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Abstract 

The purpose of this project was to describe participation in various types of before- and after-school child 
care by Canadian kindergarten and elementary school children. Data were drawn from the Canadian 
Health Survey on Children and Youth. The sample included 22,136 children aged 4 to 11 years who were 
enrolled in school at the time of the survey (February to August 2019). Parents answered questions about 
their children’s participation in child care, as well as several sociodemographic indicators and health 
measures, via electronic questionnaire or telephone interview.  

Results suggested that roughly one-third of Canadian school-aged children regularly participated in some 
form of before- or after-school care, the most common type being a before- or after-school program. 
Participation varied across subpopulations; for example, younger children, children residing with a single 
parent, children in urban areas and children whose primary caregiver was employed were more likely to 
participate in child care. Children belonging to groups designated as visible minorities, Indigenous 
children, children from immigrant backgrounds, and those whose family income was below $40,000 per 
year were less likely to participate in child care overall. Differences by child care type were also noted—
among children in any type of care, children in rural areas, Indigenous children and children belonging to 
groups designated as visible minorities were more likely to be cared for by a relative, and children whose 
family income was below $40,000 were more likely to participate in before- or after-school programs. 
Results are discussed in terms of the affordability and accessibility of child care for all Canadian families.  
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Introduction 

Over the past several decades, there has been growing demand for non-parental child care services, 
caused in part by a rise in dual-earner families and single-parent households who may require child care 
while working or studying (Uppal 2015). Previous work has described the use of child care for preschool-
aged children in Canada and other high-income countries (Burchinal et al. 2015; Findlay 2019; Friendly 
et al. 2018), as well as a positive relationship between child care participation and younger children’s 
linguistic, cognitive and social development (Bratsch-Hines et al. 2020; NICHD Early Child Care 
Research Network 2006; Romano, Kohen and Findlay 2020). However, much less information is 
available to describe the use of child care for school-aged children. Thus, the purpose of the current 
study is to describe the use of non-parental child care for kindergarten and elementary school children 
(aged 4 to 11 years), including type of care and number of hours in care, as well as to identify predictors 
and correlates of child care use for this demographic. 

The length of the standard school day in Canada varies, but in all cases it is shorter than the typical eight-
hour workday. Factoring in time spent commuting, many Canadian families are left with significant gaps 
of time, either before school, after school, or both, during which their children require supervision. 
International research suggests that the availability of before- and after-school care impacts the maternal 
employment rate for women in nuclear families, but that this may not be the case in multi-generational 
households in which grandparents may take on child care responsibilities (Takaku 2019). Further, the 
availability of after-school child care (defined as the ratio of child care spaces to the number of elementary 
school children in a given area) has been associated with greater labour force participation among 
mothers of elementary school children (Morita and Sakamoto 2017). This suggests that finding adequate 
before- and after-school child care is an important obstacle facing dual-earner or single-parent families. 

Family-level sociodemographic factors may influence children’s participation in before- and after-school 
care. First, demand for child care may be higher among certain families who are more likely to require 
child care before and after school hours, including single-parent families and families in which both 
parents are employed outside the home (Kleiner, Nolin and Chapman 2004). Second, barriers to child 
care use may be more prominent for certain families; for example, financial stress may limit access to 
paid before- and after-school care for socioeconomically disadvantaged families (Belle 1999). As another 
example, recent immigrants with restricted social networks may have less access to unpaid or informal 
care by family members or friends (Phan et al. 2015), though they may prefer such care when it is 
available (Obeng 2007). As a result of such barriers, some families rely on self-care or sibling care for 
their children (i.e., with no adult supervision) (Belle 1999).  

