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Introduction

Following the tabling of Bill 5, An Act to amend the Education Act and other provisions
regarding preschool education services for students 4 years of age, the Québec
Provincial Association of Teachers (QPAT), which represents eight thousand (8,000)
teachers in the English public system, is pleased to present its position and
recommendations on the Bill as tabled. Starting with the 2020-2021 school year, Bill 5
proposes to expand preschool education services to all four-year-olds regardless of the

socio-economic status of the region in which they live.

QPAT believes early intervention is a key factor in improving outcomes for students since
it fosters favorable learning conditions, especially for vulnerable students. However, as
will be seen in the following sections, information collected from QPAT’s members
confirms that the conditions available to the students, currently enrolled in four-year-old
kindergarten classes in our schools, do not always meet the standards needed for them
to benefit fully from the potential advantages of a preschool program. This is QPAT’s main
reason for recommending that existing and future four-year-old kindergarten classes
should be limited to and consolidated in underprivileged areas first, and that a more

extensive deployment of the service to all students in Québec should be postponed.

QPAT’s comments will concentrate mainly on its vision of early intervention, the
challenges faced by the current school system in general and the English system in
particular, the basic conditions required to continue successful deployment of four-year-
old kindergarten classes in order to foster sustainable learning and student retention for
vulnerable students, and whether or not expanding their availability to all students is

appropriate.



The importance of early intervention

QPAT is strongly in favour of providing quality learning opportunities for all students, and
acknowledges the importance of early intervention as a cornerstone of educational
success. In a recent longitudinal study carried out by Calgary University on a sample of
students aged 24, 36 and 60 months (JAMA, 2019), it was found that one child in four
had a developmental deficit in the areas of language, communication, motricity or socio-
emotional health (JAMA, 2019). The study revealed that many preschool-age children
risk starting school with severe developmental deficits that are likely to impact long-term

learning.

The study’s data also confirms that developmental deficits may be observed in children
well before they reach four years of age, and that interventions at a younger age may
help prepare them more effectively for school. Considering this, in Québec, it would be
beneficial to continue to utilize early childhood centres (CPEs) as a means of
consolidating the CPE network, and to provide their employees with the support they need
to implement appropriate interventions. Similarly, to help the school teams who will be
subsequently called upon to teach these children, it will be essential to ensure that
appropriate information is transferred from CPEs to the school system through effective

and systematic processes.

The study clearly shows the importance of early intervention for students’ overall
development and learning. However, since early intervention is not the same as early
diagnosis, the study also shows that, in many cases, the practice of early diagnosis must
also be considered carefully. As explained by Scherzer et al. (2012), early identification
and intervention are by no means universal, and it is often the case in schools that
children may not have undergone developmental assessments. Since developmental
assessments are not common practice in preschools, early intervention initiatives tend to
rely heavily on initial and ongoing support from professionals. Early intervention support
from professionals and specialist resource personnel such as classroom observations,
suggestions and strategies to assist vulnerable students, is required for quality learning

opportunities to occur.



Given these and other findings from research into this topic, it is reasonable to think that
the provision of preschool education services to all four-year-old children would represent
a step forward in terms of early intervention. However, QPAT thinks that a certain number
of aspects must be considered and certain conditions must be met if the aim of providing
this group of children with quality educational services is to be achieved. Access to
specialized services tailored to meet children’s needs must be available not only at the
preschool level but throughout the children’s time at school, in order to ensure positive

impact on learning quality and student retention.



The specific situation of the English school sector

The introduction of new four-year-old kindergarten groups is already a challenge for some
school boards, English and French alike. There are many elements, including staff
shortages and the lack of suitable physical space, which affect the school boards’ ability
to absorb the addition of new groups, especially in the Montreal region. In addition to
these factors, there are other aspects specific to the English sector that pose an additional

challenge for its schools.

First, access to professional support services is a widespread problem due to the
shortage, in many English school boards, of professional resources able to provide
coherent services and support for students and teachers. Although decisions relating to
resource allocation at the local level may explain this situation in part, the biggest
challenge for our network lies in the difficulty of recruiting and keeping professional staff
members. Currently, the shortage of professional staff in schools is causing significant
delays, making it very hard to meet vulnerable students’ needs for assistance or
assessment services within a reasonable time. A recent QPAT survey on services for
students with handicaps, social maladjustments or learning difficulties confirmed that staff

shortages affect primary and secondary schools alike.

