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Is Everybody Here?  Inclusion and Exclusion of Families with Young Children in the Ottawa Area

Executive Summary of the Report                              
The Social Planning Council of Ottawa (SPC) is working on a social inclusion project for families with children under 6 called “Kids and Community”.  Our goal is to improve inclusion in early learning, healthy development and the transition to school.   We are working with low income families, Aboriginal families, families of diverse backgrounds, and families where a parent is Deaf or has a disability.  In partnership with parents and organizations in Ottawa and with the Renfrew County Child Poverty Action Network, we are building parent-community partnerships and encouraging policy and program improvements to increase inclusion for all families.  The Ottawa “Kids and Community” project is one part of a larger project led by the Social Planning Network of Ontario www.spno.ca.

This is the first of four information bulletins on inclusion issues identified by parents in the project.  200 parents in 23 focus groups told us what was working well and what was getting in the way of their role of supporting their children’s early learning and transition into school.  This bulletin is a summary of the full report, and provides a snapshot of social exclusion in Ottawa for families with young children, based on the perspectives of those experiencing exclusion.         

What Is Exclusion and Inclusion?
Exclusion is about the attitudes, processes and barriers which push some families away from participating in opportunities to support their children’s learning and development.  It’s about power relationship, the role of institutions and services and the effect of policies and practices on individuals and groups.   

“It’s hard to explain to your kids why they treat you the way that they do.” (Focus group parent)

Inclusion means “feeling welcome, where everyone is included with their own teachings, where there is no discrimination.”  Inclusion is about more that attitudes – although that is an important starting point.  It is about changing the way our institutions are organized to ensure that all families are fully participating members of the full range of early learning and development opportunities.  Inclusion for families of young children is about asking the question “Is Everybody Here?”, and making sure that the answer from all groups of parents is, “Yes”. 

Particular Families Are More Likely to Face Exclusion
Research shows that some population groups are more likely to experience social and economic exclusion in comparison to other groups.  In particular, low income residents, Aboriginal residents, immigrants, visible minority residents, Deaf residents, people with disabilities and in some cases, Francophones (particularly Francophone immigrants) are much more likely to face exclusion than other population groups.  As well, families with a structure other than a nuclear, two parent family structure are more likely to experience exclusion.  In the Ottawa area, these groups represent a very significant number of the families with young children.  For example, despite Ottawa’s strong economy, 20% of Ottawa families with children under 6 were living on low income in 2001 (7,885 families).  
Addressing Exclusion and Inclusion Is A Two Pronged Approach

To address exclusion and increase inclusion, a two pronged approach is required:

· Provide supports to increase the capacity of individual families facing exclusion 
· Build inclusive environments 
Supporting Parents Who Experience Exclusion
Parents in the focus groups identified four key areas of support which would build their capacity to support their children’s early learning and transition into the formal school system.
· Material well-being

The starting point for parents is having enough income to meet the healthy development needs of their children.   

· Access to information

Lack of access to information about services for families and children is a major barrier to inclusion for families of young children.  Parents shared a concern for better information on how the school system works, including what was expected of the children in terms of their development and learning at school entry.  

· Transportation

In most of the focus groups, transportation problems were listed as a major barrier to inclusion.  Challenges included the cost, the difficulty of traveling with young children on the bus, access for parents with disabilities, safety on school buses, and the lack of public transportation in rural areas.

· Access to services

A very important resource for parents facing exclusion is access to community services.  Although parents shared that the family is the most important place for children to learn what they need for school success, they felt community services and recreation were an important way to supplement what the child learns in the home.  

Building Inclusive Environments

The second part of an action strategy to increase inclusion of families with young children is to change the way institutions and community activities or supports are organized so they are inclusive of all families.  Parents shared several key areas of change which would be necessary for institutions and activities to be inclusive.  
· Building Respect
Respect goes beyond politeness, tolerance and efforts at accommodation.  Respect ensures there is a meaningful place for all people to participate and contribute.  An inclusive approach ensures all children and adults are able to participate as valued, respected and contributing members of society.  Lack of respect undermines the parents’ capacity to support their children’s learning and development.  Parents were clear that the most effective services and school environments were those where the teachings at home and in the service or institution re-enforced each other, and when there was learning from all cultures.  

Respectful relationships are the starting point of inclusive environments – friendliness, sensitivity to different life experiences, safety and freedom from discrimination are all important.      