Outcomes of before- and after-school care 

It remains unknown how participation in before- and after-school child care may be associated with 
children’s adjustment. Data from other high-income countries suggest that high-quality after-school 
programs may be associated with positive outcomes for children (Brilli, Del Boca and Pronzato 2016) and 
may be particularly beneficial for certain groups, such as children from low-income families (Marshall et al. 
1997). For example, structured after-school programs have been associated with improvements in both 
academic achievement and social adjustment (Blau and Currie 2006; Posner and Vandell 1994). By 
contrast, self-care (i.e., lack of adult supervision) has been associated with poorer adjustment (Pettit et al. 
1997). However, little is known about outcomes of child care for school-aged children in a Canadian context.  
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Objectives 

The primary objective of this study was to describe the use of child care before and after school for 
Canadian children aged 4 to 11 years. The specific aims of the project were to 

1. describe the proportion of Canadian school-aged children in various types of formal and informal, 
non-parental child care arrangements before and after school 

2. describe how child care usage may differ based on children’s immigrant status, Indigenous 
identity, family income and other key demographics 

3. describe predictors and adjustment-related correlates of participation in before- and after-school 
child care in Canada, both in terms of use and duration of time in care. 

Data and methods 

Data source 

Data were drawn from the Canadian Health Survey on Children and Youth, a national survey of the 
physical and mental health of Canadian children. The survey covers the population aged 1 to 17 years 
living in Canada’s 10 provinces and 3 territories, with the exception of children and youth living on First 
Nations reserves and other Indigenous settlements in the provinces, children and youth living in foster 
homes, and the institutionalized population. The overall response rate was 52%, resulting in a total 
sample size of N = 47,871. Data were collected from February to August 2019, via electronic 
questionnaire or telephone. The person most knowledgeable about the child (in 96.2% of cases this was 
a birth parent, hereafter referred to as a parent) was selected to answer questions about the child. 

To focus on before- and after-school care, the analytical sample included children aged 4 to 11 years whose 
parents reported that they were currently enrolled in school, resulting in a sample size of n = 22,136. 

Measures 

Child care usage 

Parents reported on their use of various forms of paid and unpaid child care “on a regular basis, that is, 
child care you use during your usual work or your usual school hours” (Statistics Canada 2019, 
CCR_R001) (excluding care provided by the other parent or care used only when the child was sick, on 
professional development days, during school breaks, or for occasional babysitting). Parents were asked 
to indicate whether they used each of the following types of care: care in a private home by a relative, 
care in a private home by a non-relative (e.g., nanny, home daycare), daycare centre, before- or after-
school program, and nursery school or preschool. Parents also reported the number of hours in the 
previous seven days that they used child care for the target child. 

Demographics  

Children’s age was considered in two-year intervals: 4 to 5, 6 to 7, 8 to 9, and 10 to 11. Children’s gender 
(gender male, gender female and gender other, referred to here as boy, girl and gender diverse) was 
reported by parents. 
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Children’s residence in a rural area versus a population centre was considered. Based on participants’ 
postal codes, rural areas were defined by population concentration and density per square kilometre and 
proximity to core areas (Statistics Canada 2020). 

Parents reported on each household member’s Indigenous identity using the question “Is this person an 
Aboriginal person, that is, First Nations (North American Indian), Métis or Inuk (Inuit)?” (Statistics Canada 
2019, Question AEB_Q1AA) (“Yes” or “No”). Each household member’s immigrant status was assessed 
using the question “Where was this person born?” (Question IMM_Q01A). Responses were “Born in 
Canada” or “Born outside Canada.” Children were considered to be members of an immigrant family 
when they or either parent was born outside of Canada. Children’s visible-minority status was derived 
from their parents’ report of the population groups the child belonged to (White, South Asian, Chinese, 
Black, Filipino, Arab, Latin American, Southeast Asian, West Asian, Korean, Japanese, other). Children 
were considered to be members of a visible-minority population group if their parent reported a population 
group other than “White.”  

The parent’s employment status was assessed by the questions “Last week, did this person work at a 
job or business?” (Question LMAM_Q01A) and “Last week, did this person have a job or business from 
which he or she was absent?” (Question LMAM_R02). The parent was considered to be employed if they 
answered “yes” to either question.  

Parents reported their current marital status; for the present study, this was dichotomized as married or 
living with a common-law partner versus widowed, divorced, separated or never married. 

