childcare Services, 1997). In the
majority of other provinces the ratios are similar for
centre-based services but vary from province to
province for home settings (Friendly, Beach and
Turiano 2002). With Quebec’s current ratios, it might
be difficult to implement an educational program
based on individualized learning, a process in which
the availability of staff and the relationship between
educator and child play a crucial role.
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Interior and exterior space
In order for children to have varied learning experiences, there must be adequate space appropriately
arranged. The various assessments of child care settings in Quebec reveal weaknesses in this area, particularly related to the interior and exterior space
available for different activities.
In Quebec, in centre-based settings the minimal
space required (which may include movable furnishings) per child is 2.75 m2 for children 18 months and
older. This does not seem sufficient to allow children to
move around freely or to allow for different play areas
arranged so that children can take part in activities
without interfering with others. This element is particularly important as Quebec’s cold climate demands that
activities take place indoors for a good part of the year.
With respect to exterior space for physical activities and gross motor skills development, Quebec’s
requirements correspond to those associated with
minimal quality based on the scales we used. Child
care settings are not required to provide exterior
space in the immediate proximity of the premises; the
use of public parks or playgrounds within 500 metres
is allowed. The change of location that this entails
and the characteristics of such play areas could represent a risk — for example, if the children must cross a
busy street, if the equipment is faulty, or if the park
or playground is not kept clean. In addition, parks do
not always provide as many opportunities to develop
motor skills as children need, and outings, which

should take place each day, are more likely to be cancelled because of bad weather if they require children
to travel a considerable distance.

Staff training
Although the educator-child ratio and available space
have an impact on the quality of services offered,
staff is the key component in the quality of child
care. For this reason, assessments of child care settings consider several factors, including the structural
characteristics and quality of interactions between
educators and children (Vandell and Wolfe 2000).
Thus, the quality of the relationship between educators and children is strongly associated with the ability of educators to provide a safe, healthy, stimulating
and educational environment. There is broad consensus among specialists on this: a post-secondary
degree in early childhood education and child care is
strongly associated with the quality of a child care
centre in terms of the cognitive and social development of the children attending it (Barnett 2003;
Drouin et al. 2004; Sylva et al. 2004; Doherty et al.
2000; Goelman et al. 2000).
Holders of permits to operate for-profit daycares in
Quebec must ensure that at least one in three staff
members is a qualified early childhood educator; for
CPEs the ratio is two in three.
Our results reveal that interaction between educators and children is one of the strengths of Quebec’s
child care settings. In general, interactions are warm
and the educators demonstrate that they not only are
good listeners but respond well to the children’s
needs. With respect to the development of language
and reasoning skills, in contrast, the educators exhibit
certain weaknesses. Also, the frequency and variety of
educational activities and the quality and quantity of
related materials are generally poor in all types of
child care setting. These observations suggest the need
for improvements in educator training. Educators
need to be better informed about child development
and about appropriate activities for children of various ages, particularly with regard to language and
cognitive development. In addition, because the purpose of Jouer c’est magique is to improve all aspects
of child development, educators must possess the
skills necessary to create an emotional climate in
which children feel supported as they explore the
world and participate in communal activities.
The educational program can be successful only if it
is thoroughly understood. Educators must be capable
of ensuring that each and every daily activity is a
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learning opportunity for the children. Some of the
weaknesses that we observed in the child care settings,
such as those related to hygiene practices or the supervision of gross motor activities, suggest that educators
need to not only improve their knowledge and skills
regarding the educational program itself, but also
understand and apply the principle that outdoor activities and daily routines are part of the program.

Quality services for all
With respect to the gaps in quality observed in child
care settings based on the socio-economic status of the
families using them, our results raise two issues.
The first is how to ensure that lower-income parents
have access to good-quality child care services, since this
might constitute a protective factor for their children.

Collaboration
Salaries
One cannot discuss the subject of educator skills without touching on the issue of funding. Cleveland and
Krashinsky (2004), in their analysis of the gap between
nonprofit and for-profit child care settings, confirm the
existence of a close link between quality and salaries.
Since Quebec’s grants to for-profit daycares are about
20 percent less than those to CPEs, and since for-profit
daycares are largely commercial in nature, the deficiencies observed in this type of setting related to employee
skills are at least partly the result of their hiring poorly
qualified people. In fact, since salaries in the child care
field are directly related to qualification levels, it follows that salaries contribute significantly to the quality
of the setting, irrespective of its legal status, financial
resources, the ages and specific needs of the children,
the educator-child ratio and the size of activity groups.

