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Preface
A Canada F it for Children 2015 is my third and final attempt to draft an
children. The first two were official. This one is not; rather, it is a testament for and a tribute to
all the young people to whom I have been listening for so many years and a show of confidence
in their capacity to make a difference for themselves and for the rest of us.

A National Agenda for Action was the first attempt with which I was
involved. It was the official report of the Canadian Commission for the International Year of the
Child.1
consultations with childr
eventually found their way into public policy, with one notable exception. Although, since 1979,
is still
citizens.
was framed by the United Nations 1959 Declaration on the Rights of the
2

Child. My second attempt, A Canada F it for Children 2004,
report of the 2002 UN Special Session on Children entitled A World F it for Children.3 This final
proposal, A Canada F it for Children 2015, blends the 1989 UN Convention on the Rights of the
Child (CRC)4 with the voices of children and youth into a renewed call for action.
The concept of children as persons with rights was introduced into the official international
discourse on human rights by Eglantyne Jebb5 who founded Save the Children as a result of the
suffering of children that she had witnessed during and after the First World War. In 1924 she
persuaded the League of Nations to adopt the first Declaration on the Rights of the Child.6 Out of
the ashes of the Second World War arose a new league of nations now known as the United
Nations committed to preventing a third world war through the promotion of the human rights of
all members of the human family, including children.7 In 1948 the UN issued the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights following which a whole slew of international covenants and
treaties with respect to human rights were negotiated and agreed to under the sponsorship of the
UN, including the CRC in 1989.

3

Since then and in association with the processes established by the UN to hold countries
responsible for implementing the treaties they have ratified a substantial body of jurisprudence
expanded. Millions of children have benefited from this new approach. However, what countries
say they will do and what they actually do are not always the same. Those of us who have
worked with the CRC over many years can no longer think of children any other way than as
persons with articulated rights. But this is clearly not the case for everyone. The purpose of the
following document is to look at the situation of children and youth in Canada through the lens
that they, themselves, have crafted for us, the lens of identity, rights and belonging, and to spur
everyone who can make a positive difference into action.

Hon. Landon Pearson O.C.
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Introduction
2002
1. In May 2002 the United Nations General Assembly held a Special Session on Children to
review progress on the goals set at the 1990 World Summit for Children, where an
unprecedented number of heads of state and government had discussed the state of the
he adoption of the CRC and committed their countries to
action. The Special Session was convened to assess what had been achieved since the
World Summit,
around the world and to renew the commitment of the international community to further
progress. Official delegations included not only national leaders and senior officials but
also children and youth who were given many opportunities to speak. This was a major
advance over the World Summit where the presence of children was tokenistic at best.
Moreover, the Special Session attracted hundreds of non-governmental organizations
whose delegation also featured young people and the United Nations buildings were
filled with the sound of their voices. On the final day of the week-long session, two
young

A world fit for

children

urged us to remember that all of us, young and

not so young, would be responsible for building it.
2. The Special Session continued until late that night when the representatives of the nations
of the world adopted a Declaration and a Plan of Action entitled A World F it for

Children. Issuing from three years of intense negotiations that had continued throughout
the Special Session itself right up until its final moments, this document represented a
remarkable world-wide consensus on strategies to adopt and actions to take to improve
the situation of all children everywhere. A World F it for Children identified four priority
areas for action: promoting healthy lives; providing quality education; protecting children
against abuse, exploitation and violence; and combating HIV/AIDS. It contained a global
plan of action that described what the nations of the world should do for and with
children. All governments present at the Special Session committed to moving forward
and each one agreed to prepare a national action plan based on its own national
circumstances.
5

2004
3. Canada lived up to its commitment and in April 2004 delivered A Canada F it for

Children8 to the United Nations. This action plan was developed under the direction of
Senator Landon Pearson who had been appointed by Prime Minister Jean Chrétien as his
personal representative to the processes related to the Special Session. Senator Pearson
initiated a broad national consultation with the support of the Ministers of Health and
Human Resources to explore what Canadians, including a substantial number of young
people, saw as the most important issues to be addressed in order to protect, promote and
fulfill the rights of children. Individuals and groups were asked to propose strategies and
actions that both governments and civil society could take that would improve their
prospects and well-being. A draft document was prepared identifying four priority themes
adapted from A World F it for Children: supporting families and strengthening
communities; promoting healthy lives; protecting from harm; and promoting education
and learning. This was then sent back to those who had participated for comment before
being finalised and taken to the federal Cabinet for official approval. In May 2004, A

Canada F it for Children:

-up to the United Nations General Assembly

Special Session was launched officially in the foyer of the Senate of Canada with the
support of several of the youth who had helped to create it.

2015
4. It has been more than ten years since A Canada F it for Children was adopted by the
Government of Canada as a framework for action. Although the document included
benchmarks against which progress could be assessed it appears, in retrospect, to have
been more of an aspirational effort than an effective one. Nevertheless, it is likely that a
broad spectrum of Canadians concerned about children would still support the three
conditions A Canada F it for Children set out as necessary (if not sufficient) for healthy
child development: adequate income for families with children; effective parenting within
strong and cohesive families; supportive and inclusive communities. They would also
continue to support most of the strategies and actions laid out for achieving this vision
renewing, as they have many times since 2004, the call for all Canadians to work together
for and with children. Regrettably, however, many of the issues such as unacceptably
6

high poverty rates for families with children as addressed in the action plan remain
unresolved. The depth if not the breadth of poverty in which many children live has
deepened, families continue to break down as well as to break up; some communities
have become highly problematic for the children and youth living in them and Aboriginal
children continue to be greatly disadvantaged.
5. It would appear that the progress to which we committed ourselves as a nation in 2004
has stalled. According to a 2013 report from UNICEF,

*

of a list of other developed countries.9 It is not that children in Canada are significantly
worse off than children in those other countries; the 2004 version of A Canada F it for

Children noted
to be the case. From a child right
because every child, no matter how small, has rights and deserves national attention.
as a challenge for all Canadians so now it is
time to take a fresh look at how current circumstances warrant a different approach for
those who look after, work with and generally care about children. To do this we need a
new lens, a lens that reflects the perspective of the children and youth for whom the
original Canada F it for Children was designed. The major issues that the young people
with whom we have been talking in recent years almost all point to concerns about
identity, rights and belonging. So this is the lens we will use.
6. The Introduction to A Canada F it for Children 2004 described the overall Canadian
context in which children were growing up at the time. This context is worth revisiting to
see what has changed and what has not since then. The physical landscape is much the
northern edge where the ice is melting. So is the constitutional
landscape; Canada continues to be a federation comprised of ten provinces and three
northern territories with a constitution that provides unique roles and responsibilities for

*

In 2013, Canada ranked in the middle position for the overall wellbeing of our children among rich countries
across the world (17th out of 29 countries). However, when Canadian children decide for themselves whether they
are satisfied with their lives, Canada drops seven places to 24th position. This makes Canadian children among the
least happy in the developed world. See UNICEF Canada. (2013). Stuck in the middle - Child Well-being in Rich
Countries: A comparative overview, Canadian Companion. Innocenti Report Card 11. Toronto: UNICEF Canada;
UNICEF. (2013). Well-being in Rich Countries: A comparative overview. Innocenti Report Card 11. Florence:
UNICEF Office of Research
In 2006 Prime Minister Harper declared the Québécois a nation within a united Canada, but not an independent
Nation. See Prime Minister Stephen Harper. (2006). PM Declares That The Québécois Form A Nation Within A
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federal, provincial and territorial jurisdictions. Most issues related to children and
families fall within provincial jurisdiction except for youth justice, and, for historical
reasons, divorce. And even then, though they are governed by federal legislation, the
administration of both the Youth Criminal Justice Act and the Divorce Act remain the
responsibility of the provinces and the territories. The Indian Act outlines the federal
many other federal acts that impact children one way or another. Cooperative federalism
with respect to overlapping responsibilities regarding children is the ideal, but
particularly with respect to Aboriginal children, it remains problematic.
7. The demographic landscape, however, has changed considerably over the last decade.
The population of Canada, now estimated to be just over 35,700,00010 has not only
grown but it is more and more diverse. According to the 2011 census11 , over 20 per cent
of us were born elsewhere with the main sources of immigration shifting to Asia and the
Middle East12. Furthermore increasing numbers of people are self-identifying as
Aboriginal - over 1.4 million13. Family structures are changing as well, with more
complex households including a greater number of same-sex marriages and
partnerships14. The landscape of childhood has also shifted dramatically since 2004.
While both the original and this new version of A Canada F it for Children adopt the CRC
nder

(Article 1) it is

important to keep in mind that childhood and adolescence are particularly dynamic
periods in any human lifetime and that issues concerning children will always require
different responses depending on age, gender and the social and cultural contexts in
which children are growing up.
8. The last ten years have introduced some powerful new forces into the lives of children
and youth, notably through the social media and other forms of electronic
communication. At the same time the voices of young people have become stronger.
They have spoken in a variety of venues since 2004 about many issues including how
they understand their rights and how lack of respect for what they have to say and do has
created barriers to their sense of who they are and where they belong. Considerable

United Canada. Retrieved from: http://www.pm.gc.ca/eng/news/2006/11/22/pm-declares-quebecois-form-nationwithin-united-canada
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knowledge regarding child development has recently become available from a number of
disciplines in the social, biological and cognitive sciences demonstrating how genetic and
cultural factors interact to influence how a child shapes his or her identity. Most babies
come into the world full of energy and promise but it is how the world responds to them
during infancy, childhood and adolescence, and how they, in turn, react according to
temperament and other personal factors, that will determine which of the genes they are
born with will be expressed or repressed and how their evolving neural pathways will be
pruned and strengthened.15 Each one of us is unique and will have a unique life story, but
all of us will wonder at one time or another

and

It is these questions that children are increasingly
asking today. A Canada fit for children in 2015 must be one that enables its youngest
citizens to find their answers in a healthy and constructive manner.
9.

, like children everywhere, have much to offer us both now and in the
future. The best way to ensure that our country is one that is worthy them and their
potential is to provide them with the best environment in which to explore all
possibilities, to gain a lifelong sense of purpose and hope, and - most important of all - to
become confident in who they are, where they belong and what they stand for. The
document that follows is a result of efforts over the last decade to understand what
children and youth have said would constitute a Canada fit for them and their ideas about
what should be done and who should do it. Many of these ideas have been collected over
the last eight years from the workshops that the Landon Pearson Resource Centre has
sponsored with young people entitled Shaking the Movers,16 workshops that have been
designed to encourage children and youth to explore a broad spectrum of issues that
affect them from a rights perspective within a safe and respectful environment, assured
that their opinions will be carried forward to those who will listen and respond.17 Identity
and belonging have emerged from all of these workshops as major preoccupations for
children and, especially, for adolescents, preoccupations that cut across every aspect of
their daily lives, their lives within their families and schools, among their peers, on the
streets, in the shopping malls, at work (if they have any) and on the Internet. The
hundreds of Shaking the Movers participants are not, of course, representative of all
children and youth in Canada, nor are they the only source for the ideas expressed in this
9

document. Nonetheless, they are articulate representatives of their generation and their
voices deserve to be heard.