Annual household income in dollars, before taxes and deductions, was reported by parents. Household 
income was dichotomized (below $40,000 or $40,000 and above) to reflect Canada’s average official 
poverty line (based on a family of two adults and two children; Employment and Social Development 
Canada 2018). 

Child health characteristics 

Parents reported on their child’s exceptionalities and special education needs. Parents were asked 
whether their child had an Individual Education Plan, Special Education Plan, or Inclusion and 
Intervention Plan, and, if so, whether it was for a permanent physical disability; a cognitive, behavioural, 
or emotional disability; giftedness; or other.  

Mental health  

Parents reported on children’s general mental health (“In general, how is [the child’s] mental health?” 
[Statistics Canada 2019, Question GEN_Q020]: “Excellent,” “Very good,” “Good,” “Fair” or “Poor”). This 
variable was dichotomized to compare children in excellent or very good mental health with those in 
good, fair or poor mental health. Parents also reported on the frequency of children’s specific symptoms 
of anxiety (“How often does [the child] seem very anxious, nervous or worried?” [Question WSH_Q155]: 
“Daily,” “Weekly,” “Monthly,” “A few times a year” or “Never”) and depression (“How often does [the child] 
seem very sad or depressed?” [Question WSH_Q160]: “Daily,” “Weekly,” “Monthly,” “A few times a year” 
or “Never”). Children were considered to have a functional difficulty in these domains if their parent 
reported that they experienced the symptom daily (Statistics Canada 2020). Children’s social difficulty 
was assessed with the item “Does [the child] have difficulty making friends?” (Question WHS_Q150) with 
the responses “No difficulty,” “Some difficulty,” “A lot of difficulty” or “Cannot do at all.” Children were 
considered to have a social difficulty if their parent selected “A lot of difficulty” or “Cannot do at all” 
(Statistics Canada 2020).  
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Physical health 

Parents reported on children’s general physical health (“In general, how is [the child’s] health?” [Statistics 
Canada 2019, Question GEN_Q005]: “Excellent,” “Very good,” “Good,” “Fair” or “Poor”). This variable 
was dichotomized to compare children in excellent or very good health with those whose parents reported 
good, fair or poor health.  

Parents additionally reported on their child’s long-term health conditions, including asthma, diabetes, 
epilepsy, diagnosed anxiety disorder, mood disorder, eating disorder, learning disability, attention deficit 
disorder or attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, autism spectrum disorder, and fetal alcohol spectrum 
disorder. For this study, the presence of any long-term health condition (versus none) was considered. 
Finally, children’s injuries (broken or fractured bone, head injury or concussion, or serious cut or puncture) 
in the previous 12 months were also considered. 

Analysis 

To address Objective 1, the weighted proportions of children who were in each type of child care were 
estimated. To address Objective 2, the sample was stratified based on the family-level demographic and 
child characteristics, and proportions were compared across strata using chi-square tests of 
independence. To address Objective 3, a series of logistic regression analyses predicting child care 
usage from the predictors identified was conducted. Among children participating in any form of child 
care, linear regressions were used to predict hours in child care per week.  

Cases with missing data on covariates were deleted analysis-wide, resulting in different sample sizes 
across analyses.  

Results 

Participation in before- and after-school child care 

Overall, 35% of Canadian children aged 4 to 11 years participated in any form of before- or after-school, 
non-parental child care.1 Proportions of children in any form of child care, stratified by province, are 
presented in Chart 1. Children who participated in any form of child care did so for an average of 
12.3 hours per week (95% confidence interval: 12.0, 12.7; Chart 2). Of children in any form of child care, 
60% attended a before- or after-school program, 22% were cared for by a relative, 16% were cared for 
by a non-relative in a private home and 12% attended a daycare centre. As shown in Chart 3, participation 
in different types of child care varied greatly across the provinces. For example, in Quebec, 90% of 
children who participated in before- or after-school child care were enrolled in a before- or after-school 
program (compared with 16% in Saskatchewan), whereas participation in other types of child care was 
much lower than for other provinces. 