Greater collaboration and a more systematic dialogue
between the child care settings and their various
partners (the health and social services network,
municipalities, the education system, communitybased and family-based groups and so on.) would
help to ensure that low-income families are reached
and are able to take advantage of high-quality child
care services.

Fee structure
This measure alone might not be enough, because some
families, especially those earning low salaries or receiving last-resort financial assistance, lack the means to
pay even $7 a day per child for care. This calls into
question the validity of a system based on one fixed fee,
independent of family income, since it puts the poorest
in society at a clear disadvantage.

Flexibility

There is a need for further debate on the place, role and
performance of for-profit daycares in the network of child
care services in Quebec. This sector is clearly alive and
well despite the five-year moratorium (which ended in
2002) on the opening of new for-profit daycares. In the
plan announced in February 2004 to fill the remaining
11,960 places (out of the overall objective of 200,000),
for-profit daycares were allocated almost 40 percent.
Since 2003 (the latest data available), the government has
authorized the creation of almost 6,000 reducedcontribution places in for-profit daycares under agreement and more than 1,000 places in for-profit daycares
that do not offer reduced-contribution places — that is,
25 percent of all new places created in the period since
2003. As of June 2005, Quebec’s for-profit daycares
(whether under agreement or not) contained more than
33,000 places, or 17 percent of the total. In light of our
results on the quality of services being offered in for-profit
daycares, the government’s decision to foster the creation
of places in this sector in order to reach the objective of
200,000 places might have serious consequences for the
future of the network and of Quebec’s children. A more
thorough public debate on the subject is warranted.

Even if children in families receiving social assistance can register free of charge for part-time child
care (up to 23.5 hours per week), many child care settings give priority, for administrative reasons, to fulltime users. Administering both the government’s
reduced-contribution program and the program for
waiving the fees for children in low-income families30
seems to present a financial headache for managers
of child care services (Tougas 2002).
The second issue raised by our findings is the fact
that children in disadvantaged families are more
likely to attend a child care setting of poor quality
than one of high quality. The link between the quality
of the service and the socio-economic status of the
family nonetheless varies according to the type of setting accessible to the parents. As we have seen, children in centre-based CPEs receive services of similar
quality, irrespective of their socio-economic background, whereas children in for-profit daycares and
home settings (both CPEs and unregulated homebased daycares) face gaps in quality: children from
less privileged families receive inferior services to
children from more privileged families.
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For-profit daycares

The need for more centre-based CPEs
These results underline the need for a network of centre-based CPEs in disadvantaged neighbourhoods, while
also raising questions about the development of home
settings in these neighbourhoods. If all children are to
have equality of opportunity (one objective of Quebec’s
family policy), we will have to ensure that children of
the most disadvantaged families have access to centrebased CPEs, which are generally of better quality than
home-based services. CPEs located in disadvantaged
neighbourhoods should therefore give priority to local
families, facilitate part-time access for children, and
develop the means to intervene effectively with these
children, who often face specific challenges.

Target interventions
These CPEs must be allocated whatever funds they
require to adapt their space, their groups, their activity programs and their ratios, as well as to adequately
support their staff members. By targeting vulnerable
populations and investing more in improving the
services available to them, we should be able to narrow the observed gap in terms of opportunities for
full development between children from disadvantaged environments and those from advantaged environments. A universal approach that does not outline
specific measures to reduce disparities may in fact
aggravate those disparities (Ceci and Papierno 2005).

