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ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Land Acknowledgement and Commitment to Relational Accountability
Nogojiwanong or ‘place at the end of rapids’ has been the home of the Michi Saagiig
Anishinaabeg since time immemorial. Part of Treaty 20 and the Williams Treaties, Michi
Saagiig Anishinaabeg continue to hold both inherent and Treaty rights to this territory today.
We recognize that Michi Saagiig Anishinaabe communities, including Hiawatha and Curve
Lake First Nation, hold the relationships, knowledge, and teachings to ensure good
stewardship of Nogojiwanong. The authors of this report are Indigenous, new Canadian, and
settler. We acknowledge our responsibilities toward the sovereignty of First Nations, toward
our relationships, and toward the Treaties that govern these lands.

This report looks to address barriers faced by racialized immigrant women in joining and
thriving in the Early Learning and Child Care field. We root our work in the knowledge that
children have been at the center of cultural and knowledge systems on these lands for
millennia. The chronic undervaluing of Early Learning and Child Care that we experience
today comes from colonial capitalist ideas and systems.

While this report focuses on racialized immigrant women, we acknowledge that Indigenous
Peoples also face unique barriers in accessing and thriving in the ELCC field, both as parents
and as workers. We plant the seed of this report with the vision of equity work expanding to
better understand those challenges, as well as those faced by 2SLGBTQIA+ communities,
people with disabilities, and other marginalized groups.

Thank You

First and foremost, our deep gratitude to the WAGE Participant Circle, who met throughout the
course of this project to share their experiences, stories, and ideas about equity for racialized
immigrant women in the ELCC field.

We are also grateful to the sector stakeholders who generously shared their experiences,
knowledge and observations with us in research interviews.

Thank you to the WAGE team at Compass, including organizational, pedagogical, and
administrative leads, and project coordinators for your enthusiasm, thoughtfulness, and
willingness to move through discomfort as we learned together.

This report was collaboratively authored by Compass ELC and Shoreline Collaboratives,
incorporating research from Besma Soltan, Carmela Valles, and Ziysah von Bieberstein.



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This report looks at enhancing career pathways for workers in '-based childcare, with a
particular focus on understanding the barriers, facilitators and supports faced by racialized s
immigrant women working in early learning and care.

In order to understand the issues, we focused on three interconnected areas: Entering the
ELCC field, workplace success and inclusion, and career advancement. These areas are
sometimes known as entry, retention, and advancement. This allowed us to learn about the
pathways, barriers and supports for entry; what meaningful belonging looks like in daily practice;
barriers or supports to employees continuing to work in their organization; and opportunities for
growth and leadership within and beyond the sector. To understand the issues, we engaged
racialized immigrant childcare workers, childcare center leadership, partner organizations,
educational institutions, and advocacy networks through focus groups and interviews. An
internal analysis and link to existing literature and research supported us to translate our
learning into recommendations and potential actions for the sector.

We have distilled our learning into three key findings:

¢ Immigration challenges for the migrant workers that are increasingly relied upon in the
field. Barriers in migration-related systems have profound impacts for gender equity,
worker rights, and economic stability.

e Compounding gaps in education and training lead to financial, structural, and
discriminatory pressures that often reinforce one another.

e Discrimination and bias are persistent barriers in placements and workplaces, from
identity-based assumptions that affect hiring decisions, workplace interactions, and
perceptions of legitimacy.

While we were learning the challenges and specific actions to create change at systemic,
organizational, and interpersonal levels, we also took action to address issues within our
immediate sphere of influence. Examples of these successes are noted as “Implementation
Highlights” throughout the report and include:
e The process of engaging racialized and immigrant workers to share their experiences
and educating all staff around issues of diversity and inclusion, began to break down
barriers and build relationships.

'Racialized persons and/or groups can have racial meanings attributed to them in ways that negatively
impact their social, political, and economic life. This includes but is not necessarily limited to people
classified as “visible minorities” under the Canadian census and may include people impacted by
antisemitism and Islamophobia.

https://www.ontario.ca/document/data-standards-identification-and-monitoring-systemic-racism/glossary.



https://www.ontario.ca/document/data-standards-identification-and-monitoring-systemic-racism/glossary

e Immigration supports for educators to move towards less precarious status were
implemented as we learned of barriers

¢ Additional human resources initiatives around hiring, onboarding, and orientation created
more meaningful and inclusive practices.

e Training was offered across the organization to increase capacity for identifying and
addressing barriers such as microaggressions and harassment as they arise in the
workplace.

The report outlines 15 recommendations to address the challenges that this project articulated.
These recommendations are intended to be taken up by multiple players in the sector including
childcare centers, educational institutions, and policy-making and regulatory bodies. Increase
Supports to Navigate the Immigration System

Increase Supports to Navigate the Immigration System
1. Build knowledge and procedures within childcare organizations to navigate immigration
processes for employees
2. Increase partnerships and connections with local immigration organizations

Address Gaps in Immigration Policy and Credential Recognition
3. Address the gap between foreign-trained ECEs' prior experience and the College of
Early Childhood Educators' Canadian classroom experience requirement.
4. Enhance bridging and training programs for internationally trained professionals

Reduce Financial Barriers to Entering the Field
5. Strengthen access to training bursaries and financial supports for immigrant educators.
6. Address the financial barriers created by unpaid placement.
7. Advocate for higher wages in the sector

Improve Training and Placement Supports
8. Increase systems and supports within placements to ensure a meaningful experience
and to reduce bias.
9. Enhance job orientation and training for centre-based educators
10. Increase accessibility of organizational policies

Reduce Bias and Discrimination in the Workplace
11. Strengthen Workplace Accountability and Psychological Safety
12. Provide ongoing ELCC-specific training on bias, allyship, and inclusive language
13. Develop clear Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion policies and practices
14. Value diverse experiences and perspectives within childcare settings
15. Invest in leadership opportunities for equity-deserving educators

This report is offered to the sector as a concrete starting point to address equity gaps within the
early childhood sector.