                                                
1. When only those children whose primary caregivers were employed are considered, 41% participated in before- or after-

school care. In sensitivity analyses, correlates of child care usage among children whose caregivers were employed were 
similar to those for the full sample.  
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Chart 1
Weighted proportion of children in any form of before- or after-school care, by province or territories
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Chart 2
Histogram of hours per week in before- or after-school care, among children in any form of care

Source: Statistics Canada, Canadian Health Survey on Children and Youth, 2019.
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Factors associated with participation in before- and after-school child care 

Proportions of children participating in each form of child care, stratified by child demographic and 
health characteristics, are presented in Table 1. Participation in child care varied by age (see Table 1), 
with a higher proportion of younger children participating in any form of before- or after-school care, 
compared with older children who may be more likely to care for themselves before or after school. 
Overall, participation did not vary by child health characteristics, with the exception of general physical 
health: a higher proportion of children in very good or excellent health participated in before- or after-
school child care.  

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Newfoundland and Labrador

Prince Edward Island

Nova Scotia

New Brunswick

Quebec

Ontario

Manitoba

Saskatchewan

Alberta

British Columbia

Territories

percent

Care by a relative in a private home Care in a private home by a non-relative

Daycare centre Before- or after-school program

Chart 3
Among children in any type of child care, weighted proportion of children in various types of child care, 
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Source: Statistics Canada, Canadian Health Survey on Children and Youth, 2019.
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Any child 