Conclusion
espite much criticism of Quebec’s family
policy, the Quebec model has resulted in a
network of child care centres whose aim is to
offer high-quality care to all children. Since 1997, this
network has expanded rapidly to meet parental needs;
this stage in the development of child care services in
Quebec has focused on the number of places available
rather than on the quality of the services offered. Our
study examines the quality of these places and leads
us to make several recommendations.
The Act Respecting Childcare Centres and Childcare
Services, as well as the regulations stemming from it,
need to be re-examined if we are to create a network
of child care services that offer higher than minimal
quality, particularly in the areas of educator-child
ratios, facilities and interior and exterior space for
various activities, and staff training.
Staff training is a critical component of the quality
of daily life for children in a care setting. In order for
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children to engage in activities that enhance their
social, emotional and cognitive skills, educators in both
centre-based and home-based daycares must be better
trained and equipped to deal with the many aspects of
child development. Only with improved staff training
will child care settings be able to implement educational programs that enhance the global development of
children and thus be able to offer high-quality services.
The QLSCD was the first large survey to draw a portrait of the quality of child care settings in Quebec. Our
results, presented to the Social Affairs Committee of the
Quebec National Assembly as well as to the Association
québécoise des centres de la petite enfance (Tremblay,
Japel and Côté 2003), raised many issues related to child
care practices in the various types of setting and have led
to several regional initiatives to improve the quality of
the services offered by CPEs. Those charged with implementing these initiatives must now deal with the ongoing changes to the funding of the child care network.
Since the election of the Charest government in 2003,
several measures have been adopted: a fee increase (from
$5 to $7 a day), imposition of budgetary restrictions on
all child care settings (both nonprofit and for-profit), and
the claw-back of any surpluses built up by the CPEs.
A society that strives for universal equality of
opportunity and is committed to addressing problems
related to poverty, which is a reality for more than one
in six children in Quebec (Campagne 2000, 2003),
must recognize that child care is an essential service —
a public good — and that its cost, like the costs of education and health care, must be borne collectively. We
must ensure that all children, particularly those living
in disadvantaged environments, get a fair start in life.
This will be possible only through a high-quality publicly funded child care system that is accessible to all
parents and children and that allocates resources sufficient to respond to the needs of the most vulnerable in
society, while also striving to achieve and maintain the
highest standards of quality. Such a system will help
ensure equality of opportunity and thus move us one
step closer to eliminating poverty, a problem that is
passed from one generation to the next.
The development and maintenance of a network of
high-quality child care services will require a large
investment of public funds, and it will be based on
policies that promote a global and long-term perspective on human development. There is sufficient proof
that the long-term benefits of investing in human
capital far outweigh the costs (Heckman and Carneiro
2003). The need to invest in services for young children has never been clearer.
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Appendix 1
Mean Scores for the 43 Items of the
ECERS-R (Centre-Based Settings)
CPEs
Item

Mean (n = 728)

Space and Furnishings*

For-profit daycares

Standard deviation

Mean (n = 296)

Standard deviation

4.53

1.02

3.65

1.14

3.26
5.61
3.85
4.59
4.68
3.98
4.60
5.71

2.17
1.64
2.23
1.89
1.85
1.61
1.67
1.95

2.80
4.91
2.94
3.59
3.57
3.45
3.56
4.35

2.09
1.97
1.85
1.91
1.96
1.51
1.68
2.33

Personal Care Routines*

4.28

1.38

3.40

1.47

9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.

6.25
3.57
3.63
3.56
3.91
4.80

1.47
2.15
1.83
2.66
2.40
2.58

5.14
2.29
2.85
2.85
3.06
3.75

2.14
1.77
1.67
2.46
2.23
2.64

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Indoor space
Furniture for routine care. play and learning
Furniture for relaxation
Room arrangement for play
Space for privacy
Child-related display
Space for gross motor play
Gross motor equipment
Greeting/departure
Meals/snacks
Nap/rest
Toileting/diapering
Health practices
Safety practices

Language and Reasoning*

4.81

1.38

3.98

1.60

15.
16.
17.
18.

4.44
5.40

1.86
1.60

3.71
4.47

1.91
1.96

5.04

1.75

4.03

1.95

Books and pictures
Encouraging children to communicate
Using language to develop reasoning skills
Informal use of language

Activities*

4.10

1.08

3.43

1.17

19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.

4.89
4.60
3.37
4.59
5.08
4.48
3.22
3.82
3.95
2.89

1.56
1.91
1.59
1.48
1.71
1.51
1.98
1.62
2.18
1.68

4.18
3.53
3.13
3.75
3.83
3.71
2.64
3.45
3.23
2.59

1.79
1.92
1.60
1.55
1.91
1.60
1.81
1.72
2.21
1.61

Fine motor
Art
Music/movement
Blocks
Sand/water
Dramatic play
Nature/science
Math/numbers
Use of TV, video and/or computers
Promoting acceptance of diversity

5.24

1.56

4.35

1.92

29.
30.
31.
32.
33.