INTRODUCTION

Early Learning and Child Care (ELCC) plays a crucial role in healthy child development, and
lays the foundation for all future learning.? Quality child care is not only a human right and a
public good, it is essential for strong economies and contributes to gender equity.® In spite of its
vital role, ELCC expertise is systemically undervalued, reflecting a professionalization gap,
where “expectations and responsibilities have increased ... with very little improvement to
wages and working conditions.” The ELCC field is facing significant challenges in Canada,
including worker shortages fuelled by low wages, a lack of qualified Early Childhood Educators
(ECEs),* and burnout reported across the sector.®

The strength of the childcare sector depends on early educators and providers who support and
care for children across diverse settings. As a women-led field (ninety-six percent of early
childcare workers in Canada are women),® valuing and investing in care work is inherently a
gendered issue. In addition, one third of childcare workers are newcomers to Canada (including
permanent residents, temporary workers, international students, and refugees), in comparison
to one quarter of workers in other occupations.” As the ELCC sector becomes more diverse,
newcomer early educators are a key component of the childcare workforce, helping to fill a vital
workforce gap, and to bring diverse experiences and perspectives that can meet the unique
needs of a wide range of children and families. Yet the systemic devaluing of the sector
disproportionately impacts immigrant and racialized workers,® who face additional barriers to
entering and staying in early childhood education, including immigration policy restrictions,
credential recognition, and workplace bias and discrimination.

This report builds on Compass Early Learning and Care’s previous research into career
pathways for equity-deserving home childcare workers, by looking at enhancing career
pathways for workers in centre-based childcare. Because of the demographics of the workforce,
our efforts focus on (but are not limited to) understanding the barriers, facilitators and supports
faced by racialized immigrant women working in early learning and care.

This work was funded by Women and Gender Equality Canada (WAGE). It is intended to
support equity work at all levels. It will be of interest to governments, policymakers, advocates,
ELCC organizations and leaders, ELCC workers, students, and researchers.

2Richardson, 2022.

SFriendly, Martha. Why Canada Can’t Work without Good Child Care: How Early Childhood Education
and Care Supports the Economy, Child Care Briefing Note. Toronto: Childcare Resource and Research
Unit, 2008. https://childcarecanada.org/sites/default/files/BN_ecec _and economy.pdf
4https://www.csls.ca/reports/csls2024-02.pdf
Shttps://cccf-fesge.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/The-Burnout-Crisis-EN.pdf

SECE Report, Workforce Report 2022: https://ecereport.ca/en/workforce-report/

"ECE Report, Workforce Report 2022: https://ecereport.ca/en/workforce-report/

8Richardson, 2022.
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METHODOLOGY

This project explored how racialized immigrant women build, sustain, and advance careers in
the Early Learning and Child Care (ELCC) sector. Grounded in feminist and community-based
research principles, this process centered lived experiences, and connected them to broader
structural realities in the workforce.

Our inquiry focused on three interconnected areas:

1. Entering the ELCC field: understanding pathways, barriers, and supports for entry.

2. Workplace success and inclusion: exploring what meaningful belonging looks like in
daily practice and the barriers or supports to employees staying in an organization. (This
is often referred to as ‘retention’).

3. Career advancement: identifying opportunities for growth and leadership within and
beyond the sector.

Our process included four overlapping stages:

1. Environmental Scan: What does the literature say is happening in the sector?

2. Participant + Stakeholder Engagement: What are the experiences of early learning
educators?

3. Internal Analysis: How does what we’re learning translate into recommendations or
potential actions?

4. Actions & Commitments: What solutions can we commit to? How do we bring others
with influence on board?

Understanding the Context

To situate individual experiences within systemic trends, we conducted a background scan of
policy, academic, and community literature. This analysis helped identify current challenges and
opportunities in the ELCC sector, particularly as they relate to equity, immigration, and gender.
We framed this review using an intersectional gender-equity lens, acknowledging how race,
gender, migration status, and economic precarity shape access to decent work and career
mobility.

Community and Stakeholder Engagement

Central to our methodology was relationship-based engagement with participants and
stakeholders who work within ELCC systems. We combined participatory dialogue with
structured data collection to ensure voices often excluded from policy spaces were brought
forward as sources of expertise and insight.



Learning from Racialized Migrant Educators

e [ eadership from program participants: Thirteen (13) immigrant and/or racialized
Compass educators formed the ‘WAGE Participant Circle,” taking part in eight facilitated
sessions with an external evaluator, and three workshops alongside management and
organizational leadership. The role of the Participant Circle was to share and link
personal experiences as equity-deserving educators, and bring those experiences into
organizational and policy change.

e Focus group with racialized immigrant ELCC workers: A dedicated session brought
together 11 additional racialized and/or immigrant educators from Compass alongside
educators at other regional childcare centres to widen the circle of experiences.

These sessions encouraged reflection on professional journeys, challenges, and supports in the
sector. Educators were encouraged to draw on their experiences across the ELCC field,
including education, practicum placements, and experiences in previous workplaces and
centres.

Learning with Internal Organizational Leaders

The WAGE team included organizational leads, as well as pedagogical and administrative leads
from a range of Compass childcare centers. This team provided perspective on institutional
practices, equity commitments, and operational constraints, explored barriers and supports to
equity, and identified specific activities organizations can take to champion inclusive workforce
development.

Sector Leader Interviews

We spoke with 11 organizations across four areas within the Childcare sector (education
institutions, childcare organizations, newcomer and migrant supports, and ELCC worker
advocacy) to identify cross-sectoral issues, insights, actions, and scalable solutions. Many of
the quotes shared throughout this report are from these interviews.

Making Sense of the Findings
Using participatory analysis, we worked collaboratively with the WAGE Participant Circle, the
WAGE team, and Compass leadership to interpret themes from the conversations and
interviews. The process asked:
e How do these stories reflect systemic barriers or enablers to equity in ELCC?
e What actions at the organizational, sectoral, and policy-level are needed to increase
workplace fairness and inclusivity?