care1

Care in a 

private home 

by a relative2

Care in a private 

home by a non-

relative2

Daycare 

centre2

Before- or after- 

school program 2

Total 35.4 21.9 16.3 11.8 60.0

Variable

Age group

Age 4 to 5 44.7 * 20.8 * 18.9 20.9 * 50.2 *

Age 6 to 7 42.7 * 19.2 * 15.6 9.6 * 65.1 *

Age 8 to 9 36.0 * 20.7 * 15.4 9.0 * 64.7 *

Age 10 to 11 20.9 * 31.3 * 15.1 6.6 * 56.6 *

Boys 35.5 22.8 16.4 11.5 59.0

Girls3 35.4 21.0 13.7 12.1 61.0

Urban residence 36.3 * 21.2 * 15.3 * 11.7 60.6 *

Rural residence 31.3 * 25.6 * 21.7 * 12.4 50.4 *

Non-immigrant 36.9 * 19.0 * 18.8 * 10.9 60.5

Immigrant 29.8 * 24.6 * 14.0 * 11.9 59.1

Non-Indigenous 35.6 * 21.3 * 16.6 11.5 * 60.5 *

Indigenous 31.2 * 31.9 * 13.9 16.7 * 50.7 *

Parent unemployed 12.6 * 24.1 12.3 13.6 56.4

Parent employed 41.5 * 21.6 16.8 11.5 60.4

Parent not married 45.6 * 23.8 14.6 14.0 59.3

Parent married 33.1 * 21.3 16.8 11.1 60.2

Not a visible minority 37.9 * 20.3 * 17.4 * 11.2 61.1 *

Visible minority 29.6 * 26.5 * 13.5 * 13.3 56.4 *

Income under $40,000 29.1 * 24.4 13.1 * 14.1 56.5

Income $40,000 or over 36.8 * 21.5 16.8 * 11.4 60.6

No chronic illness 35.1 21.8 15.9 12.7 * 59.6

Chronic illness 36.7 21.8 17.7 8.8 * 61.7

No Individual Education Plan 35.7 21.8 17.0 11.1 60.2

Has an Individual Education Plan 34.0 25.0 16.5 11.5 57.6

No social diff iculty 34.9 21.6 16.7 10.1 62.2

Social diff iculty 33.1 24.8 16.9 10.5 56.8

No depression 34.9 21.6 15.8 10.0 62.2

Depression 33.6 26.0 15.2 x 54.5

No anxiety 34.9 21.6 15.7 9.8 62.4

Anxiety 35.2 22.9 18.2 13.3 56.2

Mental health very good or excellent 35.7 21.1 * 16.0 11.8 61.0 *

Mental health poor, fair or good 34.2 26.1 * 18.1 11.7 54.4 *

Physical health very good or 

excellent 35.8 * 21.0 * 16.4 11.5 60.9 *

Physical health poor, fair or good 32.1 * 30.4 * 15.1 14.0 51.7 *

No injury in past 12 months 35.4 21.2 * 16.5 6.0 60.2

Injury in past 12 months 35.7 27.1 * 15.5 6.3 57.8

Table 1

Weighted proportions of children in before- and after-school child care

percent

* signif icant difference betw een categories (chi-square test of independence for this variable) (p < 0.05)

x suppressed to meet the confidentiality requirements of the Statistics Act

Source: Statistics Canada, Canadian Health Survey on Children and Youth, 2019.

1. The denominator for these percentages is all children in the sample.

2. The denominator for these percentages is children in any type of before- or after-school child care.

3. Because of small cell sizes, results for gender-diverse children are suppressed to meet the confidentiality requirements of the 

Statistics Act .
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Predictors of participation in before- and after-school child care 

Results of logistic regression predicting participation overall and in each type of child care are presented 
in Table 2. After adjusting for all other predictors, age was a significant predictor of participation in before- 
and after-school child care, with younger children having higher odds of participation. Rural residence, 
visible-minority status, immigrant status and Indigenous identity were all associated with lower odds of 
participation in any form of before- or after-school child care. Children whose primary caregiver was 
employed or a single parent showed higher odds of participation in child care, as did children with a 
chronic illness. When they did participate in child care, children in rural areas, Indigenous children and 
children belonging to groups designated as visible minorities were less likely to participate in a before- or 
after-school program and were more likely to be cared for by family members.
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Prediction Prediction Prediction Prediction Prediction

value low er 

bound

upper 

bound

value low er 

bound

upper 

bound

value low er 

bound

upper 

bound

value low er 

bound

upper 

bound

value low er 

bound

upper 

bound

Age 4 to 5 1.78 * 1.50 2.11 0.78 * 0.59 1.04 1.23 0.91 1.67 1.50 1.05 2.16 0.83 0.65 1.06

Age 6 to 7 1.39 * 1.21 1.59 0.78 * 0.61 0.99 0.95 0.73 1.23 1.00 0.72 1.38 1.19 0.97 1.47

Age 8 to 9 (reference) … … … … … … … … … … … … … … …

Age 10 to 11 0.40 * 0.34 0.47 1.39 * 1.05 1.83 0.98 0.71 1.36 0.46 * 0.29 0.75 0.84 0.65 1.08

Child gender—girl (reference: boys) 1.02 0.91 1.13 0.91 0.75 1.10 0.96 0.78 1.17 1.01 0.77 1.32 1.07 0.90 1.28

Family income under 40,000$ 0.83 0.67 1.02 1.02 0.71 1.47 0.60 * 0.37 0.98 0.80 0.52 1.25 1.45 * 1.02 2.04

Rural 0.72 * 0.62 0.83 1.57 * 1.21 2.04 1.38 * 1.07 1.77 1.09 0.75 1.58 0.57 * 0.45 0.71

Immigrant 0.81 * 0.70 0.94 1.16 0.87 1.55 0.87 0.66 1.14 0.80 0.55 1.19 1.03 0.82 1.29

Indigenous 0.67 * 0.50 0.90 1.73 * 1.01 2.97 1.17 0.67 2.05 2.78 * 1.42 5.47 0.44 * 0.26 0.73

Visible minority 0.73 * 0.62 0.86 1.46 * 1.09 1.96 1.02 0.75 1.37 1.33 0.93 1.92 0.71 * 0.55 0.91

Parent employed 5.85 * 4.81 7.12 1.14 0.74 1.75 1.18 0.70 2.01 0.68 0.40 1.16 1.20 0.82 1.76

