
Equity in the classroom: Peers, 
educators, families

Dr. Jessie -Lee McIsaac
Assistant Professor

Tier II Canada Research Chair ɀEarly Childhood: Diversity and Transitions
Faculty of Education and Department of Child and Youth Study

Mount Saint Vincent University

19th Annual Summer Institute on Early Childhood Development, May 11 2023



Land Acknowledgement 





Goal: To enhance well -being during early 
childhood by ensuring policy and practice 
support families that experience inequity 

Approach: Work with community, policy makers, 
and engage families ɀto co-produce research 
that mobilizes knowledge and experiences for
and with families to inform policy and practice



Exploring (in)equity in 
Nova Scotia

ÅThe Nova Scotia context 

ÅResearch examples leveraging family and early 
childhood educator voice among:
ḬNewcomer families
ḬBlack and African Nova Scotian families
ḬWell-being of early childhood educators



Nova Scotia is in MiɅkmaɅki 
(MEEG-MA-GEE), the 
traditional and unceded 
territory of the MiɅkmaq 
people.

Population: 1 million people
ÅFounding cultures: MiɅkmaq, 

Acadians, African Nova 
Scotians, and Gaels
Å40% live in rural areas
ÅRise in immigrant families 

Births: ~8000 per year

~1 in 4 children live in poverty



ÅThere are socioeconomic, geographical, and racial 
disparities within early childhood systems - or an 
education debt (Ladson-Billings, 2006) 

ÅIn 2020, the child poverty rate was reduced to about 
1 in 6 children (or 18.4%)
ḬReduction almost entirely due to federal

pandemic relief support and top -ups

ÅHigher poverty among :
ḬCertain geographical areas
Ḭ Immigrant and racialized children

Child Poverty in Nova Scotia 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAQQw7AJahcKEwjg95634uv-AhUAAAAAHQAAAAAQAw&url=https%3A%2F%2Fthrive.arizona.edu%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2FFrom%2520the%2520Achievement%2520Gap%2520to%2520the%2520Education%2520Debt_Understanding%2520Achievement%2520in%2520US%2520Schools.pdf&psig=AOvVaw2qGv6NZ2IsBimd-h-Kucs1&ust=1683842954088622
http://policyalternatives.ca/2022NSreportcard


Looking through the lens 
of newcomer families

Link

https://www.msvu.ca/research-at-the-mount/research-chairs/centres-and-institutes/early-childhood-collaborative-research-centre/projects/looking-through-the-lens-of-newcomer-families/


Project Homepage

ÅThe increasing population in Nova Scotia is 
primarily due to immigration

ÅAdjustments and challenges accompany 
family resettlement as they navigate new 
physical, social, and cultural settings

ÅOur scoping review identified 
interconnected themes in Canadian 
literature on the experiences of newcomer 
families with young children

Newcomer families in Nova Scotia 

https://www.j-ces.com/index.php/jces/article/view/49


ÅParticipatory photovoice project shaped by feminist theory 

ÅProject goals:
ḬEnable participants to record and reflect on assets and concerns 
ḬPromote critical dialogue about early childhood programs and 

services, giving voice to experiences through visual methods.
ḬFacilitate knowledge mobilization to inform programs and 

services.

ÅRecruited family and ECE participants in collaboration with a local 
settlement organization to take part in a series of virtual workshops

Project Homepage

Through the lens of newcomer families 



How do newcomer families find and use programs for young 
children?

Power of Play
Where we live matters

Supporting us in resettlement

My story of a sunflower

Play as the universal language for 

children 

Our glimpse into a childcare 

classroom during the 

pandemic 

Our capable and confident children



How do newcomer families find and use programs for young 
children?

https://www.msvu.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/UPDATED-IDG-ECE-INFOGRAPHIC-ENGLISH.pdf
https://www.msvu.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/UPDATED-IDG-FAMILY-INFOGRAPHIC-ENGLISH.pdf


Project Homepage

Knowledge Mobilization 

ÅCBC Nova Scotia article
ÅGlobal News Morning Halifax
ÅGlobal News at 11
ÅCBC Mainstreet 

ÅPresentations for government 
departments
ÅMuseum of Industry
ÅHalifax Central Library
ÅMount Saint Vincent University



Project Homepage

A Pan -Canadian Scan of Early Learning and 
Child Care for Newcomer Children

ÅHow are settlement agencies across Canada 
delivering ELCC to newcomer families?
ÅWhat are the unique priorities for ELCC to 

support newcomer families and children?