Our analysis wove together narrative insights and secondary research to ensure that
recommendations remained both grounded in lived experience and responsive to structural
inequities. When we refer to participants throughout this report, we include the experiences and
insights we heard directly from racialized and immigrant Early Learning and Care Centre staff at
Compass and other childcare organizations. When we refer to educators, we are additionally
including information shared by sector leaders and secondary research.



As we began to learn about barriers and facilitators, we found that every challenge applied to all
three areas: entry, inclusion, and advancement. Therefore, we grouped findings by theme,
looking at the ways that each challenge impacted each of these areas.

More About our Approach

Centering Story

This approach reflects a belief that change begins with story. In this case, the particular stories
of racialized and immigrant women whose care work sustains communities, but whose
experiences are not often centered in change work. By grounding our analysis in multiple types
of evidence, this methodology bridges community knowledge and organizational action.

Limitations
Every approach also has its limitations. In this case, two particular limitations are:

1. Scope. We acknowledge the many stories and experiences of ELCC staff we have yet to
hear, including those who faced barriers in participating in the project, as well as those
facing different axes of inequity, including Indigenous educators, educators with
disabilities, and 2SLGBTQIA+ educators.

2. Anonymity. Due to the relatively small numbers of participants in this research, it is very
difficult to share specific details without compromising anonymity. In this report, we are
not able to specify the specific sources, organizations, or events from which stories
came. The results were consistent across sources, leading to the conclusion that the
findings are not particular to specific childcare centres, but reflective of systemic
challenges that impact all parts of the sector.

Compass’ Role

Compass Early Learning Centre is a non-profit, charitable organization that currently offers
centre-based care at 40 centre-based locations in the Peterborough, City of Kawartha Lakes,
Haliburton, Durham and Northumberland regions.

As a leader in the ELCC field, Compass’ role in this project was to oversee its design and
implementation. The focus, however, is on the sector as a whole. The project does not seek to
compare different childcare organizations or to evaluate Compass’ equity practices, but rather to
identify systemic barriers and facilitators to entry, success, and advancement that are prevalent
throughout the sector, and that require action by all employers, funders, and sector
stakeholders.

While the focus of this project is sector-wide, Compass ELC is simultaneously undertaking its
own internal process to address equity issues in the organization. Throughout the research
process, Compass took responsive action where appropriate to address issues raised by
participants and adapt practices within the organization This approach reflects Compass’ belief
that we can take action within our own realm or influence immediately—even while building a
sense of the larger policy and systemic issues contributing to inequity.

Some of these actions are shared in the ‘implementation highlight boxes’ in this report as
learning examples and cites of inspiration for other ELCC organizations.

10



Implementation Highlight - Breaking Down Barriers

By centering the story and rooting this project in the direct experiences of racialized migrant
educators,

The Participant Circle and wider Compass staff team shared that within this equity project, the
process itself had a positive impact on relationship-building. Centering story and rooting in
direct experiences of racialized immigrant educators, allowed all participants to contribute to
meaningful, relationship centred change at the organization.

This project has resulted in significant benefits in team communication, relationships and trust
including:

e Participant Circle members reported feeling more understood by their team and peers,
and that the voices of educators were included and valued

e Participant Circle members feeling more connected and less alone in their
experiences, even without colleagues with shared identities in their specific programs
or sites

e Participant Circle members named that being part of a process that looked to address
systemic barriers and improve experiences across the field felt important and
empowering

e Increased trust between educators (front-line staff) and admin team/organizational
leads, creating more space for mutual problem solving and support

e More open and honest conversations, self-reflection, and personal growth around
equity, which supported team members to notice strengths, gaps, entry points and
next steps

e Increased shared language among staff and development of shared, organizational-
wide goals

e A more clear understanding of what is required to make DEI work an organizational
priority, including the development of integrated, cross organizational teams and tables
with regular meetings, and the resources (time, funds, roles) needed to ensure DEI
work is effective and sustained

In the words of Participant Circle Members:

“[Something that changed because of this project is] | gained confidence in my voice and
perspective - people care!”

"Getting to know admin folks personally built trust and openness to talk about my
experiences."

"Being part of this project, | went from felling like 'l am the only one like me here'to 'l am not
by myself."

11



FINDINGS

Findings Overview
The challenges can be understood as falling into three key areas:

1. Immigration Challenges: Gaps in immigration policy and employer knowledge about
navigating immigration systems are creating systemic precarity that impacts workforce
stability, institutional planning, and workers’ autonomy and advancement.

a. Entry: barriers and bias in hiring due to complications of temporary work permit
status

b. Inclusion: Educators are unable to gain or stay in employment if they don’t
receive employer support in the immigration process, or are not successful in
applications. Precarious status can make workers unable or unwilling to leave
workplaces, limiting autonomy and increasing vulnerability to exploitation

c. Advancement: Work permits can be tied to specific job titles, disincentivizing or
preventing educators from changing roles or seeking promotions or accreditation.

2. Gaps in Education & Training: Existing challenges in training, placement support, and
workplace integration disproportionately impact racialized immigrant workers, create
space for bias and discrimination, and leave gaps in classroom readiness and success.

a. Entry: Challenges in placement and education can threaten success in the sector
b. Inclusion: Lack of onboarding and integration
c. Advancement: leadership opportunities require RECE

3. Workplace Discrimination & Exclusion: Racialized immigrant workers are
experiencing discrimination and exclusion at all stages of career, impacting hiring,
success in the workplace and well-being.

a. Entry: Discrimination due to immigration status, international experience/training,
accent

b. Inclusion: Microagressions, unfair treatment

c. Advancement: Bias in professional development opportunities and promotions

Key Finding #1: Immigration Challenges
“Most people that we are hiring now are new Canadians or immigrants to Canada.”
- Childcare Centre Interviewee

“The impact of immigration status on job stability and career growth really highlighted
how much extra stress and barriers some educators face while still playing such an
important role in the sector.”

- Compass Team Member

Overview of the Current Immigration Context

Ontario’s Early Learning and Child Care (ELCC) sector increasingly relies on migrant workers to
meet growing workforce demands. The introduction of multiple immigration streams has created

12



a mosaic of temporary, transitional, and permanent pathways, each with different implications
for gender equity, worker rights, and economic stability.