4.87
4.93
5.03
5.79
5.59

1.97
2.12
1.88
2.02
1.91

4.09
4.04
4.02
4.67
4.80

2.01
2.34
2.09
2.43
2.23

Program Structure*

5.30

1.47

3.93

1.73

34.
35.
36.
37.

4.70
5.48
5.45
NA

2.29
1.73
1.95
NA

3.44
4.12
4.25
NA

2.19
2.08
2.31
NA

Supervision of gross motor activities
General supervision of children (except gross motor)
Discipline
Staff-child interactions
Interactions among children
Schedule
Free play
Group time
Provisions for children with disabilities (not measured)

Parents and Staff*

4.68

1.15

3.56

1.18

38.
39.
40.
41.
42.
43.

5.18
3.70
4.62
5.58
4.55
4.65

1.54
1.57
2.26
1.70
2.07
1.70

4.15
2.72
3.68
4.66
3.32
3.07

1.62
1.42
2.10
2.01
1.98
1.66

4.58

.94

3.69

1.11

Provisions for parents
Provisions for personal needs of staff
Provisions on professional needs of staff
Staff interaction and cooperation
Supervision and evaluation of staff
Opportunities for professional growth

Total score*

* The means for the two types of setting differed significantly at a threshold of p < .0001.
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Interaction*

Appendix 2
Mean Scores for the 32 Items of the
FDCRS (Home-Based Settings)
Home-based CPEs

Unregulated home-based settings

Mean (n = 337)

Standard deviation

Mean (n = 179)

Standard deviation

4.32

1.24

3.64

1.15

5.11
3.96
3.22
4.58
3.71
5.16

2.23
2.10
1.84
2.07
1.85
2.20

4.11
3.90
2.26
3.66
3.06
4.79

2.19
1.91
1.47
1.76
1.79
2.19

Basic care*

3.83

1.32

3.12

1.19

7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.

Arriving/leaving
Meals/snacks
Nap/rest
Diapering/toileting
Personal grooming
Health
Safety

6.32
4.01
4.75
2.31
2.46
4.02
2.72

1.40
2.30
2.29
1.98
2.07
2.32
1.92

6.11
3.37
3.71
1.99
2.09
2.88
1.96

1.58
2.24
2.52
1.75
1.72
2.10
1.10

Language and reasoning*

4.53

1.45

3.81

1.41

14a. Informal use of language (infants/toddlers)
14b. Informal use of language (2 years and older)
15a. Helping children understand language (infants/toddlers)
15b. Helping children understand language (2 years and older)
16. Helping children use language
17. Helping children reason

5.44
5.18
3.08
4.32
4.41
4.28

1.93
1.82
2.24
1.82
1.95
1.97

5.31
4.77
2.32
3.23
3.61
3.63

1.97
1.78
1.81
1.74
1.94
2.04

Learning Activities*

4.51

1.81

3.66

1.17

18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.

4.93
4.78
4.06
2.68
5.08
4.93
4.09
5.34
4.59

1.43
1.54
1.81
2.36
1.77
1.45
2.07
1.78
2.16

4.20
4.10
3.27
1.99
4.00
4.09
3.20
4.21
3.95

1.64
1.78
1.73
1.94
1.85
1.49
2.09
2.04
2.29

Social Development

4.37

1.31

4.18

1.34

27. Tone
28. Discipline
29. Cultural awareness

5.31
5.46
2.24

2.05
1.89
1.50

5.49
5.18
1.74

1.99
1.88
1.15

Adult Needs*

5.41

1.23

3.47

1.39

30. Relationship with parents
31. Balancing personal and care-giving responsibilities
32. Opportunities for professional growth

5.76
5.22
5.22

1.72
1.89
1.78

3.85
4.60
2.22

1.82
1.95
1.74

Supplementary Items: Provisions for Exceptional Children
(8 items not measured)

NA

NA

NA

NA

Total score*

4.41

.97

3.60

.95

Item
Space and Furnishings for Care and Learning*
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1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Furniture for routine care and learning
Furnishings for relaxation and comfort
Child-related display
Indoor space arrangement
Active physical play
Space to be alone