C hildren in C anada: A Shared Responsibility
10. A Canada F it for Children 2004 opened with
believes in the future values its children. Canada is a forward-looking nation with a
strong sense of responsibility. We believe that children should have the opportunity to be
fully prepared to live a responsible life in a free society, in a spirit of understanding,
18

There is every indication that ten

years later this Declaration is still valid with its implication that every child in Canada
merits attention from all members of society and that his or her well-being continues to
be considered by most Canadians as a shared responsibility. We still want to help
children to be healthy, safe and secure, successful learners, and socially engaged and
responsible.19 What is different is the way the children and youth for whom the original
agenda was designed understand the nature of the barriers that prevent them from
achieving these goals.

11. A Canada F it for Children 2015 attempts to respect this new way of seeing the situation
while retaining, for the sake of comparison, the 2004 consensus on key priorities within
the four central themes of supporting families and strengthening communities; promoting
healthy lives; protecting from harm; and promoting education and learning. While these
categories do not encompass every possible issue to which we should be paying attention
to make Canada better for children and youth today, they can help us see where there has
been progress and where there are new possibilities, particularly when viewed using the
lens of identity and belonging within the framework of the CRC. In this document, the
issues facing children and adolescents today are described and considerations for the
future within each category follow. Without an understanding of the issues at hand
coupled with an approach stemming from a child rights perspective, as seen through the
lens that young people across the country have led us to use, we cannot be sure that the
actions taken now and in the future truly align with what children want and need for a
Canada fit for them.

10

T he Convention on the Rights of the C hild
12. The CRC, the most comprehensive and universally ratified human rights treaty in history,
is the starting point for any discussion regarding the status of children as persons with
inalienable rig

,

including their social, economic, cultural, civil and political rights. It is a rich and
comprehensive document and all of us, including children and youth, should know it
better so that we understand what to do to engender a culture of respect for children and
their rights. The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, whose task it is to examine
every state party to the CRC, all 195 of them,20 on a regular basis for its progress in
implementing the CRC, has come up with four guiding principles that apply not only to
states but also to our individual and collective actions with respect to children. Based on
CRC Articles 2, 3, 6 and 12 these can be summarized as non-discrimination; adherence to
the best interests of the child; the right to life, survival and development; and the right to
participate. Any and all measures taken to fulfil
these principles, which is why we reference them throughout this document. Seeing the
issues confronting children and adolescents in Canada today through the triple lens of
identity, rights and belonging will, we hope, inspire everyone to make changes to the way
we interact with them, whether in our own lives or in our official capacities as educators,
caregivers, health professionals, public service members or politicians.

I. Supporting and Strengthening F amilies
13. Everyone can agree that families are where it all begins . But families do not exist in
isolation. A Canada F it for Children 2004
context of communities, workplaces and public institutions. The role of governments is to
ensure that each of these settings function, individually and together, in ways that support
21

families with children and
unit of any country, and Canada is no exception.

Family units are the primary social
family, even more than his or

her affiliation with a religious, racial or ethnic group, is at the root of his or her identity
and this is where the first attachments that are foundational to a sense of belonging are (or
11

are not) formed. To begin with is the family into which he or she is born. For almost all
children, this family of origin will continue to matter even if the child grows up in a
different family situation. In 2011, 1.2 million Canadian parents were no longer in a
spousal or commonCanadians had separated or divorced over the 20 years prior.22 Separation and divorce are
not the only reasons why children may no longer be growing up with both biological
parents. A parent may die, children may be removed from their families into child
welfare because of abuse or neglect, they may have a parent or parents deployed overseas
as military personnel, a parent may be in prison, a child may be given up for adoption or
adopted from abroad into a new family having lost his or her own through war or natural
disaster. A number of children over the past ten years have been conceived through the
use of new reproductive technologies using sperm or egg donations or surrogate mothers
further complicating issues of identity.
14. Whatever their current family circumstances, however, children will continue to seek
answers to the questions: Who am I? Where do I belong? And what are my rights? And
they will continue to ask them until they are more or less satisfied. According to the
CRC, the child has a right to have these questions answered to the fullest degree
possible23 and families have a responsibility to support them in their search. However,
families under stress often find it difficult to even think about this. Their daily lives are
support from the surrounding community to enable them to be the strong and cohesive
families within which children feel comfortable and thrive. This is one of the main
reasons that it is so important that all of us in Canada, including every level of
government, do everything possible to support and strengthen the families in which our

E nsuring F inancial Security for Low-Income F amilies
15. The place to start is making sure there is enough money for adequate and satisfactory
living, and not having enough of it is a huge stressor for families. In 2012, over 1.3
million children or 19 per cent lived in poverty. In the Aboriginal population, 40 per cent
of children live in poverty. 24

ars,

12

25

and many families in Canada are not faring well 26 even though they are

usually the first place youth will go for help when they are struggling. Although the
unemployment rate stands at 6.6per cent with many jobs being added last year, 27 Canada
has experienced an overall increase of workers with part-time and temporary, and often
precarious, employment.28 Income inequality in the country is increasing.29 Minimum
wages across the country are inadequate, job benefits are declining and social assistance
living,30 and even when some families see their situation improve this does not include
the most vulnerable. As a more a recent report has stated, Aboriginal families with
children, immigrant families with children, families with more than two children are still
31

Overall, perceptions of stress presumed to be related to work

situations among Canadians increased 11 per cent between 2007 and 201332 and poor
have
difficulty accessing food security, adequate housing and quality child care. And the stress
pov
mates, many of whom have the latest in gadgets and clothes and look down on those who
opportunities to earn money for their own purposes or to supplement the family income.33
Given the precariousness of the contexts in which so many children live it is no surprise
that, increasingly, children are wondering about where they really belong, what they are
supposed to do with their lives, and how they can get a start towards their futures.
Food Security
16. Food security,
,34 is often thought to be a problem only in developing country
contexts but it is also an issue for many families in Canada.
35

househo

but from

rights-based perspective food insecurity in an affluent country like Canada, and indeed in
any country, is unacceptable. Yet there are millions of Canadians who experience it at
some level. It is important to realize that children in the Arctic and in other remote areas
are not the only ones who do not have enough nutritious food to eat: in 2008 the Public
13

Health Agency of Canada discovered that 25 per cent of the children they surveyed in
grade six reported that sometimes they went to bed hungry because there was not enough
food in the house.36 Since 2005 food insecurity has persevered or grown in every
province and territory37 and in 2012 almost 13 per cent of households in Canada
38

in

Food

bank use in 2014 was 25 per cent higher than it was the year the global recession started
in 2008, with 37 per cent of users being under the age of 18.39 So, this is not a small
problem and the effects on child and adolescent health can be substantial.
17. It is not only a basic level of health that is compromised when food insecurity is a
persistent reality. Food security is not only about having access to adequate quantities of
nutritious food but also about being able to consume it in a socially acceptable way.40
When children at lunch time in a school cafeteria do not have enough to eat, or are
sourcing their meals in a way they are uncomfortable with, this can affect their sense of
security about being accepted members of the school community. Two additional factors
to consider are the busy caretakers who give children primarily packaged food and the
media advertising that targets young people and encourages them to seek out foods with
high salt and sugar content even when other food is available. Clearly location, poverty
and bad habits imposed by various forces are at play here and a Canada fit for children
would be one in which none of these situations penalizes the health of growing children.
Youth Homelessness and Housing
18. Accessibility, affordability, adequacy and safety should characterize any living space
where children and youth reside. Having a regular place to live is crucial to giving
children a sense of place, a feeling of being grounded and the ability to feel confident that
a fixed physical space
and having the certainty of a home containing a measure of comfort, however limited, is
extremely important. Unfortunately, homelessness affects 35,000 Canadians on any given
night and over 235,000 Canadians per year, 20 per cent of whom are youth aged 16 to
24.41 Most of these youth have fled or been kicked out of traumatic environments in
which they relied on adult caregivers,42 meaning that both their sense of place and of self

14

43

Even those who have left home for other reasons are still struggling to find

spaces with affordable rent let alone gain home ownership.44
19. Housing, along with nutrition and clothing, are material provisions that governments
should assist parents and guardians of children to obtain, so that the right of every child
according to CRC
45

Unfortunately, for many

young people out on their own, parents and guardians are not present to mediate such
assistance even though they are often the only ones in a position to do so. Social housing
projects need to directly engage young people as much as they do adults. Yet, despite
century, federal housing investments have dropped over 46 per cent since 1989, along
with housing programs.46 And, of course, it is not only the homeless or those at risk of
homelessness who are affected by the lack of affordable housing in Canada. But when the
most vulnerable cannot access housing
4,393 social housing units annually

47

in 2006 all levels of government funded only
it is clear that many individuals and families who

need a safe place to call home will be struggling to find one for some time to come.
A ffordable and H igh-Q uality E arly C hildhood E ducation and C are
20. Another significant stress factor for families is the lack of affordable child care. Article
guardians in the performance of their child-rearing responsibilities and shall ensure the
one parent is able to stay at home, their children could benefit from some access to early
childhood care and education. All the research on early childhood supports the
48

Still,

risk if he
or she finds himself or herself in a setting of questionable quality. Youth, looking back,
49

50

and

Parents who cannot be with their

children for most of the day certainly do not intend to send a message of neglect when

15

their only choice is to place their child in an inadequate setting; nevertheless, their
children may feel that they are not worthy of attention and care.
21. While there are effective models of child care all over the world,51 families in Canada
still struggle to find and pay for quality child care. Only 22 per cent of children under the
age of five are in licensed daycare, and even if there were more spaces available,
affordable child care is out of the question in most of Canada.52 Without a national child
care policy, costs for child care range widely, quality and availability are not ensured, and
mothers and fathers are left to try and provide the best possible environment for their
children while juggling work and home.53 The absence of full supports in early childhood
has immediate ramifications for the strength of