Stakeholders noted that these initiatives have had a significant impact on easing worker
shortages. While these pathways offer opportunity, they also produce complex and uneven
experiences for racialized, immigrant, and newcomer women and gender diverse people in care
work, who often navigate the uncertainties of temporary status while holding essential roles in
children’s early learning and development. Current Immigration Pathways into center-based
Early Learning and Child Care include®:

e Express Entry under Federal Skilled Worker Program: Since 2025, Early Childhood
Educators have been included as a priority category under the Federal Skilled Worker
Program or Canadian Experience Class. Applicants are prioritized if they have relevant
education and experience in childcare or early learning. This pathway offers a
permanent residence (PR) route for skilled early educators meeting language and
credential standards.'®

e Provincial Nominee Programs (PNPs): Ontario and several other provinces operate
PNP streams that target ECE professionals. Through the Ontario Immigrant Nominee
Program (OINP), qualified ECEs with full-time job offers from licensed childcare centres
can receive a nomination leading to PR."!

e Temporary Foreign Worker Program (TFWP) / LMIA-Supported Work Permits:
Employers unable to find local staff can hire qualified educators through the Labour
Market Impact Assessment (LMIA) process. Once approved, migrant educators can
obtain a work permit and later transition to PR through an economic stream.

e International Student Pathway: Many aspiring ECEs come to Canada as international
students enrolled in recognized Early Childhood Education diploma or degree programs.
After completing studies, they can apply for a Post-Graduation Work Permit (PGWP) to
gain Canadian experience which strengthens eligibility for PR through Express Entry or
PNP streams.

e Spousal Open Work Permit: The spouse of an international student or a skilled
temporary worker (through LMIA / Temporary Foreign Worker Program), may hold a
spousal open work permit (SOWP). This allows spouses to work in most occupations,
including ELCC, without a specific employer's restriction. Canadian work experience can
later make workers eligible for permanent residence (PR) through Express Entry
(Canadian Experience Class) or a Provincial Nominee Program (PNP).

Immigration Barriers & Workforce Instability

The ELCC sector experiences strain and workforce instability due to precarious status
and immigration processes.

°These pathways are accurate as of July 2025, and the publication date of March 2026
Ohttps://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/immigrate-canada/express-
entry/rounds-invitations/category-based-selection.html
https://www.ontario.ca/page/ontario-immigrant-nominee-program-oinp
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Newcomer educators bring a wealth of knowledge and skill to quality childcare. Yet the
challenges of navigating immigration status can lead to an operational strain. One organization
we spoke with estimated that over 15% of their employees held temporary work permits. We
heard about employees taking leaves of absence or being forced to leave the field entirely due
to challenges with immigration status. This instability complicates workforce planning, retention,
and regulatory compliance.

“That is a worry that we could lose these staff if they don’t qualify to stay [... ] A lot of them we
hired in the same year so we could lose them at the same time.”
- Childcare Centre Interviewee

When work permit extensions are refused, this can impact the whole childcare centre - staff,
administration, children, and families.

“We had families that were very upset. Here’s their co-worker or child’s educator. [...] Today,
they can work, but tomorrow, [they can't.]... We’re left trying to explain that.”
- Childcare Centre Interviewee

Many employers lack the knowledge, systems, and administrative capacity to effectively
navigate and support workers through immigration processes. Immigration streams and
requlations are complex, varied, and changing reqularly. We heard about one organization
missing out on hiring qualified staff due to a lack of clarity in ratio requirements for the Ontario
Immigration Nominee Program (OINP). We also heard about organizational financial barriers,
such as costs associated with Labour Market Impact Assessment (LMIAs). These challenges
are especially acute for smaller childcare organizations who do not have dedicated Human
Resources personnel. They can also be compounded in rural areas or smaller cities. For
example, educators in the Peterborough and Kawartha region need to travel to the Greater
Toronto Area or Kingston for their immigration medical exam.

“We are doing the best we can to support [workers in the permitting process], | do all of that and
it’s stressful. | have their life in my hands, and I'm worried I'll make a mistake.”
- Childcare Centre Interviewee

“These are complicated processes — taking time, energy, and resources to work with individuals
to support what they want to pursue in terms of status... There’s a policy question about how far
we can and should go to support those processes.”

- Childcare Centre Interviewee

We learned about a wide array of employer responses to immigration challenges. The
organizations we spoke with placed great value on the diversity and skill newcomer employees
bring to their teams. They expressed desire to support immigration processes, even as some
acknowledged that there is a disincentive to hiring educators with precarious status due to the
associated risks and required resources. This positive approach does not appear to be
representative of the sector as a whole; the advocacy groups we spoke with shared about

14



employers who avoid hiring newcomers, and/or exploited their vulnerabilities, as we will see in
the next section.

Implementation Highlight - Navigating Immigration Supports

Through this process, the Compass HR team has prioritized building knowledge and systems
to support employees with precarious immigration status.

This has involved the following activities:

e Retaining an immigration consultant for up-to-date information on immigration
systems; advice on specific employee cases; and support understanding immigration
streams and processes.

e Offering clarity and logistical support for employees moving through immigration
processes, and ensuring that employees are aware of the support Compass can offer.

e Creating a two-page fact sheet to share learnings about immigration processes across
our organization, so that all supervisors and leaders know how to support and direct
staff who need support. This fact sheet will be updated and shared with the sector.

This commitment has resulted in benefits in hiring and retention, including the following
impacts:

Successful OINP applications

Successful work permit extensions

Successful permanent residence applications

Increased communication from employees with precarious immigration status (i.e.,
trust is being built)

Immigration precarity creates stress, vulnerability to exploitation, and limited mobility for
workers.