Single parent 2.53 * 1.94 3.30 1.14 0.75 1.73 1.14 0.70 1.85 2.10 * 1.36 3.23 0.67 * 0.46 0.96

Chronic illness 1.20 * 1.04 1.38 0.82 0.64 1.06 1.16 0.89 1.51 0.82 0.59 1.15 1.21 0.97 1.51

Poor physical health 0.89 0.72 1.11 1.45 * 1.02 2.06 0.94 0.62 1.44 1.06 0.64 1.74 0.72 0.52 1.00

Poor mental health 1.05 0.88 1.25 1.06 0.80 1.40 1.36 1.00 1.86 1.24 0.83 1.84 0.67 * 0.52 0.88

Injury in past 12 months 0.95 0.78 1.16 1.57 * 1.11 2.22 0.90 0.62 1.30 0.92 0.57 1.48 0.86 0.63 1.17

Note: CI: confidence interval.

95% CI

Table 2

Results of logistic regression models predicting participation in child care 

Daycare centre

Before- or after-school 

program

95% CI

Any child care

95% CI 95% CI 95% CI

Care in a private home by a 

relative

Care in a private home by a 

non-relative

… not applicable

Source: Statistics Canada, Canadian Health Survey on Children and Youth, 2019.

* signif icantly dif ferent from reference category (odds ratios) (p < 0.05)
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Results of the linear regression analysis predicting hours per week in child care from demographic 
variables (among children who participated in any form of child care) are presented in Table 3. To assess 
differences in time spent in before- and after-school child care across subpopulations, all 
sociodemographic variables were included in the model. None of the child health variables was a 
significant predictor of hours in child care, and these variables did not add significant explanatory power 
to the model (results not shown). Therefore, they were excluded from the final model. Younger children 
spent a greater number of hours in before- and after-school care, as did children with family incomes 
under $40,000 and members of visible-minority groups. Children living in rural areas spent fewer hours 
in before- and after-school child care.  

 

Discussion 

In this representative sample of 22,136 Canadian school-aged children, over one-third of children aged 
4 to 11 years regularly participated in some form of before- or after-school care. For children who 
participated in such care, the most common arrangement was a before- or after-school program. 
Participation varied greatly by province, likely reflecting interprovincial differences in availability and 
affordability of child care. For example, participation was notably high in Quebec, where after-school care 
is subsidized and routinely offered by school boards at low cost to parents (Childcare Resource and 
Research Unit 2016). 

In terms of predictors of participation in before- and after-school care, the findings of this study echoed 
those of previous work suggesting that participation in before- and after-school child care is higher for 
children from single-parent families and families in which both parents are employed (Brandon and 
Hofferth 2003; Kleiner, Nolin and Chapman 2004). In the present study, children living with a single parent 
had 2.5 times the odds of participating in child care compared with those living with two parents; those 

Full model1

Unstandardized 

regression coeff icient

standard error p-value

Age 4 to 5 5.57 * 0.56 < 0.001

Age 6 to 7 0.96 * 0.41 0.020

Age 8 to 9 (reference) … … …

Age 10 to 11 0.87 0.78 0.266

Child gender—girls -0.18 0.41 0.666

Family income under $40,000 2.19 * 1.08 0.043

Rural -1.26 * 0.42 0.003

Immigrant 0.79 0.51 0.124

Indigenous 0.78 0.99 0.431

Visible minority 1.74 * 0.59 0.003

Parent employed 0.37 1.19 0.755

Single parent -0.34 1.02 0.736

Table 3

Results of linear regression predicting weekly hours in child care

* signif icantly different from reference category (p < 0.05)

… not applicable

Source: Statistics Canada, Canadian Health Survey on Children and Youth, 2019.