54

order for a seamless later transition into formal education. In Canada too many children
are still arriving at school not yet ready to learn, even though most children have accepted
the idea that education is important and that they belong in school. If we understand that
27 per cent of children across Canada are already struggling or vulnerable in one or more
areas of

development by the time they start

kindergarten55, it is clear that more must be invested in those early years before formal
schooling begins.
Youth E mployment
22. More must also be invested in the transition from school to work and to civic
engagement. Youth in Canada are experiencing a precarious and shifting socio-economic
environment56 at the same time as they are attempting to participate as full-fledged
members of society. This is not as easy as it should be because too little attention has
been paid recently to these issues from a policy perspective. Some of the young people
who attended Shaking the Movers workshops
57

they are excluded,58

that they find it difficult to be engaged when
59

as independent human beings. They are still making enormous efforts to find a place in
society where they can demonstrate that they, too, are important and contributing
members. These efforts are reflected, for instance, in enrolment statistics for postsecondary education, apprenticeship programs and pre-job training,60 as well as other
16

opportunities such as unpaid internships (which in and of themselves can be
problematic).61 Despite these efforts, the reality is that the overall youth unemployment
rate in Canada rose by two per cent from 2008 to 201462 at a rate of 12.8 per cent among
15 to 24 year-olds.63 Significantly, this rate is twice the national average.64 Additionally,
for the high percentage of young people not in education, employment or training
(NEET),65 the consequences may be long-term unemployment, dependence on welfare,
crime, drug abuse and mental health problems.66 Although provincial and federal
governments fund skills training programs

which are sorely needed for the unemployed

and entrants to the labour market, like youth

access to these programs is difficult and

sometimes even restricted by other policies related to labour and employment in
Canada.67
Separation and Divorce
23.
identity and belonging without a reference to the issues raised by the separation and
divorce of his or her parents. Sometimes stresses related to financial difficulties or to the
lack of social supports become too much for a marriage to survive and the parents break
up. There are many other reasons for parental separation as well, of course, but no matter
the precipitating cause or how well parents handle the situation children are bound,
initially at least, to feel unsettled, unsure of who they are and where they belong. This is a
time when a child rights-based perspective can be particularly helpful. All four of the
guiding principles should come into play,
with whom they are going to live. Children have the right to maintain relations with both
parents (CRC Article 9) when they are living apart and by extension other family
without question that children have the right to be consulted about their living
arrangements and other aspects of their lives that are going to change dramatically. In
recent years some progress has been made to reduce the number and nature of adversarial
divorces and to provide better preparation to parents with respect to the parenting
responsibilities they will continue to share. In general, the number of divorces steadily
decreased from 2006 to 2011. However, the majority (65 per cent) of the divorce cases
17

that take more than a year to finalize involve issues of child support, access or custody,68
meaning that ever more respect needs to be paid by all concerned to the rights of the
children involved.
Foster F amilies and A doption
24. Being placed in a foster or adopting family also raises significant issues related to
belonging and identity. From a rights perspective, CRC Article 20 states that in
upbringing and to the ch
however, this is not often achieved because there are not even
enough homes for all the children who need them in the first place, nor are there enough
resources for foster and adoptive parents that address how to meet the particular needs of
children in care.69 At the same time, there are many remarkable foster parents just as
there are devoted and caring adoptive parents who understand very well the challenges
represented by bringing up a child who has been separated for whatever reason from his
or her family of origin. The foster family may simply be responding to an emergency
situation and opening their home until a more permanent solution can be found, but
parents who adopt will need to be especially nurturing, knowledgeable about how to
parent a child who may have attachment issues and deeply committed to the long haul.
International adoptions may present even more difficulties with their attendant risks of
racism and deculturation.70 Canada has long been a State Party to the Hague Convention
on Intercountry Adoption71 and it is important that all international adoptions comply
with it. Canada is also a signatory to the Hague Convention on International Child
Abduction.72 Parental abduction is an issue that plays out nationally as well as
internationally73 the impact on the identity and the sense of belonging of the child or
children involved is huge.
O ut-of-Home C are
25. Children and youth removed from their families into care are often forgotten. They are
hidden in many ways, and infrequently addressed in policy. Nevertheless, some have

18

74

Youth in care are very much alone even though the p

implies that they should not be.

Some of the significant problems youth in care

experience are unsafe living places, excessive disciplinary measures for minor
infractions, not having meaningful guidance and mentorship, no voice in making
decisions about their lives and where they might end up, being criminalized, and being
thrown into independent life without preparation or help when they reach the age of
adulthood.75 Aboriginal children are over-represented in the child welfare system; in
2011, 48 per cent of children in care under the age of 14 across Canada identified as
Aboriginal.76

families.77 The sheer number of Aboriginal children, not to mention the total number of
children, in the child welfare system, warrants more constructive action than is being
taken at the present time.
Considerations for the F uture
26. Adequately supporting and strengthening families in Canada today so that their children
know who they are and feel safe and secure depends on recognizing three things. First of
all, the uncertainty and precariousness of employment prospects today coupled with
rising costs of living means that not all parents or guardians are able to earn enough
physical, mental and emotional. Second, families with children are making a major
contribution to the rest of society, and are contending with expenses and challenges that
those without children do not have. Third, it is in the public interest for any shortfalls
experienced by parents in providing and accessing goods and services needed for positive
parenting to be given public assistance. The Prime Minister has expressed acceptance of
we
78

According to Article 18 of the CRC, the government has the

assistance, especially for food, clothing and housing (Article 27). The question for the
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future is how to ensure that Canada gives all moms and dads and other caregivers what
they deserve and what they truly need to ensure that all children are growing up happily
and in good health.
27. There are several programs currently providing child and family benefits, including the
Child Care Expense Deduction, the Universal Child Care Benefit (UCCB) and the Family
Tax Cut. Whether existing programs provide what the poorest families need, however, is
questionable. Recently, the government announced several initiatives aimed at helping
families care for children: increasing the child care expense deduction limits, expanding
the UCCB to replace the Child Tax Credit, and introducing the Family Tax Cut. The
main questions to be asked when these policies should be: do these policies target and
assist those who need them most? How, and for how long? Do these changes help
families who have already been disadvantaged by the elimination of the National Early
Learning and Child Care Program, for example? Experts79 have noted that the Family
Tax Cut would only benefit a small portion of Canadian families, 13 per cent, 80 and not
the families that need strong family policy reform the most. The UCCB also has its
shortcomings, one of which is that it has more benefits for couples with one income
earner than for single parents or couples both of whom are income earners. 81 The
enhanced Child Care Expense Deduction is seen to be regressive in that it benefits the
well-off more than the poor.82 In contrast, policies that would benefit the families who
need it most, such as the Canada Child Tax Benefit, are being given less support.
28. The most glaring oversight in the Canadian child benefit system is that families do not
receive the full amounts associated with each entitlement after taxes and adjustments. For
example, couples are taxed on their UCCB so they do not actually receive the full amount
every year.83 Every child should receive benefits and every parent should receive
compensation for raising children regardless of their income. However, the more
vulnerable

the children living in poverty, without warm clothing and nutritious food

every day

should be given increased consideration and care. From a rights based

perspective there are also problems with the income-splitting for tax purposes initiative
which is more beneficial to upper-income families and couples with one earner than to
others. A child benefits system that does not discriminate would not favour some families
over others, especially when those families are better off in the first place. Any federally
20

or provincially sanctioned program targeting children should be conducted and
periodically reviewed with a view toward ensuring that CRC principles are incorporated
and properly implemented.
29. For the sake of children three additional areas would require expanded national (that is
both federal and provincial-territorial) programming in place: child care, food security
and affordable housing. The importance of appropriate care and guidance in obtaining
proven beyond doubt.84
applied to ensure that the environments in which children spend the most time (as it
stands now, most children in daycare are in informal, unlicensed and non-standardized
operations) are conducive to their optimal development. One young person who attended
the Shaking the Movers
85

It is also an indication of how that

society envisions its future. Without a nationalized child care program with standards that
are regularly monitored and enforced (for example, effective early childhood care and
education standards would require 50 per cent of staff to have relevant post-secondary
training and qualifications)86 we will continue to have high rates of children entering
kindergarten unprepared to learn. The capabilities that even the most disadvantaged of
children are encouraged to develop in high quality early-learning centres will impact the
rest of their lives. If we do not give children the best possible start in life by failing to
provide what they need, not only are we contravening the CRC but we are also shortchanging ourselves. We recognize that children should not be seen merely as
investments, but we know that every dollar that is invested in programs and services for
children under six and their families yields a return of $7.87 Alleviating the national
work-family conflict by creating a national, high quality accessible child care program
would inject $4 billion into the economy each year.88 If children and taking care of
children are public goods, then child care is a public service, one that should be fully
funded and regulated by the State.
30.
and development (CRC Article 6) can only be guaranteed if he or she is not only
sheltered from the elements but has a place called home to go back to at the end of the
21

day. The absence of decent housing has ramifications for the entire household with
implications with respect to education, health, and food security. There is an urgent need
for the federal and provincial governments to raise their investments or reinvest into
affordable and social housing and to give developers reasons to increase the number of
affordable rental units across the country, or to change the way that housing can be
obtained altogether.89 Food insecurity also imposes far-reaching hardships on the
emotional and physical well being of children. Ensuring all children enrolled in primary
school have access to a publicly funded food program for breakfast and lunch90 as exists
in many other developed countries would go a long way to provide for the nearly 75,000
children91 who experience moderate to severe food insecurity across the country today.

I I. Improving the W ell-being of A boriginal C hildren and their F amilies
31. A particular group of families in Canada merit special attention in A Canada F it for

Children 2015, the families of Aboriginal peoples; First Nations, Inuit and Métis. This is
because Canadian governments have historically torn these families apart and continue to
undermine them through legislation, policies and regulations at federal, provincial and
territorial levels. Children and youth, who often see things more clearly than adults do,
recognized this at a 2007 Shaking the Movers workshop, responding to a question about
their understanding of rights by emphasizing the principle of non-discrimination in the
application of rights to all people in Canada, including the Aboriginal population. They
92

They went on to discuss the

realities of the situation facing many Aboriginal communities in Canada, how those
[to] advocate in support of Aboriginal youth, not on their behalf, because this takes away
93

32. These statements from STM young people reveal the extent to which they recognize that
Aboriginal youth have unique and legitimate needs that must be addressed if they are to
have the same opportunities as all other children in Canada.94 According to CRC Article
due regard must be paid to not denying their right, in community with other
members of their group, to enjoy their own culture, to profess and practice their own
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credence to Aboriginal identities as created and experienced by Aboriginal peoples is
-recognized
95

33. There has been some progress in relations between Canada and Aboriginal peoples since
the first edition of A Canada F it for Children in 2004. In 2008 Prime Minister Harper
apologized on behalf of the people of Canada for the harms inflicted by the residential
school system, leading to the creation of a Truth and Reconciliation Commission.96 News
coverage of the Commissi
Dream
97

have raised consciousness in the Canadian public with respect to the challenges

created by government rules and policies for Aboriginal peoples throughout the country.
§

declaring that the needs of a sick First Nations child should take

precedence over jurisdictional disputes about funding, was unanimously adopted in
Parliament in 2007. This was another positive step. But principles are one thing and
implementation is another: in 2015 the Auditor General found, at least in Manitoba and
98

The fact that the First Nations Child and Family Caring Society, the

Assembly of First Nations and the Canadian Human Rights Commission has had to bring
the Government of Canada in front of the Canadian Human Rights Tribunal for racedbased discrimination against First Nations children in child welfare99 is a sad testament to
the fact that progress has been far too slow.