Educators with precarious immigration status face heightened vulnerability within the workplace
due to the restrictive nature of work permits. Most work permits are tied to specific employers,
job titles, and/or qualifying roles, which limits autonomy and increases the risk of exploitation or
mistreatment. A spouse’s right to work may also be dependent on their partner’s specific
employment, doubling the risk. For others, student status limits the type and amount they can
work. In many cases, a change in employment — even a promotion or change in job title — could
disrupt immigration status, or the opportunity for permanent residence. These varying
restrictions are disincentives for newcomers to seek advancement and opportunities. It can also
dissuade workers from reporting concerns or addressing abuses.

In practice, these systemic limitations reinforce power imbalances between employers and
employees. Stories we heard involved educators being assigned tasks outside of their role,
being denied opportunities, and facing a lack of support from colleagues and supervisors. We
heard that those with precarious immigration status are unlikely to address these conditions due
to the risk jeopardizing immigration status. We also heard about employers refusing to sign

15



documents needed for immigration processes or using these requests as a way to get
something out of the worker, such as working additional shifts.

“One needs up to 2 years of work experience [as an ECE or REC] to meet eligibility
requirements for federal and provincial PR pathways. Most applicants stay in this position, with
the same employer, and in the same region - even if sometimes it means being apart from
family or being in less-than-ideal working conditions - to meet this requirement.”

- Immigration Consultant Specialist Interviewee

"I feel that Canada has allowed [international students] to come into the country to spend their
money on education, but now is making it difficult for them to apply for permanent residence. It
has so many changes. They are asked for ‘this,” and then when they provide it, ‘now we need
this.’ It’s a lot of work on our end, and a lot of stress on them.”
- Childcare Centre Interviewee

Immigrants who qualify for permanent residence due to ELCC expertise do not qualify for
accreditation in Ontario.

A persistent misalignment exists between federal immigration requirements and provincial
licensing systems for Early Childhood Education. Under current policy, individuals who qualify
for permanent residence through the Federal Skilled Worker Program based on their education
and experience abroad, may discover that they fall short of the requirements to register as a
Registered Early Childhood Educator (RECE) once they arrive in Ontario. Provincial registration
demands Canadian classroom experience and documentation that many newcomers cannot
easily access upon arrival. As a result, internationally trained educators are frequently limited to
assistant roles, despite holding extensive childcare experience and advanced degrees. Non-
RECE positions do not qualify for government subsidies; they are generally paid at lower rates,
and offer little opportunity for advancement into leadership or supervisory roles. Racialized
educators are overrepresented in these lower-paid roles, leading to a well-documented
racialized wage gap in the sector.'?

Inconsistent and unclear information about bridging or upgrading processes leaves many
newcomers investing time and money in courses that do not lead to registration. For example,
many training programs outside of Ontario do not meet the Ontario RECE requirements. While
some provinces have developed targeted bridging programs that accept intra-provincial
registration, Ontario’s lack of coordinated support continues to constrain the full participation
and recognition of internationally trained educators, reinforcing systemic barriers that
undervalue their skills and contributions.

Workplace power dynamics affect integration and advancement for immigrant professionals in
many sectors across Canada. Studies document a pattern of “skill discounting,” where foreign

2Highlights from Knowing Our Numbers show a wage gap between racialized RECEs ($24.69/hour) and
non-racialized RECEs ($25.97/hour); Akbari, E., McCuaig, K., Schurter, M., Varmuza, P., Akbari, S., &
Mudie, S. (2024). Knowing Our Numbers: A provincial study with a local lens on the early childhood
education workforce in Ontario — Regional Municipality of Durham.
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education and experience are undervalued, resulting in limited occupational mobility and
psychological distress."

Key Finding #2: Gaps in Education & Training

Context of ECE Training and Education

There has been a significant demographic shift in Early Childhood Education programs, with
institutions noting a stagnancy or even slow decline in domestic students.' International
students once sustained the system, forming the majority of students in many programs.
However, caps on international students began in 2024, resulting in a sharp decline. Through
this state of transition, racialized and immigrant students’ access to education is a key factor in
the ability to enter the Early Childhood field.

Participants described compounding barriers to education to entering the ECE field, with
financial, structural, and discriminatory pressures often reinforcing one another. Cost and
affordability were identified as a top barrier, particularly in relation to the requirement to
complete full-time unpaid placements. Another key site of challenge is work placements.
Placements are critical in ECE training as they bridge the gap between theoretical classroom
learning and practical, hands-on experience. They can also open doors to mentorship,
networking, and employment opportunities.

“Placements should be the safest place to make a mistake. They are vital for students to learn
how to do their role in a way that is supported”
- Childcare Centre Interviewee

Educational Training Placements

Reduction in training opportunities disproportionately impacts newcomers.

Since COVID-19, changes to student placement structures have reduced opportunities for
hands-on learning and exposure to diverse classroom settings.' A reduction in the number or
length of placements may disproportionately impact international and newcomer students, who
may lack familiarity with Canada’s childcare systems, workplace norms, and early learning
frameworks.

Stakeholders also noted that many students enter placements without adequate preparation or
understanding of professional expectations, a challenge that can be amplified for international

3Sinacore et al., 2011.

4Several Ontario colleges—such as Seneca, Centennial, and Lambton—report that international
students now make up 45-65% of their ECE student cohorts, compared to under 20% before 2018. This
mirrors the broader postsecondary shift toward international recruitment in community service programs.
System-wide indicators: Statistics Canada data show that international students represented 17% of all
college students in 2017-18, rising to over 30% by 2022-23, with Ontario hosting the majority of this
growth.

"Shttps://pmc.ncbi.nim.nih.gov/articles/PMC8142069/.
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students navigating language, cultural, and credential differences.

Unpaid placements create financial inequities and barriers to entry.

For educators, cost and affordability emerged as one of the most significant barriers to entering
the ECE field. The requirement to complete full-time unpaid placements adds considerable
strain, particularly for international students who already face high tuition fees and living
expenses. Unlike many domestic students, international learners often do not have family,
financial, and/or housing support. These challenges are happening during a cost of living crisis
and rising cost of housing, food, and transportation.

For those new to Canada, these pressures are compounded by the challenges of adjusting to
unfamiliar systems, norms, and expectations while maintaining financial stability. Educators
noted the challenges international students face by being limited in the number of hours they
are permitted to work off-campus. This immigration restriction creates a structural barrier to
financial stability.