Eye-hand coordination
Art
Music and movement
Sand and water play
Dramatic play
Blocks
Use of TV
Schedule of daily activities
Supervision of play indoors and outdoors

* The means for the two types of setting differed significantly at a threshold of p < .0001.
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This figure is 43 percent if child care services in school
settings are taken into account. Calculated from
Friendly and Beach (2005, 185, table 9).
2 In the work of Madeleine Baillargeon, for example.
However, as we will see below, the Office des services de
garde became interested in the question of quality in the
1980s. See also the report by the Vérificateur général du
Québec (Auditor General of Quebec) for 1999.
3 See the item “Sectors of Activity” on the Web site of
the ministry of the family, seniors and the status of
women (Ministère de la Famille, des Aînés et de la
Condition féminine) at www.mfacf.gouv.qc.ca
4 The selection effect means that the quality of the child
care service alone may not be able to explain the adaptation of children but may be used in conjunction with the
characteristics of family background, because socioeconomically advantaged families tend to choose higherquality child care services and, conversely, less
advantaged families tend to choose lower-quality services.
5 For more information on the QLSCD, see Jetté and Des
Groseilliers (2000).
6 The target population of the survey is the babies (singleton births only) who were 59 or 60 weeks of gestational age at the beginning of the first data collection
period born to mothers living in Quebec, excluding
mothers living on Indian reserves and mothers living
in the following regions (régions sociosanitaires): 10
(Northern Quebec), 17 (Cree territory) and 18 (Inuit territory) (Jetté and Des Groseilliers 2000).
7 Detailed examinations of the evolution of family policies in both Canada and Quebec may be found in Baril
et al. (2000); Ministère de l’Emploi, de la Solidarité
sociale et de la Famille (2004, 93-107); Miron (2004);
Tougas (2002).
8 Since January 1, 2004, the fee paid by parents is $7 a
day per child.
9 More information on this program may be found at
www.rqap.gouv.qc.ca as well as in Phipps (forthcoming).
10 In 2003 this became the ministry of the family, seniors
and the status of women (Ministère de la Famille, des
Ainés et de la Condition féminine).
11 CPEs supervise and coordinate the allocation of child
care places in home settings. A person authorized by a
CPE as the director of a home daycare agrees to provide educational care and to function under the control and supervision of the CPE. The Act Respecting
Childcare Centres and Childcare Services stipulates that
CPEs overseeing home daycares must visit them three
times a year on an impromptu basis and issue a report
on each visit. The CPE may suspend or withdraw the
accreditation of a director of a home daycare. CPEs
also act as intermediaries in the transfer of grants, but
they do not have the right to dictate how the daycare
will be run and the directors of daycares are not
required to justify their expenses to the CPE.
12 The Act Respecting Childcare Centres and Childcare
Services stipulates that “no person except the holder of a
child care permit issued by the Minister may provide or