Shannen Koostachin, youth education advocate from the Attawapiskat First Nation in Ontario, had a dream: safe
and comfy schools and culturally based education for First Nations children and youth... Shannen worked tirelessly
to try to convince the Federal government to give First Nations children a proper education before tragically passing
away at the age of 15 years old in 2010. Named in her memory, the campaign engages Aboriginal and nonAboriginal peoples to better understand the education inequities and to take action to ensure all First Nations
children and young people attend good schools and receive a proper education that prepares them to achieve their
dreams and be proud of their distinct cultures and languages.
(2015).
, http://www.fncaringsociety.com/shannens-drea m
§

federal) or between two departments or ministries of the same government, regarding payment for services for a
Status Indian child which are otherwise available to other Canadian children, the government of ministry/department
of first contact must pay for the services without delay or disruption. The paying government party can then refer the
matter to jurisdictional dispute mechanisms. In this way, the needs of the child get met first while still allowing for

Principle: F act Sheet. http://www.fncfwc.ca/advocacy-activities/jordans-principle/
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A boriginal Identities in C anada
34. Nevertheless, Aboriginal identity is increasingly being reported to census takers and not
only because the Aboriginal population of Canada is growing.100 Many people reported
Aboriginal identity in 2011 who had not done so in 2006, leading some to believe that
original peoples...[and] a growing realization on the part of Aboriginals that the rights
101

Today, First Nations, Inuit and

Métis communities are regaining a sense of pride, and languages and traditions are
increasingly being passed on to their youth102 who comprise 48 per cent of the 1.4 million
self-identified Aboriginal population.103 We know Aboriginal youth have welcomed this,
because they have stated that their cultures are intricately tied with who they are and who
they will beco
how young people view themselves...trapped between...Canadian and traditional
104

105

and that

106

35. However, Aboriginal youth have also expressed that the way they see themselves is

107

Indeed, the majority of Aboriginals, at least in urban settings,

believe that nondrugs and alcohol, and less commonly relating to laziness, lack of intelligence and
education, unemployment, and reliance on social assistance and welfare. 108 The majority
of urban Aboriginals in Canada can recount experiences of being discriminated against as
a result of how they are perceived.109 The admission in 2014 by the RCMP that police
recorded 1,017 murdered and 164 missing Aboriginal women between 1980 and 2012,
and that Aboriginal women are at higher risk of being victims of violence than nonAboriginal women110 is one of the direst indications of the continued vulnerability of
Aboriginal peoples in Canada. The trauma of this experience is deep, extending to young
people as well: 88 per cent of missing or murdered Aboriginal women in Canada left
behind children or grandchildren.111
24

36.
112

distort the way identity and belonging are
113

In this way, the fundamental

self-worth of so many children is tainted when the very thing that defines them is being
held up as inferior. Perhaps this systemic alienation is what contributes to Aboriginal
114

between Canadian and

Aboriginal cultures. Many Aboriginal children find it difficult to discover and build a
sense of identity when they do not feel a concrete sense of belonging on either side of
that glass wall. As one person put it,
115

All they know is that they
Separation of A boriginal C hildren from their F amilies

37. Feelings of alienation and isolation are imprinted on the hearts and minds of many
Aboriginal children even before they are able to articulate them. One way this happens is
(informally)116 and the late 1960s117 to early 1970s (formally)118. Under this policy,
countless numbers of pregnant Aboriginal girls and women living in remote communities
have been, and still are, taken away from their homes and families and flown alone to
hospitals about four weeks before they are due to give birth. 119 While this may be
necessary in high-risk pregnancies, the majority of pregnant women are still subject to
evacuation because maternity care is unavailable in or near their communities.120
121

with children being born into an environment in which the

mother is often alone and afraid,122 unable to communicate due to language barriers, and
unable to eat because of dietary differences. Although this policy has been crucial to
saving lives in some cases, there is evidence that evacuation contributes to increased
complications for mothers and newborns, as well as to post-partum depression.123
38. Furthermore, the policy has broken down traditional birthing and maternal care practices
and structures over the course of its existence,124 depriving Aboriginal communities of
the opportunities such practices offer to welcome the child into their home and give them
an immediate sense of their place in the world. Before the evacuation policy, Aboriginal
25

women gave birth surrounded and assisted by family and community members125, who
sense of identity...[and] become resilient and responsible members of their
126

Taking Aboriginal women away from their communities shortly prior to

childbirth results not only in emotional turmoil for both mother and baby, but also in the
127

from the very beginning of his or her life.

39. Another way separation of Aboriginal children from their families has occurred and
continues to occur is placement in the child welfare system, which has been growing
exponentially since the late 1960s.128 Aboriginal children have said of their experiences
increasing instability, without trust in anyone, without supportive relationships, and - at
worst - contemplating suicide because they do not feel connected to the world around
them.129
130
131

eight times higher than non-in

This constitutes a denial of the

reality that Aboriginal children, like all children, rely on and are entitled to relationships
with their families and surroundings to form their own sense of personal identity. 132 The
disruption of Abor
is particularly problematic, especially when they are placed into non-Aboriginal homes in
alternative care,133 which is the case for approximately 50 per cent of adopted Aboriginal
children.134 This puts incredible stress on the children, many of whom feel that they have
no control or choice and end up expressing their anger in destructive ways, often leading
to violence and incarceration.135
40. Violence towards self and others, and heightened chances that they will break the law,
can be seen as a direct consequence of the removal of Aboriginal children from their
families,136 whether in this generation or the ones prior.137 This violence sometimes takes
the form of membership in gangs and other illegal activity. Even for Aboriginal youth
who have not been removed from their families, but are living in unsafe environments
and conditions such as abject poverty - the situation facing 25 per cent of First Nations
children138 - engaging in these activities is a way to survive, cope and, perhaps
26

unsurprisingly, find belonging.139 Despite the fact that the incarceration rate for all youth
in Canada declined 31 per cent between 2003 and 2013140, in 2014 almost 37 per cent of
incarcerated offenders between 18 and 25 years of age were of Aboriginal descent.141
Aboriginal youth also suffer high rates of acute stress and depression,142 the latter of
143

38 per cent of all deaths among First

Nations youth aged 10 to 19 in 2006 were attributed to suicide.144 The contributing

a view to preventing these has c
145

All of this aligns with what Aboriginal children have said
146

E qual Rights to H ealth and E ducation
41. Canada has made some progress over the last decade in addressing disparities between
the health status of Aboriginal and other children including lowering Aboriginal infant
mortality rates.147 However, child welfare services for First Nations children on reserves
are still underfunded by 22 per cent as compared to provincial spending on Canadian
.148

h services

evidenced by studies done in Ontario and Manitoba.149 In general, the audit found that
nurses and nursing stations are underequipped to serve remote First Nations communities,
resulting in possible poorer health outcomes for people living there. Additionally,
community health needs are not taken into consideration when national supports are
being allocated to these areas, nor are rates and equality of access to health services
geographic
150

This means that there is no certainty that the actual health needs of

communities are being met, or that First Nations who need clinical care have the same
opportunities as non-First Nations residents in remote settings to receive that care. This
uncertainty is reflected in the

from their
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communities to receive care for health problems when they would be better served close
to home.151
42. There seems to have been equally little progress with respect to education. Aboriginal
children receive between $2000 and $3000 less in funding per student than nonAboriginal children152 and there is continued shortfall in funds dedicated to infrastructure
and social and education programs,153 especially on reserve where there is little money
available for special education, libraries, computers, languages and extra-curricular
activities. High school incompletion rates for First Nations youth living on reserve have
not changed since 2006154 but progress on reforming education on reserves has stalled.155.
These are additional indications that discrimination against Aboriginal children in the
provision of services continues, something that contravenes various articles of the CRC.
Shannen Koostachin, a remarkable young Cree girl, came to Ottawa from Attawapiskat at
the age of 13 to ask government

in

her community. She simply wanted a school free of the black mould, rats, and oil spill
fumes that had closed the existing one, a school that would embody the cultural values of
her community. There was an all-party resolution in Parliament to support her dream in
2012 and a new school has since been opened. But little other real action has followed to
resolve the ongoing issues related to Aboriginal education in general. Shannen had to
leave to her community to go to a secondary school in a distant town (a not uncommon
experience for vulnerable youth from northern reserves who are forced away from their
families for secondary education because of the lack of resources to continue their
education at home). She was tragically killed in a car accident at the age of 15.
Nevertheless her dream lives on and we must all honour it.
43. It is not that there are no government-supported programs for young Aboriginal children.
The Federal Government funds Maternal Child Health, Prenatal Nutrition, Aboriginal
Head Start, and Fetal Alcohol Disorder programs on reserves, all of which have been
positively evaluated. The problem is that not all children are able to benefit. Further,
while provinces have made commitments to help improve Aboriginal health care in
general and maternal health in particular,156 due to federal budget cuts many existing
initiatives have been shut down. These programs were housed, for example, in the
National Aboriginal Health Organization,157
28

Program,158
cut.159
160

communit

the government

organizations that for many years provided independent guidance and assistance to those
communities. This is greatly detrimental not only to Aboriginal children today but their
communities also, far into the future.
Considerations for the F uture
44. For those born into Aboriginal heritage, the questions of identity begin with and extend
far beyond the immediate family itself. For many, culture and language are as much
constitutive of identity as other factors like ethnic origin, and, according to CRC Articles
children taking this into account? At the same time as many Aboriginal communities in
Canada are becoming stronger and prouder, too many are unable to move forward in the
ways they need and want, largely due to the complex relationships they have with the
federal government entities constitutionally responsible for Aboriginal affairs and the
provincial governments responsible for services.161 Many Aboriginal communities, like
162

having been given neither the

independence nor the authority required to improve conditions on their own and recreate
self-sufficiency, nor the necessary resources to give their children the best possible
chances at optimal development.
45. In First Nations traditions, the child has always been viewe
responsibility...cared for by extended family or members of their clan or kinship
163

automatically severing the child-parent connection the community came together to
provide the additional support required164 for the child to grow up with a well-grounded
sense of belonging shaped by their cultural identity as well as a strong personal identity,
informed by their specific family background. The federal government has acknowledged
-identity development and
165
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This recognizes the crucial role

of cultural continuity, in the sense of Aboriginal communities having control over their
own governance, land, education and cultural facilities, to the very survival of Aboriginal
children.166

calls for the return of

birthing to communities

167
168

whenever possible, rather than be ferried

into the child welfare system. Acting in the best interests of the child, and allowing the
-making about their
present circumstances of care and their future means ceasing to take the child out of their
community unless it is truly (not nominally) in their best interest. If the reality that
well-being

169

is

going to change, any policy created with the best interests of children in mind must make
cultural continuity central to its approach.
46. CRC Articles 24 and 28, which state that all children have the right to the best health care
possible and that all children have the right to a primary education, must be realized. This
to close the funding gaps for health and education are intolerable. Efforts to stall rather
than encourage any remedies for this discriminatory status quo have resulted, for

child no matter who, no matter where. Closing the funding gaps for Aboriginal health and
education, and reintroducing funding and support for the organizations and initiatives that
have been shut down are essential to fulfilling the rights of Aboriginal children, ensuring
their survival and supporting their full and optimal development.