Participants and stakeholders shared that limited placement availability in the Peterborough
region further amplifies inequity. Students may need to travel long distances or delay program
completion when suitable local placements are unavailable. This creates additional costs of
travel, time, and sometimes, an additional semester. Any disruption to education is a risk for
immigration status.

Collectively, these conditions highlight how unpaid placements reinforce systemic barriers,
disproportionately impacting newcomers who face intersecting financial and structural inequities
within the ECE profession.

Gaps in student placement supports and host organization preparedness create space
for bias.

The success of student learning depends heavily on the individual placement’s capacity and
commitment. And yet there is no standardized oversight or resourcing for supervision. Host
organizations themselves reported feeling unprepared and unsupported to provide effective
training, supervision, or mentorship. Many identified that placement coordination adds workload
without additional time, guiding resources, or accountability mechanisms.

Participants described placements that were inconsistent in quality and support, with some
students encountering unwelcoming or biased environments. Students report not receiving clear
or ongoing feedback, in some cases only hearing about a negative assessment afterward, when
they do not pass the requirements or do not get hired. For many, this was perceived as
supervisor bias, lack of trust in student skill or capacity, or lack of confidence in communicating
with newcomers and international students. A number of students reported being assigned
mainly routine labour tasks, such as cleaning or organizing materials, rather than being offered
meaningful opportunities to observe, practice, and develop professional skills. Others described
a lack of mentorship, and feeling “invisible.”
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This inconsistency disproportionately impacts racialized and international learners, whose
experiences of bias and exclusion compound existing structural inequities in the sector.
Placements can be strengthened by standardized placement expectations and design,
mentorship training, and institutional resourcing. These improvements are essential to ensure
equitable, high-quality learning environments for every future educator.

Workplace Orientation

Better on-the-job training and orientation would benefit new educators.

For many entering the Early Learning and Child Care (ELCC) field, on-the-job learning is an
important site of skills development. With the reduction in placement hours in certificate
programs since COVID-19, students may rely even more on workplace orientation to bridge
knowledge gaps. Those without Canadian classroom experience may rely on job orientation for
establishing professional standards and expectations.

Participants reported that workplace orientation practices vary widely across organizations.
Some educators described entering positions with little structured introduction to policies,
procedures, or supports, or inaccessible training materials. Supply staff encountered
pronounced challenges due to the requirement to be familiar with a range of classrooms,
buildings, and processes.

Strengthening workplace onboarding and mentorship systems is critical to building confidence,

promoting inclusion, and ensuring all educators are equipped to meet professional and
regulatory expectations.
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Implementation Highlight - Hiring, Onboarding, and Orientation

As we learned from our research and feedback processes, the Compass HR team took
immediate action to move hiring, onboarding, and orientation processes toward equity and
inclusion.

This involved the following activities:

e Updated interview questions to make more space for diverse experiences, remove
assumptions, and increase clarity.

e Updated the orientation process to include a deeper review of Diversity, Equity, and
Inclusion with visual aids, quotes, and a video about microaggressions.

e Broke down policies, organizational structure descriptions, and Compass specific
values and pedagogy into more accessible language with examples. This includes a
collaborative process to unpack language in our equity statement during the
orientation.

e Updated the Compass employee handbook with a definition bank that includes EDI
language and concepts

e Reviewed relevant policies, and created an action plan to simplify policies, reduce the
number of policies, and increase accessibility of policies.

e Created accessible videos and infographics to communicate key policies in more
accessible ways.

This commitment has resulted in benefits in orientation and training, including the following
impacts:
e Powerful conversations around advocacy, equity, identity, silence and privilege within
orientation, helping new employees to engage in the culture of Compass from day one
e A more accessible and meaningful orientation process and increased awareness of
team communication norms that may not be clear, familiar, or accessible
e A clearer understanding of policy, roles, and responsibility among new staff and
increased connection to and awareness of existing resources and supports

“I really appreciated the inclusion of microaggressions in the orientation, it is helpful
information to have and we all have a part in this” - new Compass staff

“The orientation session and support from team members helped me understand my role and
responsibilities clearly.” - new Compass staff

Key Finding #3: Workplace Discrimination and Exclusion
“It is essential for equity deserving people to know there is a safe space to go if they need any
help or face any discrimination.” - Team Member
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Experiences of Discrimination and Bias

The Participant Circle, focus groups, and stakeholder engagements, all shared stories of
discrimination and exclusion shaping the day-to-day experiences of racialized immigrant women
in early childhood education settings. This mirrors existing literature and reports about the
impact of bias and discrimination on workers in the ELCC field and beyond.'® Experiences
include subtle as well as overt examples.

We heard about supportive environments and strong relationships with colleagues or leaders.
However, many described a disconnect between official commitments to inclusion and everyday
workplace realities. Workplace culture and leadership approaches varied significantly across
centers, influenced by leadership style, team dynamics, and local norms. These variations
suggest that inclusion is often experienced unevenly, depending less on formal policies and
more on how and whether those policies are taken up in practice.

Several participants described how being racialized, wearing visible religious markers (such as
hijab), or speaking with an accent affected how they were perceived by colleagues, supervisors,
and parents. These perceptions influenced whether educators felt respected and trusted in their
work. Participants’ accounts suggest that identity-based assumptions shape not only
interpersonal dynamics, but also whose competence is recognized, whose concerns are taken
seriously, and who is given opportunities for advancement.

Discrimination and bias were identified as persistent barriers in placements and workplaces.
Participants reported identity-based assumptions about competence, appropriateness, and “fit”
that affected hiring decisions, workplace interactions, and perceptions of legitimacy.

Key patterns identified across our research include:

e Bias in hiring and promotion: We heard about educators who felt that their
appearance, accents, perceived sexual orientation, or visible religious symbols made
them less likely to be hired, more likely to face higher or different performance
standards, or less likely to receive promotions and professional development
opportunities.

e Favouritism and unequal access to opportunities: Some educators were regularly
assigned preferred tasks, such as leading classroom programming or engaging directly
with families, while others were more often expected to take on cleaning, administrative,
or support roles without equivalent recognition.