1. The R-squared for the full model is 0.05.

Weekly hours in child care
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whose primary caregiver (most often the mother) was employed had almost 6 times the odds of 
participation in before- or after-school child care.2  

Rural residence was, overall, negatively associated with participation in before- and after-school child 
care. However, when children in rural areas did participate, they were more likely to be cared for by a 
relative or in a private home and less likely to be enrolled in a before- or after-school program. This may 
be associated with differences in the availability of such programs in rural areas. Research on child care 
for preschool-aged children suggests that parents in rural areas more often rely on informal child care 
because of a lack of available licensed child care in rural areas (Prentice 2017). Parents in rural areas 
may face additional barriers to accessing child care, as low population density means that children must 
travel longer distances to child care facilities, compounding problems such as lack of reliable 
transportation and snow removal (Prentice 2017; Friendly et al. 2016). Children in rural areas with long 
commutes to school may spend a significant amount of time on the school bus, which parents may factor 
in their child care plan. 

Children with immigrant or visible-minority status and those with an Indigenous identity were also 
associated with lower odds of participation in child care. These findings echo those of research on early 
childhood care, which suggest that participation in early-years child care is lower among children from 
immigrant backgrounds in Canada and elsewhere (Cleveland and Forer 2010; Kingsbury, Findlay and 
Arim, forthcoming; Miller et al. 2014). There are multiple reasons that use of child care among immigrant 
families and families belonging to groups designated as visible minorities may differ from that of 
Canadian-born, non-visible-minority families. Some Canadian research suggests that labour market 
segregation among women belonging to groups designated as visible minorities and immigrant women 
results in immigrant mothers earning lower wages than their native-born counterparts (Samuel and 
Basavarajappa 2006; Rose and Chicoine 1991). Qualitative research on child care use by Canadian 
families with school-aged children suggests that mothers belonging to groups designated as visible 
minorities and immigrant mothers may also be more likely to work non-standard schedules (Rose and 
Chicoine 1991), which are difficult to accommodate in formal child care settings. However, other studies 
have reported no differences with respect to immigrant or visible-minority status for parents working non-
standard hours (Lero et al. 2019).  

In addition, immigrant families and families belonging to groups designated as visible minorities may have 
different child care preferences—for example, many immigrant parents and parents belonging to groups 
designated as visible minorities prioritize language instruction (either exposure to the official languages 
or instruction in their native language) and cultural sensitivity when selecting child care options (Obeng 
2007; Rose and Chicoine 1991). Qualitative research suggests that cultural differences between parents 
and educators and, at the extreme, a lack of cultural sensitivity on the part of educators, can lead to 
conflict and dissatisfaction for parents in preschool settings (Bernhard et al. 1998); similar mechanisms 
are likely to operate in child care settings for older children.  

With respect to Indigenous families, research on younger children suggests that patterns of participation 
in early-years child care by Indigenous children are similar to those of the general Canadian population 
(Findlay and Kohen 2010). However, others have suggested that the Indigenous population in Canada 
remains underserved with respect to available formal child care spaces in areas with the highest density 
of Indigenous children (Prentice 2017; Prentice and White 2019). Affordability of child care may be of 
particular importance to Indigenous families, given that 30% of Indigenous children in urban areas live 
below the poverty line (Arriagada, Hahmann and O’Donnell 2020). Moreover, owing to the long-lasting 
impact of colonial structures aimed at the assimilation of Indigenous peoples into mainstream culture, 

                                                
2. In exploratory analyses, having three or more adults aged 18 or older living in a household was associated with lower odds 

of participation in any child care. Among those who did participate in non-parental child care, living with three or more adults 
was associated with higher odds of child care by a family member. 
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including residential schools, cultural preservation may be especially important for Indigenous families 
(Bombay, Matheson and Anisman 2014). As research suggests, child care that incorporates cultural 
content, including Indigenous language instruction delivered by Indigenous providers, has positive 
impacts on the developmental outcomes of Indigenous children (Findlay and Kohen 2010; Findlay and 
Kohen 2013; Preston et al. 2012). However, a minority of Indigenous parents report that their child care 
arrangement promotes such cultural content (Findlay and Kohen 2010), further highlighting the need for 
culturally sensitive and relevant child care.  