Special education technicians and early childhood technicians are also in short supply in
our schools. Because of this, the help available to students and teachers is provided by
classroom attendants or integration assistants who are not trained to respond to these

students’ basic needs.

Another element to consider is that equitable access to teaching materials continues to
be a problem for the English sector, although the situation has improved significantly in
recent years. Translation of ministerial documents and programs from French to English
is still problematic. When new programs are created, it takes time for English versions of
the materials to become available to teachers. A recent survey of teachers working with
children in kindergarten classes for four-year-olds revealed problems in obtaining access
to preschool-level teaching materials. Given that the need for teaching materials will
increase when additional preschool groups are created, it is vital that access to these

materials is guaranteed before the number of groups is increased.
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Portrait of English sector deployment of four-year-old kindergarten classes in

underprivileged areas

At the present time, there are 63 preschool groups for four-year-olds in the English sector,
and most are located in underprivileged areas. QPAT carried out a survey in December
2018, to establish a profile of the services available to four-year-olds in our sector. This
section of the brief presents a summary of the main information gathered during the

survey.

The survey response rate for teachers working with this age group was 49%. The
responses revealed a certain number of elements relating to the implementation of these

classes, and highlighted the concerns of the teachers.

First, a vast majority of the teachers (82%) indicated they had between 0 and 5 years of
experience teaching preschool-age children. Many said they did not feel they had the
necessary tools to work with preschool students and expressed a need for additional
training and support. Most respondents said they did not have, or had barely, touched
upon the subject of preschool education in general, and four-year-old kindergarten in
particular, during their university courses or practicums. In light of this, QPAT
recommends that preschool and elementary teacher training programs offered by
universities should be adjusted to include preschool-specific content and provide more

opportunities for interaction with preschool groups during practicums.

Many respondents also expressed concerns regarding the configuration of the physical
space in their school. Forty-seven percent (47%) of the teachers said the physical space
available to four-year-old students in their schools (classroom, bathrooms, adapted sinks,
storage, etc.), did not meet the children’s needs and was an additional stressor for
teachers and students on a daily basis. Major changes are therefore needed with respect
to the physical space available in many schools in order to provide an environment

suitable for preschool-aged children.

Another important issue identified in the survey was the access to adapted resources and
teaching materials such as games, objects, blocks and art materials for four-year-olds,

which was considered insufficient by 31% of the respondents. Adequate budgets are



therefore needed to overcome these deficiencies to provide the material resources
needed by four-year-old students.

From the teachers’ standpoint, the area of most concern was the type and level of support
provided by other categories of personnel, including support staff and professionals. Of
the teachers who responded to the survey, only 32% said that resource personnel were
present in their class for 15 hours or more per week; Thirty-five percent (35%) said they
were given less than five hours of classroom support and were alone for the rest of the
time. In addition, most of the support from resource personnel was provided by classroom
attendants or integration assistants (47%) who had no formal training or specialization in
early childhood education. Only 19% of the groups received support from special
education technicians and only 15% from early childhood technicians. Of even more
concern is the fact that the teachers described access to early intervention support from
professionals (psychologists, occupational therapists, speech therapists, etc.) as being

scarce to non-existent.

This data clearly demonstrates that, at the present time, for the four-year-old kindergarten
groups in the English school boards, there are some serious service deficits that

significantly hinder the potential for students to enjoy the benefits of early intervention.



Other challenges

When early intervention initiatives do not allow a vulnerable student to progress, parental
consent is required for the child to be assessed by a professional for diagnostic purposes.
However, acquiring parental consent can be difficult, even though the aim is to establish
a diagnosis and improve the learning conditions for the student. Recent QPAT
consultations of elementary school teachers in the English sector revealed that it is
common for parents to refuse to sign consent forms for professional assessment for
children requiring additional assistance. This phenomenon is problematic as it slows
down the process of identifying the child’s condition, delays the provision of services and
has a major impact on support for the student’s learning. To counter this phenomenon, it
would be beneficial for school boards to provide information and assistance to parents
whose children exhibit developmental delays. This type of action on behalf of school
boards would support parents, mitigate the perception of stigmatization, demystify the
assessment and identification process, and raise parents’ awareness of the importance

of obtaining additional support for their children.

