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Understanding the Early Years: 
The Role of Research

“Understanding human needs is half the job of 
meeting them.”                                                 -  ADLAI STEVENSON

It is often said that knowledge comes before 
action. Understanding the Early Years (UEY) 
is a project that puts knowledge �rst. UEY 
Halifax is part of a national initiative that 
enables communities to better understand 
the needs of their young children and 
families so that they can determine the best 
programs and services to meet those needs. 

The research carried out through Under-
standing the Early Years (UEY) Halifax 
provides a snapshot of how ready our 
primary children are when they enter school, 
how community and family factors help 
shape their school readiness, and what 
resources exist in the community to support 
young children and their families. 

Information gathered through UEY in Halifax 
will enable government, community organi-
zations, families, schools and other partners 
to work together to strengthen our 
community’s approach to early child 
development. 

Early years research plays a key role in enabling 
communities to support early child development.

What I Need
If babies, toddlers and preschoolers could 
tell you what they need, here is what they 
might say:

Keep me safe · Know where I am and who I 
am with. Teach me who to go to when I need 
help.
 
Keep me secure · Hug me. Respect me. Let 
me know your love is forever. This will help 
me develop trust and self-esteem.
 
Keep me healthy · I need a variety of good 
foods, regular checkups, immunizations, 
fresh air, time to run and play and regular 
sleep.
 
Help me learn · Talk, sing and play with me. 
Read to me. Stimulate me with sights, smells, 
tastes and sounds.
 
Help me adjust · I need routines and comfort 
when I am upset. Help me make friends and 
learn how to get along with others.

ueyhalifax.com
The early years count. Learn more.

- From “0 to 6 years - Making a Di�erence.”  
Ontario Early Years (www.ontarioearlyyears.ca)

“for the best
possible 
start in life...”

UEY Halifax Sponsoring Organization
The Sackville Bedford Early Intervention Society 
(SBEIS), established in 1983, provides support, informa-
tion and education to families during the early years. 
The organization targets children between birth and 
age 6 who are developmentally delayed or at risk of 
delay in two or more areas of their development. SBEIS 
services include:

Home Visits
SBEIS early interventionists visit families’ homes 
regularly to suggest play-based activities as well as 
strategies that will help a child to develop to his or her 
full potential. Parents are actively involved in develop-
ing goals and carrying out the activities.

Resources
SBEIS has a well-stocked resource library, including 
books and audio/visual resources on a wide range of 
developmental topics.

Toy Lending Library 
Local childcare centres and parents who are involved 
with the early intervention program can access an 
extensive toy lending library.

Tot playgroup 
Playgroups o�ered during the week give parents a 
brief respite while introducing their children to small-
group play experiences.

Support services
SBEIS provides support and referral to a wide range of 
community resources.

sponsored by

Sackville Bedford 
Early Intervention Society

Halifax Regional School Board 
A Dedicated Partner
The Halifax Regional School Board is a dedicated 
partner in UEY Halifax.  Their involvement was crucial in 
making this project possible. Special thanks to the 
principals, primary teachers, students and families who 
participated in the studies and generously gave of their 
time.

·Atlantic Memorial Terence Bay Elementary School
·École Burton Ettinger Elementary School 
·East St. Margaret’s Elementary School 
·Fairview Heights Elementary School 
·École Grosvenor - Wentworth Park Elementary School 
·Harriets�eld Elementary School
·École John W. MacLeod Fleming Tower 
     Elementary  School 
·École Rockingham Elementary School
·Rockingstone Heights Elementary School
·Sambro-Ketch Harbour Elementary School 
·Shatford Memorial Elementary School 
·Tantallon Elementary School 
·William King Elementary School 

Understanding the Early Years Halifax
45 Connolly Road, PO Box 617, Lower Sackville, NS  B4C 3J1

Phone: 864-8744  Fax 864-5251   
E-mail: uey@ns.aliantzinc.ca

ueyhalifax.com

Our Research Area
UEY Halifax selected as its research area the central 
region (previously the City of Halifax and Halifax 
County). This region encompasses three communities 
within the boundaries of the Municipal Electoral 
Districts (15, 18, and 23), with Fairview-Clayton Park in 
the centre, St. Margaret’s-Hammonds Plains to the 
southwest and Spry�eld/Herring Cove to the northeast. 

The Understanding the Early Years Initiative is funded by 
Human Resources and Social Development Canada. 