6 Abawi, Z. (2021). Privileging power: Early childhood educators, teachers, and racial socialization in full-
day kindergarten. Journal of Childhood Studies, 46(1), 52—65. https://doi.org/10.18357/jcs46202120186;
Akbari, E., McCuaig, K., Schurter, M., Varmuza, P., Akbari, S., & Mudie, S. (2024). Knowing Our
Numbers: A provincial study with a local lens on the early childhood education workforce in Ontario —
Regional Municipality of Durham.; Durham Workforce Authority (2023). Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion in
the Workforce.; John, Lois (2025). Constrained voices: Examining power dynamics and systemic barriers
to the agency and autonomy of racialized early childhood educators in professional settings. Association
of Early Childhood Educators Ontario (AECEOQ). https://www.aeceo.ca/lois_john.
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e Unequal expectations and workload distribution: Educators without close
relationships with leads or supervisors reported being held to stricter or different
expectations than their peers, often while carrying heavier workloads.

e Exclusion from opportunities: Educators described being passed over for leadership
opportunities or responsibilities without clear explanations or pathways to improve.

e Limited mentorship and professional development: Access to guidance, advocacy,
and career development opportunities was often shaped by informal relationships rather
than transparent processes.

e Barriers to trust and support: We heard about educators having difficulty identifying
who they could trust for support, particularly in environments where favouritism or bias
was perceived to influence decision-making.

Responses to Discrimination

Another core theme was the lack of support for experiences of racism and discrimination. When
racist comments and behaviours came from children, families, or colleagues, employees were
often left to manage these incidents themselves with minimal supervisor guidance or
intervention. Precarious immigration status intensifies harm due to limitations on autonomy and
ability to leave unsafe situations. When racism is not addressed proactively by organizations
and staff allies, this places all the responsibility onto racialized workers. The expectation to
manage racism independently reinforces isolation and normalizes harm within workplace
environments.

One barrier in navigating workplace challenges is a lack of access to formal reporting and
informal support. Examples shared by participants included:

o Reluctance to escalate concerns. Participants and stakeholders shared stories of
educators hesitating to seek formal support due to fear that doing so would intensify the
issue or negatively affect how they were perceived within the centre.

e Disconnect between formal protocols and workplace reality. Participants noted that
direct resolution was not always realistic when power imbalances existed or when trust
in leadership was already weak.

e Fear of negative consequences for speaking up. Several described uncertainty about
how questioning decisions made by supervisors or leads might affect future
opportunities, relationships, or the broader centre climate.

Precarious immigration status further constrained participants’ ability to respond to these
situations. For some, concerns about job security, visa conditions, or future employment limited
their willingness to challenge unfair treatment or leave unsafe environments, effectively
narrowing their options for recourse.

Participants’ experiences of how structural and relational power limit voice and constraint

advancement align with findings from across Ontario, where racialized educators experience
restricted agency and autonomy due to intersecting forms of systemic inequality within the
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sector."” These dynamics can affect educators’ self-regard, well-being, and ability to fully
participate in shaping pedagogical or organizational practices.

Barriers to Inclusion and Belonging

Dominant cultural norms within workplace leadership and practice can marginalize other ways
of communicating, knowing, and engaging in early childhood education. We heard stories of
language, culture, and identity not being recognized as assets. Unclear workplace policies and
practices left educators unsure of how or whether to share their cultural identities and
celebrations.

There is a need to acknowledge diverse cultures, practices, and knowledge.

Many childcare centres do not acknowledge diverse holidays, celebrations, and cultural events.
Some centres officially do not celebrate dominant holidays (Christmas, Easter), but because
children are still aware of these holidays and bring them into the childcare space, the efforts at
neutrality end up favouring dominant understandings of holidays. In some cases, educators are
invited to share non-dominant holidays. However, this can result in tokenization, out of scope of
work, and isolation when there is a lack of staff support. We more commonly heard about
barriers to this sharing, including perceived or express bias from children, colleagues, and
families; and a lack of willingness to support activities with funding or staff support. From
employers, we heard about a desire and effort to get this right.

Due to gaps in credentialing, workers may have knowledge and training beyond their current
role. However, this knowledge is often overlooked.

There is a need for practices of welcome and inclusion.

While early childhood settings often intentionally cultivate inclusive and nurturing environments
for children, participants noted that this same attention to belonging is not always extended to
staff. Day-to-day environments could feel unwelcoming, with educators reporting not being
greeted on arrival, and not having anywhere to store personal belongings. These conditions can
contribute to feelings of isolation, reduced confidence, and disengagement, ultimately affecting
both staff retention and quality of care.

Participants described how newcomer status and unfamiliarity with established centre culture
shaped workplace inclusion. Racialized and immigrant educators were vulnerable to being
sidelined socially and excluded from informal support systems. Newcomers found they were
expected to adapt to unstated norms. In this way, workplace culture operates not only through
formal policies, but through inarticulate standards of communication and behaviour that are
often invisible to those practicing them.

7John, Lois (2025). Constrained voices: Examining power dynamics and systemic barriers to the agency
and autonomy of racialized early childhood educators in professional settings. Association of Early
Childhood Educators Ontario (AECEOQ). https://www.aeceo.callois_john.; Varma, P. (2024). Burnout in
immigrant early childhood educators in Canada (Master’s research project).
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Together, these findings highlight how workplace culture, leadership practices, and systemic
inequities intersect to shape the daily experiences of racialized immigrant early childhood
educators. Experiences of bias, exclusion, and limited support are not isolated, but embedded
within broader structures that influence access to opportunity, sense of belonging, and overall
wellbeing within the sector.

Implementation Highlight - Effective and Inclusive Communications Training

As staff across Compass have received orientation and professional development
opportunities at different times, it was noted that there were gaps in knowledge around
diversity, equity, and inclusion. Customized training was developed to address this gap, with
external consultants offering training across the organization.