Another challenge to consider is reaching out to families who could benefit from preschool
education services but who do not use them for a variety of reasons. Elements that could
affect access to education services for four-year-old children in underprivileged areas
include the size of the area covered by the English sector, the distances between English
schools and the lack of schools close by. The Ministry should therefore intensify its efforts
to help school boards to reach parents of children who would benefit from early

intervention services but who are not yet receiving them.

Conditions for successful implementation

Quality learning is an important aspect of preschool education, as pointed out by a
multidisciplinary task force composed of scientists working on pre-kindergarten
education. “Children’s early learning trajectories depend on the quality of their learning
experiences not only before and during their pre-k year, but also following the pre-k year.

Classroom experiences early in elementary school can serve as charging stations for



sustaining and amplifying pre-k learning gains.” (Pre-Kindergarten Task Force, Phillips et
al., 2017, p. 29). To fulfill this requirement, it will be necessary to address the concerns

set out in this brief.
For Bill 5 to be feasible and successful, four-year-old preschool children need:

e Constant access to early intervention initiatives supported by professionals and
specialist resources

e Proper physical space adjusted to the needs of preschool children (classrooms
with furniture suitable for preschool children, floor cushions, lower washbasins,
toilets, eating area, outdoor and indoor play areas, storage, rest area with rugs,
etc.)

e Fair access to teaching materials (children’s books, blocks, jigsaws)

e Teachers who are trained to work with preschool-age children, or with specialist
support

e Teachers who have access to a translation of the Ministry’s preschool program

In addition, to facilitate the coordination of support services with respect to early
intervention initiatives, a collaborative exchange of information regarding vulnerable
students between CPEs and schools would be beneficial. Establishing such a link could

accelerate the provision of services.
Conclusion

QPAT acknowledges that the amendments proposed by the Minister in Bill 5, which would
expand educational services for four-year-olds to all children regardless of the level of
socio-economic status of the area in which they live, are designed to improve preparation

for learning for all children and encourage them to stay in school.

However, it is clear that some major problems persist and will impact the working
conditions of teachers and the learning conditions of four-year-old students in the English
sector. Other constant challenges facing this sector are the shortage of teachers and the

recruitment and retention of professional and specialized staff members.



In view of the situation described above, it is clear that the necessary conditions in many
schools do not meet the needs of the existing four-year-old preschool groups. In many
cases, the responsibility rests entirely with the teachers, who feel they do not receive the
assistance they need due to the shortage of proper resources. It is for this reason that
QPAT thinks it is necessary, first of all, to consolidate the existing groups by improving
access to sufficient, adequate professional and specialized support services, adapted
teaching materials and pedagogical resources, physical spaces that meet the needs of
four-year-old children and proper training for teachers. If this is not done, the English
network will not be able to absorb additional new classes successfully. Failure to improve
and make major adjustments to these essential services will result, in the medium term,
in the loss of any benefits from the introduction of additional four-year-old kindergarten

classes and hence in the loss of the investments made in those classes.

For all these reasons, QPAT is of the view that it is premature to expand the deployment
of four-year-old kindergarten classes to the entire network, and suggests that the
timeframe be changed significantly by giving priority to consolidation of existing and future

four-year-old kindergarten classes in underprivileged areas.
Summary of recommendations

% Delay the adoption of Bill 5 in order to assess the appropriateness of deploying
four-year-old kindergarten classes in all Québec’s schools. This assessment
should consider the cost of infrastructure investments, the availability of teachers
and professional staff and the ability to guarantee continuity of services for
students with special needs throughout their time at school.

% Ensure that existing four-year-old kindergarten classes have sufficient and
appropriate resources to provide quality education services to the children.

% Provide sufficient funding to allow for the creation of the physical, material and
educational resources required to meet the needs of preschool children.

% Establish a guaranteed base level of professional services for preschool teachers
and students, regardless of the government’s financial situation.

% Provide for rapid intervention and ongoing support from specialists and

professionals as soon as developmental difficulties or vulnerabilities are observed.



X/
°e

Ensure the presence of qualified professionals to support and inform parents of
children exhibiting vulnerability factors in preschool.

/7
A X4

Fund continuous training for existing teachers who express a need for that type of

training when assigned to preschool groups.

X/
°e

Reinforce teacher training dispensed by Québec’s universities via preschool and

elementary programs.

% Provide support for new teachers when implementing new four-year-old
kindergarten groups.

% Offer training programs and didactic material in English before making

implementation compulsory.
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