offer to provide child care in a facility where [there are]
seven or more children” (article 3). Thus, one may legally
provide child care to six or fewer children without a permit.
In 2001, for children less than one year of age the child’s
home was the preferred care setting for the majority of
families. For children aged one and two the home setting
offering services at $5 per day coordinated by a CPE was
preferable, while for regular child care for two year olds
the preferences of parents were split mainly between
daycares (offering reduced-contribution places) and
home settings. The results show that for children aged
three and four about 50 percent of families preferred
daycares.
The ministry of the family, seniors and the status of
women released a plan for the interregional distribution
of the 11,960 places still to be authorized in order for the
objective of 200,000 places to be reached by February
2004. It is therefore no longer possible to set up a CPE or
a for-profit daycare offering reduced-contribution
places. Since February 2004, the only requests that have
been accepted are those for daycares that do not receive
the grant (the ministry does not provide grants to daycares that obtained their permit after that date). See the
ministry’s Web site (accessed August 2005):
www. formulaire.gouv.qc.ca/cgi/affiche_doc.cgi?
dossier=5546&table=0&
This grant was awarded by Valorisation-Recherche
Québec.
The Ongoing Quality Improvement Plan, announced by
the ministry of the family, seniors and the status of
women, is to include a self-evaluation tool for child care
services. A committee is now working on this, made up
of representatives of the main associations of educational child care services. See the press release “The Ongoing
Quality Improvement Plan” at /www.mfacf.gouv.qc.ca/
thematiques/famille/services-garde/qualite-services/
plan_en.asp (accessed in September 2005).
The French versions of the ECERS-R and the scale adapted for home settings, the Family Day Care Rating Scale
(FDCRS), were used to evaluate the child care services
attended by the QLSCD children.
The concept of regularity was not defined by the
researchers. It thus fell to parents to estimate the degree
of regularity in their use of child care services. They were
asked, “Do you currently use child care such as daycare,
babysitting, care by a relative or other caregiver, or a
nursery school while you (and your spouse/partner) are
at work or studying? Yes, on a regular basis; on occasion; no; don’t know; refuse to answer.”
Ministère de l’Éducation du Québec (2004) and Institut
de la statistique du Québec, “Population par année d’âge
et par sexe, Québec, 1er juillet 2003” (accessed November
30, 2005) http://www.stat.gouv.qc.ca/donstat/societe/
demographie/struc_poplt/201_03.htm
The number of assessments of for-profit daycares, carried out in conjunction with the QLSCD (table 6), reflects
the number of places available in this type of service
compared to the number of existing places in CPEs (table
3). However, figure 3 shows that a low percentage of the
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QLSCD children were in a for-profit daycare during the
period of the study; this low percentage (calculated
using data provided by the parents) might be the result
of confusion about the legal status of the child care
service attended by the children benefiting from the
reduced-contribution fee.
According to the Quebec regulations in effect, an interior space is sufficiently large if it provides 2.75 m2
per child over the age of 18 months. A very large
space is one that provides at least 3.25 m2 per child.
The scale developed to assess activities in a homebased daycare does not include items on science and
mathematics activities.
In the case of home settings, the requirements concerning activities for the children are less stringent.
In the case of home settings, the item on acceptance of
diversity is included on the Social Development subscale.
In the case of home settings, the item on supervision
of interior and exterior play is included on the
Learning Activities subscale. We present the mean
here in order to compare the different types of child
care setting.
This result confirms the findings of Pierre Lefebvre and
Philip Merrigan, who, using data from the National
Longitudinal Survey on Children and Youth (NLSCY),
show that a major investment in the creation of a system of early childhood centres benefits high-income
families. According to their calculations, 50 percent of
children benefiting from reduced-contribution places
come from families with an annual income of over
$60,000, although these families constitute only about
36 percent of families with preschool-age children;
children from low-income families (about 18 percent
of all children) represent only 9 percent of the children
in subsidized daycare (Lefebvre and Merrigan 2003a).
The refusal rate varies from 43 percent for centrebased settings to 39 percent for home-based settings.
This is in fact the number of places per regulated child
care setting — “the available places per approved permit.”
The program Jouer c’est magique was made available
by the child care services department starting in 1995,
as part of the government’s action plan for children
from disadvantaged backgrounds.
Low-income families eligible for the Employment
Assistance Program receive financial assistance of $3 a
day for child care.
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Quality Counts! Assessing the Quality of Daycare Services
Based on the Quebec Longitudinal Study of Child Development
Christa Japel, Richard E. Tremblay and Sylvana Côté
epuis 1997, le réseau des services de garde québécois