I I I. E nsuring H ealthy L ives
47.
physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or
170

With certain notable exceptions most young children take their physical

health for granted and, instead, focus their social experiences
we are in happy relationships with our friends and family, we can participate in our
30

cultures, we can be with our friends and do the things we enjoy, [and] when we can help
171

They see physical activity not just as exercise, but also as socially driven

recreation, games and play,172 to which all young people have a right under the CRC.173
Young people also need and value supports to their emotional and mental competencies
and struggles, sexual wellness and knowledge and inclusion of those with disabilities,
among other concerns.
Physical A ctivity, Recreation and Play
48. The constant chatter on the Internet and in the media about what constitutes healthy
weight has tended to take the spotlight away from how to nurture overall physical wellbeing. This is regrettabl
contribute to their overall sense of self and wellness. This is especially true for
elementary school aged children onward to adolescence for characteristics such as
physical attractiveness, capabilities and possessions.174 At a young age, children place
in turn affects their sense of self worth.175
their physical abilities, particularly their athletic abilities, and if they perceive negative
judgments about their abilities they will internalize messages of doubt regarding their
competencies and likely carry these messages into the future. 176 This is, of course,
detrimental to development through to and beyond adolescence, as a sense of alienation
or discomfort about the physical self leads to a lack of confidence and makes the process
of becoming mature, when children are able to put less emphasis on the judgment and
acceptance of others and more on growth according to their own values, difficult.177 For
these reasons, and not just the idea that they need to be active to control their weight, all
children and young people need to feel as some do that being able to partake in activities
178

49. Unfortunately however, for a variety of reasons, many children in Canada are, indeed,
overweight. Alongside Greece and the United States, Canada is one of only three
179

One factor compounding this situation

appears to be that too many children and youth in Canada are not taking advantage of
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opportunities to be more physically active. Despite the presence of physical education
programs in almost every school in the country, children aged 12 to 17 spend nine hours
per day being sedentary, with the number of hours having grown with age.180 Part of the
reason for this could be that while the majority of children and youth have regular access
to gymnasiums, playing fields and playground equipment,181 they only make use of their
access during school hours. Additionally, 15 per cent of boys and 11 per cent of girls 18
years old and younger have never been able to access recreational activities, sports, or
after-school programs.182 This is unfortunate as barriers to play and other forms of
recreation, such as high costs, lack of funding, inaccessibility of community programs or
infrastructure, absence of transportation, or family bias against recreational activities, 183
are also barriers to physical, mental and social well-being.
50. Being sedentary from
unhealthy behaviour, leading to unhealthy weight, that can become part of a cycle of
being unwell, losing confidence, deepening frustration and losing motivation to
change.184 In contrast, having and taking up ample opportunities to play and engage in
recreation in a way that enhances physical activity not only has positive outcomes for
health indicators like weight, but overall mental and social well-being
upon protective factors, assets, and resiliencies by fostering increased interactions with
caring adults and friends, increased exposure to positive social values, reinforcement of
positive norms of behaviour within peer groups, and opportunities to engage in
185

constructive and

Children have noted this too,

foster peace for children and communities as well as, most importantly, expressing
yourself

186

source of positive self-image and self esteem.187 With this in mind, an important way in
188

oppor

51. Leisure, recreation and play, whether structured or unstructured, are not only important to
keep children physically active, however. Play of any type is critical to the overall
development and well-being of children and youth. They recognize this at a young age,
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189

Play,

especially at the beginning of a
form relationships and perform and experiment with social roles. This sense of self and
identity development. Play allows children to gain autonomy and feel a sense of control
over who they are by facilitating self-motivated and voluntary exercising of different
skills and abilities.190 For these reasons, opportunities for physical activity as well as play
in general should be equally accessible for all, as stipulated under Article 31 of the CRC.
52. The government of Canada states that children aged five to 11 should be engaged in at
191

-

Do its

major fitnessUnfortunately, one of the primary supports provided by the federal government to ensure
that such opportunities exist, besides the Canadian Sports Policy, does not conform to the
been boosted so as to double the amount families can claim in 2015.192 However, the
policy affects families in different income brackets in different ways. While families with
low income should be benefiting most from programs related to fitness and physical wellbeing, the Fitness Tax Credit actually requires that families pay for programs and for the
children to be enrolled for at least eight weeks straight in order to be eligible. Moreover,
after having spent that money on fitness programs, low- and modest-income families, the
193

Those

families that do benefit from the Credit do so at unequal rates. A study by a group at
York University revealed that high-income households, those earning above $200,000 per
year, claimed $

-income households,

those earning less than $40,000 annually.194 With low-income families already
representing the smallest proportion of Canadian children involved in sports activities195,
a credit that benefits them less than richer families cannot be considered respectful of
CRC Article 31, which calls for equal access to play and recreation for all.
Nutrition and E ating Disorders
53. Nutrition is not only a concern for those who suffer from food insecurity, but it is also a
concern for those who have access to healthful foods and can exercise power in deciding
33

what to consume. The last decade has seen an increase in the study of what and how
people eat, coupled with growing awareness and discussion about which foods are
considered healthy and which are not. Images of food are everywhere and people are both
more deliberate about what they eat and why, and more concerned about the aesthetic of
food than ten years ago. Both undernourishment and over-eating are well-recognized as
problems for the overall health and well-being of children. So are eating disorders such as
anorexia and bulimia and their relationship to body image and identity. What is less wellstudied is another form of compulsion when it comes to diet. Obsession over a particular
s, documenting
daily consumption and compulsive exercise are trends that need to be better understood.
Youth must be taught to question food fads or trends and even scientific studies,
especially when they recommend harsh restrictions of a food or food compound. The
about their body image. Eating habits that do more harm than good to the mind and body
can in part be seen as reflections of a strong impulse to control what others see on the
outside by controlling what goes inside, and media plays an immeasurable part in
encouraging this impulse. It is important that youth are taught to scrutinize the barrage of
constant messaging around food that influences how they think about food and what
food, in turn, makes them think about themselves.
Immunization
54. The topic of immunization has also been increasingly subject to media, social media and
popular culture influences, especially in the last few years. Many news stories have come
out recently documenting concerns about immunization, the most notorious of which
linked vaccination with autism and has not only been thoroughly debunked but
voluntarily retracted.196 Other concerns have been cleared up. The phenomenon of
opposition to vaccinating children based on misinformation has likely influenced
below 90 per cent, resulting in Canada ranking of 28 out of 29 industrialized countries for
vaccination rates.197 Immunization is a now re-emerging concern that must be addressed
by campaigns to inform the public about why it is not only important but essential, and
clarify what the risks really are.
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E motional and Mental W ell-being
health cited above198 revolves around what enables

55.

-item indicator of
emotional well-being
199

being emotionally healt

Unfortunately, self-reported life satisfaction drops dramatically with the onset of
adolescence. In the sixth grade, the majority (60 per cent and above) of boys and girls
rank their life satisfaction at 8 out of 10. This number drops for both groups as they get
older. By grade ten, only 55 per cent of boys and 44 per cent of girls give the same
ranking.
200

56. Mental health is clearly of great concern to many young people, and yet children and

and this is a problem because we need to be noticing it from the beginning to be able to
201

While not all incidences of being emotionally or mentally upset are
202

boys

Even if there is no generalized name or label for non-clinical fluctuations in mood

203

57.
204

health is derived from our p

How children and

adolescents perceive themselves as they experience the roller coaster of emotions
associated with growing up plays a major role in identity development, affecting how
they relate to others and adjust to their surroundings. In other words, mental and
emotional well-being is highly relational, and many environments like the home and peer
group shape and impact the feelings and emotions of children and youth. 205 Environments
associated with positive mental health outcomes.206 However, youth feel as if there is a
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continuing stigma associated with mental health issues207, and this is problematic because
it means many still find it difficult to speak up if they are struggling. With almost seven
million children and adults in Canada dealing with a mental health issue at any one
time,208 it seems that more youth-to-youth and youth-to-adult conversations should be
happening. When youth feel they cannot speak up about these issues, they remain
unexplored, misunderstood and stigmatized.
58. Silence about suffering often results in lack of treatment, and mental health issues that are
untreated in childhood will inevitably lead to more life challenges, such as violence,
family difficulties, low academic performance, increased risk for physical illness and
shortened life expectancy.209 The fact is, of the more than one million Canadian children
and youth affected by a mental health issue in any one year, less than 20 percent will
receive appropriate treatment.210 The natural resilience of children is likely to decrease211
and their self-esteem to decline over the course of their lives if they are left without the
supports they require to continue establishing a sense of certainty that they are loved and
cared about. It is a sad fact that close to 800 youth die by suicide in Canada every year. 212
And yet we know that many mental illnesses can be prevented or moderated with early
intervention. The fact that close to 70 per cent of adults suffering from mental health
issues say that their symptoms began to appear during childhood 213 (most mental health
problems can be observed before a person reaches 24 years of age), 214 makes childhood
and adolescence especially important times to feel as supported, loved and cared for as
possible.
59. Two of the main concerns for children with regard to supports, aside from the family and
peer environments, are the availability and affordability of professional or semiprofessional help for any type of mental health issue. According to some youth, it can
take from weeks up to a year to be able to talk to someone like a therapist, counsellor or
psychologist,215 even though the Canadian Psychological Association recommends a cap
216

Some youth

have to stop receiving treatment because of the expense.217 Although there are supports
available for some children in schools, in communities, online and through charitable
organizations, there is still much work to be done. Youth confirm education as one of the
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need to provide education on mental health, where to access supports/resources and make
it clear that mental health affects everyone...education is most important in changing
218

Schools are, then, a logical place in which to

begin or expand support for child
districts across the country, 80 per cent of respondents stated that there are considerable
needs that are yet to be met with respect to student mental health in their school or school
board.219
D rug Use, Substance A buse and A ddictions
60. Drug use by young people seems to have become more accepted as a norm of young
adult life over the past decade. However, this does not curb the harmfulness of such
activities, especially when illicit substances are involved. Drug use is not limited to the
use of illegal drugs such as cocaine, ecstasy and hallucinogens, but also includes the
abuse of pharmaceuticals such as pain relievers, stimulants and sedatives to get high.220
15 to 24 year olds were the largest group of illegal drug users (60 per cent) out of the
general population in 2012,221 which is concerning because those years are exactly the
time when youth are most susceptible to negative impacts on health, scholastic
achievement and social relationships resulting from risky behaviours. For example, 15 to
approximately five times more likely than adults aged 25 years and
222

older to

Substance abuse disorders are a result of

many factors, including but not limited to genetics and neurobiology; mental and
emotional issues; a propensity to impulsivity; the internalization of negative feelings such
as anxiety and depression; and the influences of peers and families.223 The thread the runs
through all these factors, though, is that young people often must navigate them alone, or
under negative influence from others. Drug use and abuse is almost always a response or
coping mechanism for feelings of isolation and helplessness.
61.
224

or, in fact, to begin abusing substances at all. What

matters is that they are having trouble coping. It is important to remember that neither
addicts nor their children, if they have any, are tainted, as they are often seen to be, even
225