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

RESEARCH PROCESS
ÅThe environmental scan included an iterative 

process of a website scan, survey, and 
interviews to validate the information 
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Project Homepage

Findings: Early Learning and Child Care 
for Newcomer Children

˺̥Я̤ ̖̖̟̓ ̙̦̘̖̝̪ ̖̟̖̗̝̓̔̒̚̚ 
to have people that can speak the language the first 

language of the child and the family. 

Strengths
ÅComprehensive child care programs with 

connections to other services within the 
settlement program
ÅDiversity of program staff Ьmany with 

newcomer experiences themselves 

Challenges
ÅUnique and complex needs of newcomer 

families 
ÅMany child care programs were not 

provincially licensed Ьcould not always 
access CWELCC funding or supports

̙̖̪̅ ̠̦̥̤̖̌̚̕ ̡̣̠̗̖̤̤̠̟̝̤̒̎̚ ̨̝̝̚ ̠̟̝̪ ̘̠ ̥̠ ̗̞̝̖̤̒̚̚Я 
homes or to license childcare centers. A lot of our 

newcomers do not want outsiders to come into their 
homes, they're just comfortable with their settlement 

worker. 



Amplifying the Voices of Black 
Families and Educators All teachers, all ECEs, they really need to look at 

their White privilege. There has to be a serious 
course for them to be able to realize how much 
̥̙̖̪ ̗̗̖̥̒̔ ̠̦̣ ˳̝̜̒̔ ̙̝̣̖̟̔̚̕ӟ̖ ̗̗̖̥̒̔ ̟̒̕ ̟̔̒ 

change the world because of our privilege. So 
why aren't we doing that?

- ECE

б˾̪ ̨̗̖̚ ̤̚ ̠̗̥̖̟ ̤̥̥̟̘̚̚ ̨̥̙̚ 
my daughter, and she's 

telling her about her hair, 
she's telling her about her 
skin colour , and reminding 

her about the proud 
families that she came 

from." 
- Parent  



Project Homepage

ÅNova Scotia has a rich history of Black heritage 
ḬOver 77% of African Nova Scotian people have been in NS for three or more 

generations, with roots in 52 African Nova Scotian communities.
ḬAfrican Nova Scotians represent 44% of the racially visible population

Black and African Nova Scotia families

ÅAfrican Nova Scotian children experience education debt as a 
result of anti - Black racism 

ÅTo achieve our vision of equity, we need to amplify stories from 
families and educators who care for Black children to identify 
the system - wide changes



Interviews with:
Å7 Parents of Black children aged 18 months - 5 years old
Å8 Early Childhood Educators who work in African NS communities 

ÅHow Black children in Nova Scotia access 
play including risky and outdoor play;
ÅHow racism and discrimination are 

experienced by Black children in Nova 
Scotia in the early childhood period;
ÅHow families and ECEs view the early 

learning and child care environment for 
Black children in Nova Scotia.

Anti -Black Racism is Endemic and Intersectional 

Challenging Claims of Neutrality, Objectivity, Color -
evasiveness, and Meritocracy

The Centrality of Experiential Knowledge and the Value of 
Storytelling 

Interrogating and Challenging of the Dominant Ideology

Commitment to Social Justice

AMPLIFYING THE VOICES OF BLACK FAMILIES AND EDUCATORS

Framing Ideas from Critical Race Theory and 
BlackCrit that guided our work:



"Yeah, I definitely think 
outdoor play is 

important... He loves it 
outside and he loves 
ɳȺǍʳȡɅȓṞ ȓǸʌʌȡɅȓ Ǳȡɶʌʳṟ 
Even at home when 

he's just watching, he 
goes to the door, gets 
his coat, and his boots, 
and kind of just looks 

at me." 
-Parent 

ÅBlack and ANS families and ECEs value outdoor play

ÅFamilies are fearful of over -policing, stereotyping, and 
over -surveillance 

Outdoor Play for Black Children in Nova Scotia

ÅOutdoor play spaces are limited in many historic ANS 
communities

"As a child, we lived right off the main road. So, the risk of us going to the end 
of the driveway was scary for my parents. They were scared I'd be running 
out on the road with the cars going by. I didn't really get to do a lot of that, 

and it wasn't until much later on that I really got to experience going outside. 
Still wasn't doing what we would consider risky play. I had still none of that, 

no climbing, even going to something as simple as the Lake or the beach, we 
didn't do that. And too because my parents didn't get to experience that, I 

think they were scared for us to experience it." 
-Parent



ÅAnti -Black Approach to Curriculum

ÅInaction on Racism, Social Justice, 
and Equity

"I feel like certain educators 
and people that may be doing 
it for years and years and years 
and things have been a certain 
way for so long and they're not 
changing their practice I feel 
like there needs to be a little 

bit more investigation as far as 
like who we are actually 

choosing to just work with 
kids in general but also if you 

don't have the education then 
really make sure that quality 
education is being given to 

the Early Childhood Educators 
that are working with African -

Nova Scotians." 
-ECE

Black Families and ECEs Experiences Within Early Childhood Settings

ÅPrecluding Black Children from 
Culturally Safe Environments

Ẍ ṳṟṴ ğțǸɅ u ɳȡǪȶǸǱ țȡɃ ʔɳ u ʌɐȺǱ ʳɐʔ Ǎǩɐʔʌ ʌțǸ ǩȡʌȡɅȓ ɾɐ țǸ ǩȡʌ ɾɐɃǸɐɅǸ ɶȡȓțʌ 
before I picked him up just now and I was kind of reading through the paper and 

it's like "she made him go sit by himself and told him not to bite his friends ".
-Parent



ÅIntergenerational impacts of racism

"My mom tells me stories of teachers actually mentioning my 
hair being too big or how to put it in braids... Or children 

making fun. I was called the 'N' word...  Unfortunately, I feel my 
children are probably going to go through the same thing" 

-Parent

ÅExperiences of racism across systems

"I remember one of the nurses. She said, 'Coloured babies, they have this Mongolian spot.' And I was just taken back, 
because she said 'coloured.'" 

-Parent

ÅThe importance of positive self -identity and cultural pride

Ẍ¶ʳ ʭȡȒǸ ȡɾ ɐȒʌǸɅ ɾȡʌʌȡɅȓ ʭȡʌț Ƀʳ ǱǍʔȓțʌǸɶṞ ǍɅǱ ɾțǸṧɾ ʌǸȺȺȡɅȓ țǸɶ Ǎǩɐʔʌ țǸɶ țǍȡɶṞ ɾțǸṧɾ ʌǸȺȺȡɅȓ țǸɶ Ǎǩɐʔʌ țǸɶ ɾȶȡɅ ǪɐȺɐʔɶṞ 
and reminding her about the proud families that she came from." 

-Parent 

Racism and its Impact on Black Families in Nova Scotia



Community Report: 
https://tinyurl.com/amplifyingthevoicesreport

To learn more, visit our website:  
https://tinyurl.com/amplifyingthevoices 

https://tinyurl.com/amplifyingthevoicesreport
https://tinyurl.com/amplifyingthevoices


Project Homepage

ÅEarly childhood educators have reported feeling 

"unappreciated and underpaid " (Saulnier and Frank, 2020)

ÅNS CWELCC workforce strategy focuses on: 

ḬProfessional recognition (including compensation 

framework released fall 2022 )

ḬPathways to Education

ḬLifelong learning 

ÅConsidering the ongoing changes and emphasis on 

workforce, we were curious about how the state of well -

being of early childhood professionals 

Equity and well -being among early childhood 
educators 

https://policyalternatives.ca/publications/reports/early-childhood-educators-ns


https://doi.org/10.1080/02568543.2019.1705446




https://www.msvu.ca/research-at-the-mount/centres-and-institutes/early-childhood-collaborative-research-centre/
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