a connu un développement phénoménal. Avec l’adoption de la politique des services de garde à contribution réduite, le Québec a vu le nombre de places en services
de garde régis passer d’un peu plus de 78 000, en 1997, à
plus de 190 000, en juin 2005.
Un des objectifs poursuivis par cette politique est de
favoriser l’égalité des chances en offrant à tous les enfants
un milieu de garde qui favorise leur développement socioaffectif et cognitif. Le présent rapport apporte un éclairage
unique sur la réalisation de cet objectif. Après un survol de
la politique familiale québécoise adoptée en 1997, il présente
les résultats d’une enquête menée pour évaluer la qualité des
services offerts dans plus de 1 500 milieux de garde et la
qualité des services reçus par les enfants selon leur statut
socioéconomique.
L’évaluation a été conduite dans le cadre de l’Étude longitudinale du développement des enfants du Québec (ÉLDEQ)
qui suit annuellement le développement d’une cohorte de
2 223 enfants représentative des enfants québécois nés en
1997-1998. Les visites ont été effectuées chaque année à
partir de l’été 2000, alors que les enfants étaient âgés de
2 ans et demi, jusqu’en 2003, alors qu’ils allaient entrer en
maternelle. Au total, plus de 1 500 milieux de garde ont été
évalués et plus de 900 enfants ont été observés au moins
une fois dans leur milieu de garde.
La qualité a été évaluée à l’aide d’échelles utilisées dans
de nombreuses études en Amérique du Nord et en Europe et
dont la validité et la fidélité sont bien établies. Grâce à un
vaste éventail de critères, ces échelles permettent de mesurer
la qualité des interactions entre le personnel et les enfants,
des activités éducatives et des pratiques qui concernent la
santé et la sécurité des enfants, celle du mobilier et de l’aménagement des lieux, de la structure du milieu de garde et des
dispositions qui concernent le rôle des parents et les conditions de travail du personnel.
Les résultats de cette évaluation montrent entre autres que :
• La majorité des milieux de garde (61 p. 100) évalués
répondait aux critères de qualité minimale, c’est-à-dire
que la santé et la sécurité des enfants y étaient assurées,
mais que la composante éducative y était minimale.
• Parmi les milieux évalués, 12 p. 100 étaient de qualité
inadéquate.
• Un quart des milieux (27 p. 100) offrait un niveau de
qualité bon, très bon ou excellent, c’est-à-dire qu’ils
offraient des services appropriés aux stades de développement des enfants et qu’ils constituaient un environnement éducatif et stimulant.
• Dans tous les types de milieux observés, la qualité de la
communication et des interactions entre le personnel et
les enfants constituait le point le plus fort. À l’opposé, la
qualité des activités éducatives et des soins personnels
était particulièrement problématique.
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• Les centres de la petite enfance (CPE) étaient généralement de meilleure qualité que les autres types de service.
Ainsi, 35 p. 100 des CPE en installation et 29 p. 100 des
CPE en milieu familial, contre 14 p. 100 des garderies à
but lucratif et 10 p. 100 des services en milieu familial
non régis, étaient de qualité jugée bonne.
• À l’inverse, 27 p. 100 des garderies à but lucratif et
26 p. 100 des services en milieu familial non régis, contre
6 p. 100 des CPE en installation et 7 p. 100 des CPE en
milieu familial, étaient de qualité inadéquate.
Grâce aux informations recueillies auprès des parents
concernant leur revenu, leur éducation et leur emploi, les
auteurs observent que :
• Les enfants qui fréquentaient un milieu de garde étaient
généralement issus de milieux plus favorisés que ceux qui
n’en fréquentaient pas.
• La qualité d’ensemble des milieux fréquentés par les
enfants issus de familles moins bien nanties était significativement moins élevée que celle des milieux fréquentés par les enfants de familles mieux nanties.
• Les enfants issus de familles plus défavorisées étaient plus
susceptibles de fréquenter des milieux de garde de qualité
inadéquate. Un milieu de garde sur cinq fréquentés par
ces enfants était de qualité inadéquate contre moins de
un sur 10 pour les enfants de familles aisées.
• Toutefois, dans les CPE en installation, les enfants recevaient des services dont la qualité était en moyenne d’un
même niveau, quel que soit le statut socioéconomique des
familles utilisant leurs services.
• Par contre, les CPE en milieu familial, les garderies à but
lucratif et les milieux familiaux non régis fréquentés par
les enfants des familles plus défavorisées étaient de moindre qualité que les milieux de garde du même type utilisés par les familles plus aisées.
À la lumière de ces résultats, les auteurs font plusieurs
recommandations en vue d’améliorer la qualité des services
et réduire l’écart socioéconomique relevé. Ils insistent en
particulier sur le besoin :
• d’améliorer la formation des éducatrices car le personnel est
l'élément clé de la qualité en milieux de garde, notamment
en ce qui concerne la fréquence et la variété des activités
éducatives, ainsi que les mesures de santé et sécurité ;
• de revoir la réglementation concernant le ratio éducatrice/enfant et l’espace intérieur et extérieur minimal
requis par enfant car les exigences québécoises actuellement en vigueur correspondent à un niveau de qualité
minimale et peuvent difficilement assurer la mise en
œuvre d’un programme éducatif basé sur l’apprentissage
individualisé ; et
• de développer davantage le réseau des CPE en installation
dans les quartiers défavorisés et de cibler certaines interventions. Les auteurs observent qu’une approche universelle qui ne prévoit pas de mesures particulières pour
réduire les écarts socioéconomiques risque de les aggraver.