Please visit www.hrsdc.gc.ca to learn more.
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The Five Domains of School Readiness
All children are born ready to learn, but not all children 
arrive at school ready to learn. Research has shown that 
children who start school not ready to learn are at a 
disadvantage, and they often never catch up.  School 
readiness can be measured using the Early Develop-
ment Instrument (EDI), a research tool that can report 
on populations of children in different communities; 
monitor populations of children over time; and predict 
how children will do in elementary school. 

UEY Halifax used the EDI, created by the Offord Centre 
for Child Studies at McMaster University, to gauge 
school readiness of children at the primary grade level, 
just before entering grade one. The EDI assessed five 
domains of school readiness, including:

PHYSICAL HEALTH AND WELL-BEING  Includes gross and 
�ne motor skills, holding a pencil, running on the 
playground, motor coordination, adequate energy levels 
for classroom activities, independence in looking after 
own needs, daily living skills.

SOCIAL KNOWLEDGE AND COMPETENCE  Includes 
curiosity about the world, eagerness to try new experi-
ences, knowledge of standards of acceptable behavior in a 
public place, ability to control own behavior, appropriate 
respect for adult authority, cooperation with others, 
following rules, ability to play and work with other 
children.

EMOTIONAL HEALTH/MATURITY  Includes ability to re�ect 
before acting, a balance between too fearful and too 
impulsive, ability to deal with feelings at the age-
appropriate level, empathic response to other people’s 
feelings.

LANGUAGE AND COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT  Includes 
reading-awareness, age-appropriate reading and writing 
skills, age-appropriate numeracy skills, board games, 
ability to understand similarities and di�erences, ability to 
recite back speci�c pieces of information from memory.

“The quality and capacity of our future 
population depends on what we do now 

to support early childhood 
development.” 

– Fraser Mustard, Founder and Chair Emeritus, 
Council for Early Childhood Development

The Early Years Study 2 – 
A Compelling Case 
In 1999, The Early Years Study, commissioned by the 
Ontario government, was released. A landmark docu-
ment for early years research, it was the product of a 
10-member reference group chaired by Dr. Fraser 
Mustard, world-renowned expert on early child devel-
opment, and the Honourable Margaret Norrie McCain, 
child advocate and former Lieutenant Governor of New 
Brunswick.  The Early Years Study (EYS) received exten-
sive public exposure and showed the world that the 
first six years are the most significant years in a child’s 
life. In these years, the brain forms connections that set 
the stage for lifelong learning, behaviour and health. 

Over the past eight years, early years research has 
continued to provide a growing body of evidence 
supporting the importance of a child’s early years. The 
Early Years Study 2 uses new empirical findings to 
broaden and deepen the conclusions put forward in 
the original EYS and new technologies to more closely 
examine the processes involved in healthy brain 
development. 

In The Early Years Study 2, authors Norrie McCain, 
Mustard and Dr. Stuart Shanker, discuss in detail the 
scientific evidence showing the optimal period for 
human brain development.  “The results from these and 
other studies are compatible with the evidence from 
the biological and neurosciences that the critical and 
sensitive periods for brain and biological development 
are significantly influenced by experiences in the early 
years beginning with pregnancy,” the report states. 

The report then goes on to draw five basic conclusions, 
based on the research presented:

»  Early experiences shape brain development.
»  Brain development strongly influences learning,     
    behaviour, and health throughout life.
»  The early years are a period of heightened 
    opportunities and increased risks.
»  Families and communities matter.
»  Early child development programs can make a 
    significant difference.

Download a copy of The Early Years Study 2 at www.founders.net.  
A six-page summary of the report is available at www.cedc.ca.  

Fast Facts: Neuroscience and Children
 Brain development before age one is more  
 rapid and extensive than previously realized.

 Brain development is more vulnerable to  
 environmental factors in the family and  
 community than suspected.

 The effects of early environment on   
 children are long lasting.

 The environment affects the number of  
 brain cells and the way they are “wired.”

 We now have the evidence for the negative  
 impact of early stress on brain development  
 and function.

               -The Founders’ Network

“One-quarter of Canada’s children 
between birth to age 6 are experiencing 
some learning or  behavioural difficulty. 
These problems in the early years have 
been shown to correlate with later diffi-
culties in school performance, social 
adjustment and health.” 

                                                                   

COMMUNICATIONS SKILLS AND GENERAL KNOWLEDGE
Includes skills to communicate needs and wants in 
socially appropriate ways, symbolic use of language, 
story telling, age-appropriate knowledge about life and 
world around.

  – Early Years Study 2
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The early years are a period of heightened 
opportunities and increased risks.
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