Children affected by substance abuse and

addiction need to be treated with an understanding that they are growing up in a different
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way than other children. They are often abused, stigmatized and alone as a result of
age-appropriate services for young peop

More

importantly, youth are treated away from their families and communities even when they
are not under threat from them.226 Treatments for substance abuse and addictions should
be part of a holistic health approach and not fragmented like they are today.
Sexual W ell-being
62. Sexuality, sexual identity and diversity and sexual health are uncomfortable topics for
youth and mainstream society to discuss. Yet, conversations about these issues are
happening between and among youth all the time, so there should be a greater focus on
the kind and quality of information that they are receiving and using. While sexual health
STIs among youth in Canada,227 and the physiology of reproduction, it is also supposed
-image and the integration of sexuality into
228

However, 45 per cent of students

surveyed in Ontario in 2011 stated that the sexual health education they received
229

For example, many non-heterosexual youth do not receive relevant sexual health
education.230 We must acknowledge that sexuality is a large part of identity, but it is often
ignored because it is difficult to address. Sexual identity is strongly tied with other
aspects of identity, such as gender, which can and should also be discussed. Open-minded
and non231

are important not only

for health outcomes but also for positive identity development.
Inclusion and Support for C hildren with Disabilities
63. Children hold different opinions about having disabilities, especially when it comes to
plays both major and minor roles in the self-concepts of children and adults alike,232 but
decent life, in conditions which ensure dignity, promote self-reliance and facilitate the
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233

Disability thus needs to be a major

consideration when discussing children within the framework of identity, rights and
belonging, because many of the difficulties that children with disabilities face have to do
self but rather a combination of social, cultural, attitudinal and
that, in turn, affect quality of life.234 As with all people, the experiences of children with
disabilities are informed by their relationships with others and the environments around
them. Structured interviews with Canadian adolescents with various physical disabilities
reveal that low expectations for what they can achieve present them with a particularly
difficult challenge235 by placing the social burdens of disability on the persons with a
disability rather than distributing them in a way that promotes their dignity, self-reliance
and participation. Furthermore, because children with disabilities are more likely to be
subjected to adult and medical interventions than other children, they are more vulnerable
to abuse and other situations of maltreatment or neglect.236
64. If children with disabilities are segregated and marginalized from their peers as they often
are, whether in speech or in action, they are deprived of having the same level of rights
and obligations as everyone else within a group or in society, often leading to feelings
that they do not belong, do not have the same worth as others and cannot relate with
others.237 These children may be deprived of equal opportunities for expression, the right
to which is guaranteed in the CRC,238 in spite of the fact that they want to participate in
such activities with other children and youth. For the 202,350 children under the age of
15 in Canada with a disability,239 participation in a variety of activities is vital to their
development and to their overall life satisfaction.
65. In 2006, the latest year for which this data could be found, 31 per cent of children with
disabilities surveyed had difficulty accessing special education services. 43 per cent said
their disability delayed the achievement of their educational goals (i.e. reaching their
present grade).240 This is part of a broader problem of social exclusion, not only from
policy considerations but from community life in general. Most children with disabilities
in Canada are apparently not being included in peer groups and do not have opportunities
to participate. A 2012 study showed that 53 per cent of children with disabilities among
166 families surveyed in Fredericton, Regina and Toronto did not have social contacts
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they could call close friends and those who do have friends spend very little time
interacting with them. In the same survey, 53 per cent of the children also rated the level
cent rated the level of support received from their cultural group community as also very
low.241
66. As they face adulthood, children with disabilities should not be twice as likely as other
Canadians to live in poverty, nor experience rates of violence that stand among the
highest for any group in our society.242

Despite the Disability Tax Credit and

Supplement, Child Care Expense Deduction for children with disabilities, Canada Study
Grants for Students with Disabilities, and Child Disability Benefit for low and modest
income families, youth with disabilities will still grow up to have a difficult time having
the same opportunities as others and being fully integrated as called for in CRC Article
23. For example, only 49 per cent of adults with disabilities had jobs in 2011.243 We have
an urgent responsibility to help build inclusive environments for children with
disabilities, within a society free of barriers to the participation of all children so that all
the components of their identities can develop and thrive.
Considerations for the F uture
67. There is such plentiful information available about what it needed to ensure that children
are healthy that it is increasingly surprising that Canadian children are not as healthy as
exercise their right to participate. And when a child is not fully supported in pursuing full
health on terms that they can both assent and consent to, they are even more vulnerable
because not only their well-being but also their rights are undermined. Good health and
well-being do not automatically result from respecting the rights of the child, but are only
enabled and made fully possible when approached from the standpoint of rights. A rightsbased approach assumes that children have a say in all matters concerning their health
and that they are capable of understanding what certain decisions (for example, regarding
treatment) mean when fully explained in age-appropriate terms. This means that all
health professionals, parents, guardians, caregivers and even the media have
responsibilities to remember the autonomy and agency of each and every child especially
when it comes issues of health. At the very least, adherence to Article 12 of the CRC
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have the right to say what they think should happen and have their opinions taken into
244

This is very relevant to sexual health education, for example, where even

when children express a desire and need to learn about topics that are not covered in the
curriculum, they are ignored. The knowledge that young people need is going to change
depending on the shifts they experience in growing up: for example, puberty is now
beginning earlier in the lives of both girls and boys.245 What they say they need to know
to navigate the murky waters of adolescent turbulence should be respected and educators
should have the resources they need to provide this information.
68. In addition to the considerations offered above, another challenge for ensuring healthy
lives in all areas is building or changing the infrastructure that exists in our schools,
community centres and cities in ways that encourage physical activity and activities that
improve mental health. Parks, after school program equipment, green spaces, bike lanes
and many more physical assets are lacking in our cities and, especially, rural and remote
areas. Too many structures in our communities fail to accommodate people with
disabilities, and do not incorporate features for safe usage by children. Safety concerns
that hinder opportunities for children to play outside and commute on their own to and
from home should be addressed in ways that do not restrict their freedoms. Finally, all
structures and programs should be made accessible and affordable for all in and out of
school. Funding should be made available to all children to have access to mental health
and addictions advice and help in schools, and for children with disabilities to acquire the
supports they need for everyday living and learning.
69. With regard to sexual and reproductive knowledge, nutrition and immunization, relevant,
truthful and evidence-based information is critical to addressing the issues at hand. The
government is especially well-poised under Article 17 of the CRC to disseminate
well-being to the widest possible audience by
encouraging mass media to talk about community health (for example immunization is
about herd immunity from which everyone benefits) in ways that children can
understand. All people have a responsibility to discuss these issues too.
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I V . Promoting Safer and Supportive Communities
70. Strengthening communities in order to protect and support children in all areas of life
begins with recognizing the changes that have taken place over the last decade. There is
no doubt that long-recognized forms of violence against children, such as physical, sexual
and emotional child abuse and neglect, still exist.246 There were 88,000 reported instances
of domestic violence in 2013;247 in 2010, the latest year for which this data is available,
49,500 children were victims of family violence.248 Children who witness family violence
even if they are not experiencing it directly can suffer long-term development,
behavioural and emotional problems far into adulthood.249 There is also the issue of
corporal punishment, which

if the force does

not exceed what is reasonable under the circumstances .250
251

252

Moreover, when is it ever reasonable to hit a human

This is the point of CRC Article 19 which condemns all forms of

and other means to protect children. While we must pay attention to the continued abuse
and exploitation of too many children in this country it is imperative that we also
acknowledge the new concerns that have come up over the last decade. In speaking about
these issues it is important to remember that children and adolescents have stated that,
despite both the continuities and changes they experience, they hold certain values in
common with others of their generation such as inclusivity, participation, access to
information, and unconditional support for themselves and for others.253 While helping
children and youth navigate the rocky landscape of childhood and adolescence it is a
comfort that these values appear to be firmly embedded.
V iolence, Bullying and O ther Forms of Intimidation: E merging H armful T rends
71. One of the reasons children have said they require the unconditional support of at least
one person in their lives254 is that there are forms of violence that have emerged over the
last ten years that did not exist before. While the homicide rate in Canada sits at its lowest
in 48 years,255 and the youth crime rate has decreased over the last decade,256 the rate of
bullying has remained consistent over the past decade, with 35 per cent of children
reporting experiences of bullying in schools in 2013.257 In addition, youth have raised
42

concerns about new outlets for violent behaviour such as the Internet and its capacity to
enable cyberbullying. Sexually exploitative images of children have widely proliferated
over the last decade, with an estimated five million images available online in 2009,258
mostly of girls.259 And even as real life instances of physical vi
seem to be less publicly discussed, more subtle types have been observed by young
people
260

Other less or non-violent but also worrying activities include the media

portrayal of sexuality; sexting, which few youth (eight per cent) initiate but which 32 per
cent of boys and 17 per cent of girls have received; and pornography found on the web,
which 40 per cent of boys and seven per cent of girls in grades seven to 11 surveyed in
Ontario have accessed.261
72. Violence experienced by youth today is frequently gendered. For example, girls between
15 and 24 years of age are most likely to experience sexual assault, rape, domestic assault
and criminal harassment (including stalking). At the same time, sexual violence is one of
justice system.262 Girls also made up the majority, 80 per cent in fact, of hospitalizations
for self-harm from 2013-2014.263 Gendered violence does not only refer to girls and
women, however. Boys are most susceptible to general intentional assault, having made
up 66 per cent of hospitalizations for intentional assault injuries and 83 per cent of
treated after being attacked now than five years ago. 264 Thus it seems that much of the
time neither girls nor boys feel that they can pursue official pathways to seek recourse for
the acts of violence of which they are the victims. As a result, we must strive to provide
in our communities adequate supports for all children, responding to them appropriately
in accordance with their age and gender.
73. The reasons for self or peer-on-peer harm cannot be pinpointed, but the rise of social
media, particularly as it facilitates ubiquitous but often hidden acts of cyberbullying, is
one suspect.265 Indeed, the Internet in general, accessible to virtually all children and
youth in Canada, contains all sorts of opportunities for cyberbullying, and not just
because of social media. 99 per cent of students in Canada have access to the Internet,,
compared to 79 per cent a little more than ten years ago. 266 The Internet allows youth to
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becom
across Canada in 2005 reported they took advantage of.267 While some youth state that
that one reason why the Internet makes it easy, almost compelling, to engage in
268

In this way, the Internet is a place where youth both

find a sense of comfort with their identities and, perhaps paradoxically, isolate
themselves or take on identities that are not true to who they are or who they want to
become. The anonymity and cloaks of invisibility the Internet bestows are perhaps two
reasons tha
269

is such a widespread

radars,270 ha
is true for two reasons: the first being that online bullying can leave a more permanent
are
at risk of being bullied in general are also at higher risk of being cyberbullied.