This involved the following activities:
e Staff wide, scenario-based training
o 477 staff from 30 programs
e Unconscious bias, power training for leadership

This training had the following impacts:
e Shared understanding and vocabulary to address equity issues arising in the
classroom
e Collective awareness of experiences of discrimination in the classroom, and the way
that these experiences are visible to some and not others
e Learnings about how policies are being understood and enacted differently at different
centers

In the words of participants:
"I would like a refresher each year! This is important for work and personal life."

“Debriefing the scenarios brought forth different perspectives which expanded my
understanding of situations and the complexities within them.”

“Carving out time to think about these scenarios allowed folks to think about them without fear
of judgment.”
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RECOMMENDATIONS

These recommendations for the sector are designed to improve career pathways for racialized
immigrant women. By addressing issues of access and inclusion, they will also improve
workforce stability and care. The recommendations address barriers at multiple levels, including
at the systemic level, organizational level, and individual level. They are intended to be
implemented by multiple actors across the sector, from childcare centers, to regulatory,
government, and advocacy bodies.

Increase Supports to Navigate the Immigration System

1.

Build knowledge and procedures within childcare organizations to navigate
immigration processes for employees (e.g. understanding the pathways, policy and
procedures for supporting OINP applications; regular access to an immigration
consultant; clarity to employees about what supports are available and from who).
Increase partnerships and connections with local immigration organizations and
resources to strengthen the network of supports for employees (e.g. access to additional
immigration supports; language and skills training; bursary or educational opportunities;
partnerships for programmatic development).

Address Gaps in Immigration Policy and Credential Recognition

3.

Address the gap between foreign-trained ECEs' prior experience and the College
of Early Childhood Educators' Canadian classroom experience requirement. Build
on the Fairness for Ontario’s Internationally Trained Workers Act to better address
foreign trained early childhood educators’ experiences and Ontario’s Early Childhood
Education regulatory body’s requirement for Canadian classroom experience.

Enhance bridging and training programs for internationally trained professionals
specific to ECE careers. Support internationally trained individuals to obtain Canadian
certifications and access to work placements to improve readiness for employment and
registration.

Reduce Financial Barriers to Entering the Field

5.

6.

Strengthen access to training bursaries and financial supports for immigrant
educators. This could involve improving outreach, offering plain-language guidance on
the application process, and addressing any eligibility barriers.

Address the financial barriers created by unpaid placement. This can include
placement support packages that provide stipends for transportation, childcare or
emergency supports, and/or the development of a paid placement model.

Advocate for higher wages in the sector, commensurate with the value of early
childhood learning and care.
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Improve Training and Placement Supports

8.

10.

Increase systems and supports within placements to ensure a meaningful
experience and to reduce bias. This includes developing clear placement standards
and supervision of best practices for all host organizations and resourcing placement
supervisors to have more time, support, and training.

Enhance job orientation and training for centre-based educators, with a specific
focus on learning and applying necessary information for those without Canadian
classroom experience.

Increase accessibility of organizational policies, including all standards under the
Child Care and Early Years Act, and develop procedures that support implementation
and decision-making.

Reduce Bias and Discrimination in the Workplace

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

Strengthen Workplace Accountability and Psychological Safety including: clear and
safe avenues for reporting and addressing issues of discrimination, exclusion, and bias;
a culture of direct communication, trust, and psychological safety; direct communication
policies; training to manage difficult conversations; and a process to hold concerns that
do not need to escalate to formal complaints.

Provide ongoing ELCC-specific training on bias, allyship, and inclusive lanquage,
with a specific emphasis on supervision of diverse staff.

Develop clear Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion policies and practices particularly
around hiring, onboarding, feedback, and advancement opportunities to ensure all staff
feel valued, respected, and equitably supported in the workplace; ensure these policies
and practices are accessible and have clear accountability mechanisms.

Value diverse experiences and perspectives within childcare settings, e.g. by
celebrating songs, rhymes, holidays and events from diverse cultures; Incorporating
recognition of foreign credentials and international experience into employee
development and mentorship processes; offering remuneration for additional skills and
contributions.

Invest in leadership opportunities for equity-deserving educators to increase
leadership capacity, with the goal of more diverse administrative and leadership teams in
the ELCC sector.
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CONCLUSION

The findings of this report make it clear that the barriers facing racialized immigrant women in
the Early Childhood Education and Care sector are not specific to any individual childcare
centre, but the predictable outcomes of systems that were not designed with these workers in
mind. The findings are also a testament to the strength, expertise, and commitment that
racialized immigrant women bring to Canada's Early Childhood Education and Care sector
every day, often in spite of systems that were never designed to support them. The educators
who participated in this research arrive with deep knowledge, international experience, and a
profound dedication to the children and families in their care. The barriers they face are not a
reflection of individual shortcomings, but of immigration policies, training structures, and
workplace cultures that have yet to catch up to the diversity and talent already present in the
sector. No single childcare centre or organization created these conditions, and none can solve
them alone. These are systemic inheritances, built over time, operating across the whole sector,
and requiring coordinated action at every level to dismantle.

The time for acknowledgement alone has passed. Canada's childcare system cannot function,
let alone thrive, without the racialized and immigrant educators who make up an ever-growing
share of its workforce. What this report makes clear is that change is possible, and that it is
already underway. Governments, regulatory bodies, educational institutions, and childcare
organizations must now treat equity not as an aspiration to be revisited, but as an operational
necessity to be acted upon immediately. The work Compass has undertaken demonstrates that
organizations do not need to wait for the system to change before acting with integrity within
their own walls, and that internal equity work, done honestly, builds the evidence and
momentum needed to drive change beyond them. The recommendations in this report offer a
concrete starting point and are an invitation to every employer, funder, regulator, and
policymaker to take up that same commitment.
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CONNECT WITH US

COMPASS ELC WAGE PROJECT

wagegrant@compasselc.com

Equity Project - Compass Early Learning & Care

SOCIAL MEDIA

https://www.facebook.com/CompassEarlyL earningandCare/

Compass Early Learning & Care | LinkedIn

https://www.instagram.com/compass celc/
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