Respectful programs are organized in such a way that different life experiences are reflected in the activities, service delivery, physical space and policies.  This includes:

· Accessibility for parents with disabilities
· Different life experiences reflected in the programs and services

· The make-up of staff, volunteers and decision making bodies (like a Board of Directors or Parent Councils) reflects the community.
· A safe environment, including freedom from bullying   

· Addressing the Challenge of Fees
Over the past several years, there have been several policy decisions at all levels of government (including school boards) which have led to a greater exclusion of low and moderate income families of young children.  These policies have taken various forms, but they share a trend toward a more market based approach to the delivery of early years services, recreation, and public education services.  In all focus groups, parents were very concerned about the growing trend to charge fees for a whole range of services.  The biggest concern was school fees. 

Fees are a serious burden for many families.  Low income families are particularly affected.  They face significant exclusion when fees are attached to activities.

“The kids feel the lack of money and are made to feel the lack of money all the time.  The child shouldn’t have to deal with … that … stigma”

The issue of school fees in general and school supplies in particular are addressed in more detail in separate bulletins in this series.
· Ensuring the Right and Opportunity for Parents to Make Decisions About Their Children
An important dynamic of exclusion is when people are pushed away from opportunities to make decisions which affect their life.  Ottawa area families described many ways this happens.  

· Information may not be given to enable them to make an informed decision.   

· Parents may be treated in a condescending, judgmental or intimidating way so they are not confident to express their opinions.

· Sometimes rules or policies are used in a way which does not allow the family to decide on a solution to a problem which is suitable for them.

· People in authority may make decisions about the child without discussing it with the family.  

· Responding to the Paradox of Participation
There are many complex ways in which particular parents are excluded from volunteering or participating in mainstream bodies such as community recreation committees or school councils.  Parents had many suggestions which would lead to greater inclusion of parents from excluded groups.  These included:

· Providing a realistic level of resources to enable inclusion.

· Providing supports to participation.  This is necessary because the people most excluded often have the least resources to participate.
· Organizing activities in a way that will be the least difficult for parents.  For example, don’t schedule a meeting for parents of young children at a time that will conflict with bedtime for the children.

· Making sure the activities and agenda do not reinforce the parent’s exclusion.  For example, if you are trying to include participation of parents with disabilities on your committee, make sure they can actually participate if they come to the meeting.

· Going to where people are already involved rather than trying to get them to come to you.  Community groups, where parents already get together are an important resource for “closing the distance” between parents from excluded groups and mainstream opportunities for participation. 

· Ensuring that there is a “give and take” in your group.  Give real opportunities for the concerns of all parents to be addressed by the group.  

· Improving The Means for Effective Communication
Parents identified a need for better means of communication and information sharing – particularly between the school and the home.  As well, some of the communication challenges which impact parents facing exclusion could be improved by strategies which go beyond the interaction between the individual parent and the individual school staff.  Processes to improve the cultural competency and sensitization to poverty and disability issues by school staff are an important part of addressing communication barriers.  

Conclusions
The importance of inclusion in early learning and development services, recreation and education has been well documented through an extensive body of literature.  International research on inclusion identifies the need for a comprehensive approach to tackle exclusion.

In Ottawa, the Parent Advisory Group of the Kids and Community project, in collaboration with agency and institutional partners, has developed an action plan to increase inclusion in learning and healthy development for families with young children in the Ottawa area.  The plan includes activity in five key areas.  

· Building capacity for participation and decision making

· Encouraging environments of respect and safety

· Seeking solutions to transportation challenges

· Increasing access to information by parents facing exclusion, and

· Addressing the growing problem of fees for early learning, recreation and public education

Inclusion for families of young children is about asking the question “Is Everybody Here?”  Through the activities outlined in the diagram below, everyone can do their part to ensure the answer from all groups of parents is, “Yes, We’re Here!” 
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To Find Out More
· Social Planning Council of Ottawa (school fees, inclusion, poverty) www.spcottawa.on.ca
· Renfrew County Child Poverty Action Network www.renfrewcountychildpovertynetwork.org
· Social Planning Network of Ontario (inclusion, social issues) www.spno.ca
· Canadian School Boards Association (role of schools regarding poverty / inclusion) http://www.cdnsba.org/publications/publications.php
· Canadian Parks and Recreation Association (inclusion in recreation) http://www.cpra.ca/EN/main.php?action=cms.initEgtp&PHPSESSID=e2caedbfe5720b24587137817a762f98
The SPC is an independent, non-profit charity working with the community for over 75 years to address social issues and improve quality of life in Ottawa.          Visit our website at www.spcottawa.on.ca. 

280 Metcalfe Street, Suite 501, Ottawa, Ont. K2P 1R7.  613-236-9300.  office@spcottawa.on.ca.

This bulletin has been funded through the “Kids and Community” project, by the Government of Canada’s Social Development Partnerships Program.  The opinions and interpretations expressed are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect those of the Government of Canada.  
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