271

74. This is particularly worrying in the case of LGBTQIA* youth (lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, two-spirit, queer, questioning, intersex, asexual and other sexual, gender and
expression minorities),272
273

For all the talk in the last decade about creating safer spaces for youth who

identify as LGBTQIA*, the hallways of schools, change rooms and washrooms across
Canada remain very unsafe. 68 per cent of Trans students, 55 per cent of female sexual
verbally harassed about t
21 per cent of LGBTQIA* students surveyed in that year stated they
happened to them due to their gender expression.274 In turn, identifying as LGBTQIA*
275

Youth and the Justice System
75. In their search for belonging and identity many if not most adolescents in Canada
occasionally cross the line between what is legal and what is not. While their actions are
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often quite serious according to the laws on the books it is only the ones who get caught
more than once who enter the youth justice system. These youth, mostly boys, tend to be
overwhelmingly from vulnerable populations: they are Aboriginal or from visible
minorities living in struggling communities.276

-over
stem for the

kinds of infractions that middle-class families would probably manage on their own.
Many are suffering from mental health issues, including FASD,277 which render them
exceptionally vulnerable to severe treatment.278 All of them encounter negative
stereotyping in the media leading to punitive public opinion calling for harsher sentences.
As a result these youth, who are not yet adult, are in particular need of having their rights
protected. Articles 37 and 40 of the CRC set very clear parameters for youth justice
systems in any country that has ratified the Convention and, to a great extent, our Youth
Criminal Justice Act (YCJA) of 2003. The problem lies both in the implementation of the
CRC within the YCJA and in the regressive modifications that were made to it under Bill
C-10, bringing it farther from compliance with the CRC.279
76. At Shaking the Movers V in 2011 the young participants, some of whom had had their
own direct experience of youth custody, were very disturbed by the treatment of certain
youth in the correctional services, notably Ashley Smith, who in 2007 committed suicide
in full view of staff after years of inappropriate measures.280
going on to add that
argued for guidance, saying that young people in conflict with the law should be given
the chance to learn from their mistakes because they are still learning and developing.
The justice system should aim to turn young offenders into students instead of
, said another,
me who I am today. I inherited the jail mentality. That is why I always get into
of some of the crimes that a relatively small and decreasing number281 of young people in
Canada have committed, no one really wants the identity with which a youth offender
emerges from the youth justice system to be that of a hardened criminal. None of us
would be any safer.
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Immigrant, Refugee, Asylum-Seeking and Stateless/Undocumented C hildren
77. Two views emerge on the issue of inclusivity from children who have been consulted:
that of all children being included in conversations about matters that concern them and
that of all people being included and having a sense of belonging in society. Inclusivity is
282

In talking about inclusion in this way, children have reconciled the

divide that is sometimes placed between recognizing and honouring diversity on the one
hand, and including everyone on the other. According to them it is simply about treating
all people as persons in their own right, as humans with rights that are inalienable and
because of power differentials, for one thing. Youth have referred to discrimination and
Africa) which
283

to illustrate that this type of treatment is not the

reality today. They have addressed the notion that some people, such as newcomers to the
in a different
284

and should be given support to be included. This kind of support is very

important for immigrants, refugees, asylum-seeking and undocumented people alike.
78. However, today, it is increasingly difficult to have a dialogue about the circumstances of
people of different ethnic or cultural backgrounds without a certain sense of wariness
about what certain ethnic or cultural differences might mean. For the federal government,
for example, these differences in many ways justify treating newcomers as exceptions to
religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other
285

A glaring example of this is a recent declaration by the Minister of the
286

The status of being a

treating someone as a human being but it is not, as it is in the eyes of the Minister,
negotiable. This negotiability not only applies to newcomers, non-residents, non-citizens,
and their children, but people who were born and raised in Canada as well.287 From the
estimated 80,000 to 500,000 undocumented people288 living in Canada for whom there
289
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System Act (which among various concerns allows the detention of asylum-seeking
children)290 and the cuts to health care for refugees,291 to the latest report about
292

system

293

and the new express entry points

that will favour economic immigrants over those in other categories, events of

the past several years have shown us that not all people of all backgrounds are readily
accepted as persons with equal rights in this country.
79. This is increasingly becoming a struggle for young people. Recent immigrants to Canada
4 per cent in 2011 being under the age of 24.294
minorities, 63 per cent are under the age of 16 years. 295 This means many children
witness or are peripherally subject to the acts of discrimination that one in five landed
immigrants over the age of 15 has reported experiencing in Canada over the last five
years alone.296 Many more children see discriminatory behaviour that may not be targeted
sexist
297

Possibilities of discrimination and negative stereotyping are increasingly directed at and
radicalization, a
298

Indeed, one recent headline simply
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Considerations for the F uture
80. In the face of all this, the wisdom of the young people quoted in this document stands out
when thinking about how to begin tackling these enormous problems. They have said that
there are many ways to participate and there is a need to ensure that all voices are being
heard. This should include groups who have a hard time being heard, such as Aboriginal
children and youth, new Canadians and young people with language barriers, and
300

The principle of inclusion is crucial to building safe,

protective and supportive communities. Youth who are indeed thinking about joining or
do join extremist groups, for example, are in large part youth who feel excluded. They
support extremist ideologies as a part of their identity development, which has been
informed by their feelings of isolation.301 The communities surrounding these youth are
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81. For all children who experience some form of violence or bullying in their lives,
approaching others for help is often very challenging. This is not only true for victims of
domestic violence but also for those who are bullied or harassed in or outside of school.
Young people who are cyberbullied already exhibit high rates of clinical depression, 303
anxiety, substance abuse, suicidal thoughts and self harm.304 Many believe that they may
be threatened further, and thus face greater distress, if they ask for help. Some youth do
not think their parents will understand, since the Internet seems an almost entirely
different world from the one with which their parents are familiar. Finally, some youth
fear that their access to technologies such as their computers or cell phones will be
restricted if they admit that they have partaken in or been the victims of harmful or
violent behaviours online.305 Young people have said that they know they are responsible
for protecting themselves online, but they also need guidance as to how to stay safe and
how to scrutinize the countless pieces of information that are constantly communicated to
them via the web. They acknowledge that the Internet can be a problematic place but they
value many of the relationships they have gained from online engagement. For these
children solutions do not involve measures of control or censorship, but dialogue and
education instead.
82. It is up to us to ensure that children know they are not alone when they are bullied
whether online or elsewhere, that they will not be judged for being taken advantage of,
that it is not their fault when they are victimized. This applies similarly to all children
who feel discriminated against due to their ethnicity, nationality, culture, sexuality,
religious affiliations and so forth. Helping all youth feel safe enough to approach
members of their communities about harmful and violent content in the media and
behaviours around them is the first step to protecting and supporting them. Strategies to
keep youth safe everyday must be devised with the youth as active partners sharing their
knowledge and experiences. Indeed, research shows that the best approach supporters of
children can take in protecting them from harm and strengthening ties with them is to be
open and engaged, to share experiences, and to invite honest discussion about any of the
issues they are facing no matter how difficult to navigate.306 This approach also parallels
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the values children hold of being included and being able to participate freely in
discussions surrounding all matters that affect them. In all communities, there is a
constant need to build cohesion, or at least connection, whether it is through discussion,
collective action or other means. It is really our responsibility to build up a society where
it is untenable for the State to withhold the rights of some people simply because they are
83. Finally, with respect to youth justice, the international standards on youth custody
supplied by the UN,307 many of which are already in place in Canada, are the best
response to the issues young people have raised, particularly the statements that custody
must always be a measure of last resort, that youth must always be maintained separately
from adults and that even in custody they are entitled to all their rights with particular
attention paid to their security and health, their education and maintaining their ties to
friends and relatives. A focus on rehabilitation is essential as young offenders are also our
fellow citizens and sooner or later will come back to live among us.

V . E nhancing E ducation and L earning
Q uality L iteracy Instruction
84. The meaning of literacy has expanded over the years to include not just a minimum level
of reading ability but also to recognize the need of young people to acquire critical
competencies in many other areas of daily living. The first two forms of evolving literacy
needs that immediately come to mind are digital and consumer literacy. Digital literacy is
about navigating the constantly growing and more complicated world wide web in a way
that balances the freedom the Internet brings with concerns over accessibility, privacy
and safety. Seen from the perspective of identity, rights and belonging, this translates into
and
perhaps to create a new persona, to join on-line communities or to express oneself
creatively

with the responsibility to protect oneself and fellow net users from bullying,

exploitation and the theft or loss of real-life identity and dignity. Being digitally literate
means understanding certain realities about the digital age: to what extent certain
digitally-driven behaviours are healthy and normative, who uses electronic devices and
social media and to what ends, how to deal with negative experiences and problems
arising from engaging in a wired world and who to go to when something is not
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understood. Without this knowledge, young people are deprived of agency and power
over the consequences of constant connectedness.
85.
directed toward young people such as movies, video games, magazines, newspapers and
posters. It involves learning how to understand messages of advertising, how to separate
out truth from half-truths and downright lies and being aware of the dangers of
manipulation. This should also involve training in political literacy. Children and youth
should not only know how governments work and how extensively they shape the
environments in which they are growing up but also have opportunities at home and at
school to practise the democracy all Canadians claim to believe in. In this as in other
areas of literacy critical thinking is crucial.
86. There also appears to be inad

means. Before young people leave home or care it is imperative that they know how and
where to find social and health services, buy food, prepare meals, find a job, rent and
keep up a living space to live, pay bills, seek out avenues for education or occupational
advancement, and much more. Different youth have varying degrees of need for training
in any life skills area, but many are much more confused and uninformed than they
should be. For adolescents leaving home or care, not having life skills can be especially
challenging because they are trying to gain, assert or cope with forced independence
while at the same time trying to find out who they are, much of the time without the
physical, emotional, mental and instructional supports they should have. Emotional
literacy308 should also be considered a life skill309 and has been increasingly promoted in
recent years partly as a way to prevent bullying.310
87. Finally, parental skills are a form of literacy that is too often forgotten. It is unclear
whether parents and caregivers are any more informed about what healthy child
development and appropriate child rearing techniques look like than in 2004 when A

Canada F it for Children committed to providing opportunities to develop confidence,
skills and knowledge with regard to child rearing. Parents have little guidance before,
during and after the birth of the child, and it is difficult for them to find it as it is not clear
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how many of those not professionally trained in a discipline of child care or medical care
are sure of what child-rearing and care entail. Parents are also not always warmly or
officially welcomed in schools, places of work, and even some public places that should
be accessible to everyone (for example, breastfeeding mothers face backlash over caring
for their child in some public spaces). While we recognize that parents make an
enormous contribution to the public good and that bringing up children is a difficult and
challenging, though hopefully rewarding, task, we do not pay enough attention to the fact
that many parents (as they have said themselves)311 do not receive guidance as to how to
do it. Including a module on effective parenting within the new sexual education
curriculum in Ontario might be a good place to start.
A rts E ducation and A rtistic E xpression
88. CRC Article 31 states that all children have the right to participate in and enjoy cultural,
artistic and other recreational activities. In tandem with this, Article 29 states that one of
as his or her mental
and physical abilities to their fullest extent. This means that every child has the right to an
education in the arts which can complement the right to artistic expression by opening up
his or her imagination to what is possible and, indeed, to what is beautiful. However,
many young people express concerns that pressures to succeed in non-arts subjects are
trumping the in-school opportunities for self-knowledge and community-building that
participation in the arts present.312

yourself [through the arts] brings out the
it is

Young people have also conveyed their resentment at being judged
on what they produced whether through painting, music or dance.
89. Dance, in particular, is appreciated because every body can move to music regardless of
size, shape or physical limitation. Ontario has now made dance a compulsory component
of the physical education curriculum and this is encouraging. However, according to
some young people, it is not always taught by teachers who understand the potential of
creative movement to connect the body and the spirit, and they turn it either into a rote
be
313