Summary
he network of daycare services in Quebec has seen significant expansion since 1997 and the government’s
adoption of its policy on reduced-contribution daycare
services. The number of places in regulated daycare rose from
a little over 78,000 in 1997 to over 190,000 in June 2005.
One of the objectives of this policy is to improve equality of
opportunity by providing all Quebec children access to a daycare environment that enhances their social and cognitive
development. This report provides a unique perspective on
whether that objective is being met. After reviewing the comprehensive family policy adopted by Quebec in 1997, Japel,
Tremblay and Côté present the results of a study undertaken to
evaluate the quality of services offered in more than 1,500
daycare settings and the quality of services received by children according to their socio-economic status.
The evaluation was conducted within the framework of
the Quebec Longitudinal Study of Child Development
(QLSCD), which annually surveys a cohort of 2,223 children
representative of children born in Quebec in 1997-98. The
observations were carried out each year from summer 2000,
when the children were age two and one-half, until 2003,
when they started kindergarten. In all, more than 1,500 daycare settings were evaluated and just over 900 children were
observed at least once in their daycare setting.
The quality of the services was evaluated based on the
scales used in numerous studies in North America and
Europe and whose validity and reliability are well established. These scales, with their wide range of criteria, provide
a means to measure the quality of the interaction between
staff and children; educational activities; children’s health
and safety arrangements; the furnishings and spatial
arrangement; program structure; and provisions for the role
of parents and staff working conditions.
The results of the evaluation show that:
• The majority of the daycare settings (61 percent) that
were rated met the criteria for minimal quality, that is,
they ensured the health and safety of children, but their
educational component was minimal.
• Among the daycare settings rated, 12 percent were of
inadequate quality.
• One-quarter of the daycare settings (27 percent) provided
services whose quality was good, very good or excellent,
that is, they offered services appropriate to the children’s
stage of development and constituted a stimulating and
educational environment.
• In all types of daycare settings, the quality of the communication and the interactions between staff and children were the greatest strength. However, the quality of
the educational activities and hygiene provisions were
especially problematic.
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• The early childhood centres (centres de la petite enfance,
or CPEs) generally offered better quality service than the
other types of setting. Thus, 35 percent of centre-based
CPEs and 29 percent of home-based CPEs, versus only 14
percent of for-profit daycares and 10 percent of unregulated home-based daycares, were rated as good quality.
• Conversely, 27 percent of for-profit daycares and
26 percent of unregulated home-based settings, versus
6 percent of centre-based CPEs and 7 percent of homebased CPEs, were inadequate in terms of quality.
Using information collected on parents’ income, education and employment status, the authors also observe that:
• The children who attended daycare were generally from
more privileged backgrounds than the children who did not.
• The overall quality of the daycare settings attended by
children from less privileged families was significantly
lower than that of those attended by children from more
privileged families.
• Children from less privileged families were more likely to
attend a daycare of inadequate quality. One in five daycares attended by these children was considered inadequate in terms of quality, in contrast to less than one in
ten for children of better-off families.
• Nonetheless, in centre-based CPEs the children received
services that were on average of the same quality, irrespective of the socio-economic status of the families
using them.
• In contrast, the home-based CPEs, for-profit daycares and
unregulated home-based daycares attended by less welloff families were of lower quality than the daycare settings of the same type used by better-off families.
On the basis of these results, the authors make several
recommendations for improving the quality of daycare services and reducing the socio-economic disparities they
observed. In particular, they call for:
• Improvements in the training of early childhood educators,
since staff members are the key factor in daycare quality,
notably with regard to the frequency and variety of educational activities and to health and safety measures.
• A re-examination of the regulations on educator-child
ratios and the minimum interior and exterior space
required per child, given that the current requirements in
Quebec correspond to a minimal level of quality and are
unlikely to ensure the implementation of educational programs based on individualized learning.
• Expansion of the network of centre-based CPEs in lowincome neighbourhoods and for certain targeted interventions. The authors conclude that a universal approach
that does not outline specific measures to reduce socioeconomic disparities may in the end aggravate them.
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