Economic disadvantage has been hypothesized to decrease access to formal types of after-school care 
for parents who cannot afford fees (Brandon and Hofferth 2003). In the present study, however, after 
covariates were adjusted for, use of any care before or after school was not associated with low-income 
status. Moreover, among children in any type of care, use of after-school programs specifically was more 
likely for families living below the poverty line. In all provinces except Quebec, low-income families with 
children younger than 12 may be eligible to receive government subsidies to cover the cost of child care; 
eligibility requirements and subsidy amounts vary by province (Kozicka 2016). In Quebec, licensed child 
care providers receive funding directly, with no need for parents to apply, lowering costs to all parents. 
The availability of child care funding for low-income families may explain why the present results are 
different than those from countries where such funding is not available.  

With a few exceptions, child health was not significantly associated with participation in child care or the 
number of hours in care. Two notable exceptions were that children in poorer physical health and those 
who had been injured in the previous 12 months were more likely to be cared for by a relative than 
children in very good to excellent health or who had not been injured. This may indicate difficulty 
accessing formal programs (i.e., programs equipped to meet a child’s specific needs may not be available 
in all locations), or a greater degree of trust in relatives to provide specific care needed by children in 
poorer health; however, direction of effect cannot be determined from the present cross-sectional data. 

Some previous literature has suggested that high quality after-school care may have beneficial effects 
for children (Blau and Currie 2006), particularly for children from low-income families and impoverished 
neighbourhoods (Marshall et al. 1997). In the current study, exploratory analyses based on low family 
income did not moderate the associations between child care participation and child health (results not 
shown). However, evidence suggests that, as with early childhood education, the quality of after-school 
programs is the most important predictor of child outcomes (Shernoff 2010)—an aspect of care that could 
not be assessed in the present study and is difficult to measure on a parent-report survey.  

While predictors of participation in before- and after-school child care have been described, the results 
of this study suggest that many Canadian kindergarten and elementary school children were not 
participating in any form of before- or after-school child care. Though the present study did not assess 
parents’ reasons for not using child care, it is possible that parents were not able to find their preferred 
type of care at an acceptable cost. To cope with the gaps of time during which children are not in school, 
parents may “off-shift,” coordinating their work schedules around school hours, arrange for telework in 
order to be physically present when children are home, or leave children in self-care or sibling care, 
particularly when children are older (Christensen, Schneider and Butler 2011).  

Strengths and limitations 

Strengths of this study include the use of a large, representative sample of Canadian children. Results 
should nonetheless be interpreted in the context of certain limitations. First, as the data were cross-
sectional, it was not possible to assess directionality of associations. For example, it was noted that child 
care participation was higher among children in good or excellent health. However, it was not possible to 
determine the direction of this association—that is, whether children in poorer health enroll in child care 
at lower rates, or participation in child care leads to better health. Second, child care usage and child 
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health variables were both assessed by a single informant, the parent. Use of a single informant may 
lead to overestimation of the associations between constructs (Sweeting 2001). Parents’ reports of their 
children’s health, particularly mental health, may be influenced by parents’ mental health, as well as 
aspects of the parent–child relationship (Bajeux et al. 2018; Van Roy et al. 2010). Finally, the present 
study assessed participation in before- and after-school child care but did not include assessments of the 
availability of such child care to parents. Availability and cost of child care vary between provinces and 
regions and are important drivers of participation. Future research with repeated, multiple-informant 
measurements of child health, including assessments of the quality of before- and after-school child care, 
may better explore the potential benefits of quality of care for child health and development.  

Conclusion 

Over one-third of Canadian children aged 4 to 11 years regularly participate in some form of before- or 
after-school child care, the most common type being a before- or after-school program. Younger children 
and those from low-income families spend a greater number of hours in before- and after-school care. 
Lower participation in child care arrangements for school-aged children in rural areas, immigrant children, 
children belonging to groups designated as visible minorities and Indigenous children may suggest that 
child care is either not available or not appealing to these families. Ensuring that before- and after-school 
care is affordable, accessible and culturally sensitive is critical to meeting the child care needs of 
Canadian families.   
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