STM VII participants have affirmed,
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making it clear that they understand that exercising a right is not something to be
While there have been many excellent
if uncoordinated initiatives in both programming and infrastructure in recent years there
needs to be, for the sake of us all, a much greater and more considered investment in the
arts for children across Canada than currently exists.
90. This is because Article 31 also means not only that all children should have the
opportunity to partake in play and recreation, but also that all types of play and recreation
in which children have an interest should be recognized. This is not the case, for example,
-intentioned. This credit, under
which parents can claim up to $500 per child f
cultural, recreational, or developmental activity... that develops creative skills or
expertise is eligible only if it is intended to improve a child's dexterity or co-ordination,
or helps in acquiring and applying knowledge through artistic or cultural activities such
as literary arts, visual arts, performing arts, music, media, languages, customs, and
314

These limitations are detrimental because they assume that the arts are

instrumental, not important in and of themselves: programs that just try to create space
for leisure, play and self-expression are essential too. Beyond the Child Arts Credit, there
seems to be few subsidies for children and youth to take part in other types of play, selfexpression or identity development,, so those who cannot or do not want to access or
participate in programs that only strive to develop skill or expertise are at a disadvantage.
A ims of E ducation
91. Since education in Canada is a provincial responsibility, implementing most of the
technical obligations related to CRC Article 28 fall under provincial and territorial
jurisdiction. However, since all provinces and territories signed the CRC before Canada
ratified it in 1991, they should all try to respect the aims of education as specified in CRC
Article 29. It is highly likely that every school board in the country will have
personality, talents and mental and physical abilities to their fullest potential

into their

statements of goals. However, CRC Article 29b is somewhat more problematic. It reads
he development of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms and for the
principle
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us that although they are usually introduced to the Canadian Charter of Rights and
Freedoms at some time during their school career, very few of them know anything about
the CRC as required by CRC Article 42. On the other hand, they tell us that CRC Article
29c is reasonably well respected in rhetoric if not in practice. This article, which calls for
identity,
language and values, for the national values of the country in which the child is living,
the country from which he or she may originate and for civilizations different from his or
identity and should
provide a real focus for school curricula and teaching. In a country where there are so
many newcomers, knowledge of and respect for the country to which they have come is
also key. This involves a deep exposure to Canadian history and a reminder that we are
officially a bilingual and bicultural country whose two dominant cultures have followed
somewhat different trajectories.
92. While the growing interest in the history of the Aboriginal peoples who first occupied the
land that is Canada is very welcome, the appreciation of Quebec as a distinct society with
a different language and culture seems to have weakened somewhat in the rest of Canada,
raising new issues for belonging and identity. Education in Canada should be preparing
all young people to be capable of a treasuring every aspect of our diversity. This is what
preparation of the child for responsible life in a free society, in the spirit of understanding
, peace , tolerance, equality of sexes, and friendship among all peoples, ethnic, national
probably
become more urgent since 2004 and certainly since the CRC was adopted in 1989. The
growing evidence of climate change is one of the factors in the wider world that is
increasing the incidence of anxiety in this generation partly because many feel powerless
to stop it. With knowledge children and youth can become empowered to know what they
can and cannot do and this is essential because they are the ones who are going to have to
manage it.
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G lobal C itizenship
93. Fostering a sense of respect for the languages, cultures and traditions of all people and
treating all people with dignity and fairness starts with communities. Children have
acknowledged that communities are becoming more global in their makeup, but so are
young people themselves. They have declared themselves to be global citizens; belonging
315

316

and spiritual health of their u

They

but also realize that they require more

ethics education and opportunities to be better global citizens. For some, this kind of
citizenship means that children should be given greater chances to learn to have big ears
for listening to others; b

; big feet for stepping up to defend

their rights; a strong backbone to stand up for what they believe in; a mouth that speaks
out and also smiles; a big heart to care for others; an open mind; and good actions and
good intentions .317
94. This means allowing children to express ideas and values important to them. This means
taking their concerns, on topics ranging from violence to the health of the natural
environment, seriously. Their relationships and interactions with other children all over
the world, whether through face-to-face visiting or wearing a garment possibly made with
child labour or using a gadget made by children exploited in a far away country, need to
be held up as meaningful and worth exploring. Giving children and youth the time and
space to be themselves, to think and speak up, will go a long way in addressing not only
issues close to home, but the global issues

social, economic, environmental

that we all

care about. Children also want to be involved politically but feel that they do not have
voices in political processes and are often not part of major policy decisions that affect
their lives.318 Helping youth understand their rights and the guiding principles of the CRC
dren should be marked by non-discrimination, respect for
their best interests, meaningful youth participation and attention to their optimal
development319
make determinations about their own lives according to who they are and what they are
able to offer.
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Considerations for the F uture
95. One of the biggest concerns pertaining to the education of children in Canada is that most
do not know or understand their rights. The aims of education, as described in Article 29
abilities. Education, however, has primarily been instead about preparing students to
score highly on tests, to obtain grades that will allow them to attend university, and to
pursue degrees that will lead to careers. Education needs now more than ever to broadly
encompass the reality of the lives children lead and to teach students how to navigate that
reality. This means curricula need to teach students how to respect not only themselves,
their own

but also the diversity of the cultural backgrounds of their

companions; their own values, which education and critical thinking can help to clarify;
the values of their parents and mentors; and, last but not least, the natural environment.
Digital, consumer and life skills literacy are examples of where all of these can be
conveyed to students. The Convention can and should be a key tool and framework for
discussing these issues and their implications.

F inal O bservations
96. What this document has tried to do is give more weight and power to the voices of youth
as they have been so generously shared with us. The issues they have flagged over the
years as concerning to them have been described along with their desire to be included, to
participate and to learn, to build strong identities, to belong and to have their rights
understood and fulfilled. Twenty-five years after the adoption of the UNCRC, the
changing landscape of childhood and the perspectives of all children must continue to
are both solid and fluid, in that some elements of identity are determined early on and
stay the same throughout life and some are malleable and open to influences, both
positive and negative. In order to support children and youth in developing identities with
which they are at ease they must be treated respectfully and responded to in ways that
recognize their core beings, and provide them with opportunities for positive learning and
growth. To this end, we must continue to commit to both recognize and act on our
responsibilities to all children, to support and strengthen all families, to promote healthy
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lives, to build safe and supportive communities, and to encourage and enhance global
citizenship education. This is best framed within an understanding of the CRC, which has
undeniable implications for actions, actions we as Canadians have not yet taken on to the
full extent possible.
97. A recent conference of young people who wanted to reaffirm their identities as Canadians
and explore the meanings of citizenship for themselves, offered a renewed commitment
my heart to greater loyalty, my hands to larger service, and my health for better living,
320

The youth show with these words and

through their actions as engaged citizens serving their neighbourhoods, schools, gathering
spaces as well as online communities a strong understanding of the roles and
responsibilities of being a young person in Canada today. Indeed, children and young
people across Canada have told us that they wish to be seen as full participants in society
from very early on, and to participate meaningfully in the decisions that affect their lives
whenever possible.

Participation, including the opportunity to be heard on matters

directly affecting their lives, builds in children, as it does in adults, a sense of agency that
informs their life goals and their decisions to contribute to society. In order for a Canada
fit for children to exist, children and youth want to have a voice and a hand in envisioning
and building it. If one looks one can already see the immense contribution that children
and youth make to our societies every day. A great number of young people in Canada
are hopeful. They are full of admiration, still, for the country that Canada is and can be.
The characteristics the youth at the conference used to describe their homeland indicate
appreciation and pride: they see beauty in the landscape and peacefulness in our social
cohesion; people that are generally welcoming and trusting; neighbourhoods that mostly
feel safe; and democratic values prevail against many challenges. And they want and will
work to keep it that way.
98. As children and youth reaffirm their commitment to Canada every day, the rest of us
must in turn renew our commitment to them. A good number of young people have the
support and care they need to be strong contributors to society. Being able to take the
above oath honestly is to have the resources, energy and time to be active members of
communities. However, this is not the reality for all. At some point, or throughout their
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entire lives, too many children are deprived of their basic needs and rights and this makes
them more vulnerable and less able to give as much as they want. The field of
possibilities should be level for all. The CRC is our pledge to this vision, our reference
document for informing and driving our actions with regard to all young people across
Canada no matter their status or background. When Canada ratified the CRC in 1991 we
collectively recognized that every child holds the same inherent rights as any other
person, and that no child should be left behind. We also recognized that every child is
entitled to special provisions that take into account their vulnerability and the
requirements and challenges of their personal development. It is time to revisit this
binding promise and make sincere efforts to implement it.
99. A Canada F it For Children 2004
strengthening communities, promoting healthy lives, protecting from harm and
promoting education and learning are all attainable goals in Canada as long as we can
321322

and that new challenges to the rights and well-being of children have arisen. So A

Canada F it For Children 2015 will conclude with a call for reflection as well as for
action. The issues of identity, rights and belonging that preoccupy our children and youth
need to be understood as issues for us all. In Aboriginal traditions the child is often
depicted as a teacher for the community. Adults are expected to learn from the children
among them. This is a noble tradition and should be respected. So what can we learn
from the situation of children and youth in Canada today as described by them and
documented in this report?
100.

First of all it is clear that the issues of identity and belonging are all about

relationships and that relationships are all about us and our children. After all, we are the
ones who, by the choices we have made and the actions we have taken (or failed to take),
have created or enabled the conditions that put too many of our children at risk. In
consequence we are the ones who, in relationships of trust with them, should make every
ectionable
or distasteful what does that say about us? Why do we react the way we do? Are we more
re should this lead
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start. There is now a rich and wide-ranging body of literature on the subject to peruse.
The Committee on the Rights of the Child in Geneva, which is mandated to review the
compliance of States Parties to the CRC, regularly issues General Comments on various
323

The next one will be

devoted specifically to the rights of adolescents. Adolescents now comprise the largest
generation the world has ever known, larger even than the cohort of their younger
brothers and sisters. Who they are and where they seek to belong is already having an
enormous impact on the peace and security of the entire planet. Canada has long
internationally. We should match this with our actions at home. Then a Canada fit for
children in a world fit for children may one day lead to a world fit for us all.
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