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Early Childhood: International Perspectives 
International Perspectives of Childhood: India and Canada
	In a relatively short period of time, childhood overall has transformed throughout the world. What childhood is to an individual is different to another child in another country or even down the road. Poverty, ethnicity, rights, education and public policy are all factors to a child’s wellbeing and development. To explore concepts of childhood in contrasting countries, we first need to examine what childhood means. In medieval society the concept of childhood did not exist (Aries, 1973). This did not mean that children were neglected or despised within society, it just meant that the nature of being a child was distinguished when a child was able to live without a constant guardian, they then belonged to adult society (Aries, 1973). Over time and place, concepts of childhood have varied which has created a ‘contested’ concept (Montgomery, 2013). Jenks (1982) explores other theorist’s ideas that the view of a child is compatible to views of social life. This can then explain theories that ‘childhood’ is a socially constructed idea (Montgomery, 2013). Montgomery deconstructs changing ideas of what childhood is and discusses that most societies acknowledge that children are different from adults, but in accordance to the society in which they live in (Montgomery, 2013). Constructions of childhood have dominant influences from pedagogy, rights, language and ethnicity, but the largest impact on a child’s early experiences is the environmental society they are brought up in. 
	When examining international childhood perspectives there are many similarities and differences across the board. While researching, Canada and India stood out for their contrasting educational pedagogy and child labour laws. Canada is a diverse, bilingual country, which homes an estimated 36.26 million people (Statistics Canada, 2018). In 2010, there was an estimated 10.2 million children and young people in Canada (Statistics Canada, 2018). Although there is a large population of children in Canada, there has been found to be fewer children in Eastern Canada. This is a result of the low fertility rates in the eastern provinces. In contrast to Canada’s fertility rate of 1.6 in 2015, India has a much higher rate of 2.4 in the same year (UNCRC, 2018 and Statistics Canada, 2018). In relation to India’s large population of 1.21 billion people, about 39 percent are children. This larger percent of children in India is relational to their higher fertility rate than Canada, but also is impacted by their lowering percentage of Indian girls and women using modern methods of contraception (Sharma, 2017). The number of children within India can have an impact on a child’s life through their one to one education ratio in classrooms due to over crowding. This can be controversial because some classrooms have a limit of students within them. Furthermore, if their mothers are having more children they could risk living in a lower income bracket (Sharma, 2017).
	As well as Canada and India’s large difference in populations, their definitions of what age being a child is too. United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) defines a child as “a human being below the age of eighteen, unless national laws recognize an earlier age of majority” (UNCRC, 2018). By this definition, it allows countries to determine their own age of a ‘child’. In India, the census acknowledges a child is someone below the age of 14 while in Canada a child is seen as anyone below the age of 18 (UNCRC, 2018 and Canadian Government, 2011). These differences can have a large impact on a child’s early experiences because they may have troubles fending for themselves without their guardian (Canadian Government, 2011). 
	Not only can age definition change country to country, so does the rights of a child differ. The Convention on the Rights of the Child is the fastest and widely used core human rights treaty in history (Government of Canada, 2017). This treaty is signed by most countries leave out only a few. Canada and India both took the step of signing the UNCRC in the 90’s. First Canada in 1990 and India in 1992 (UNCRC, 2017).  During the negotiations that led to the adoption and ratification of the CRC, the Optional Protocol on Children in Armed Conflict and the Optional Protocol on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitution and Child Pornography, Canada played a key role in these treaties (Government of Canada, 2011). Even though Canada has signed the UNCRC, there are still child abuse cases, children who are not given special education and care with disabilities, and children who are not protected fully. This can impact a child’s early life experiences through the opportunities given to them and the lack of protection overall. Although the UNCRC acknowledges that children not only in Canada but also around the world from birth to 18 have the rights of articles 1-54 within the treaty. They also recognise that “you are born with these rights, and no one can take them away” (UNICEF Canada poster, 2017) some people do try to take them away though. 
	Although India has signed the UNCRC, they still struggle as a country to keep all children protected under this treaty. This may be related to the amount of children enslaved in child labour. India is based on a very classist system. There are large divides within the country and many low-income families in India send away young children as bonded labourers (bonded slaves) (Kumar, 2018). This is a type of modern-day slavery, which children are pulled from their families to work at textile factories, mills, and glass industries. In return, their parents are paid a small wage, which is not equal to the amount of work the child is forced to do (Kumar, 2018). Even though India’s children account for more than one-third of its population, their interests have never been given priority within Indian society. The lack of children entering educational institutions and instead in labour jobs has an impact of the development of a child and their rights as a whole (Kumar, 2018). This can create a large gap in childhoods across India, education is largely dependant on the income of your family so if you are in a lower class, a childhood in that class would be much different then a childhood in an upper class family (UNICEF India, 2011).
	Higher levels of education will teach children about their own culture, ethnicity and language. Language is an important aspect to every child’s life; this usually shows the increase in knowledge and development, as a child grows older (Sawe, 2017). This is not always the case in India as some children are illiterate and may not be developing as fast as other children in their country. This may impact the chances they receive in the future. There may also bring barriers in the language they speak. In India, the most spoken languages are Hindu and English, although there are many other acknowledged languages (Sawe, 2017). If you do not speak Hindu or English as a child you may not be given many opportunities as someone that does speak these languages. Education may be more difficult for you and development in society will not be the same if you are unable to communicate to others (Curry-Stevens, 2007). In relation to Canada, English and French are recognised as the bilingual languages. Quebec, Canada residences mainly speak French first and English secondary, but there are many restrictions to English only speaking people. To keep the French language alive, Quebec has restrictions to people who only speak English. Jobs opportunities are not as available and if you are an immigrant to Quebec there are also societal restrictions (Statistics Canada, 2016). This can have an impact on the childhood within Quebec if you are an immigrant or only speak English. If your parents are finding it hard to find a good paying job, a child’s life will be impacted because of their lower income family. This relates to the public policy in Canada because the government acknowledges a bilingual country of only English and French (Government of Canada, 2011). 
	In relation to education, Canadians are given equal opportunity to receive an education in English or French. All English-speaking primary schools in Canada require all students to have one class to learn basic French (Government of Canada, 2011). The need for Quebec residences to push for speaking mainly French in their stores and schools within the province can alter a childhood drastically overtime. Classmates and community members could alienate children who do not fit into the box of strictly speaking French. Canadian students have the opportunity to go to public or private schools. Most private educations are based on a certain religions in Canada, whether it is Catholic or Christian schools. Along with private religious schools, Canada offers Montessori, Waldorf and Reggio Emilia schools for a price per year. Families who can afford to send their children there can only access these schools (Government of Canada, 2011). This could change a child’s experience because they may not be able to get the best education because they are from a lower income family. 
	In relation to changing concepts of childhood due to societal conditions, a childhood as a First Nations person is much different then other parts of Canadian childhoods. In contrast to India’s education system, which have very little children attending schools to this day. The Indian Act of 1884 in Canada made attendance at residential schools a requirement for First Nations children (Battiste et al., 1995). These communities had a loss of cultural practices and overall emotion, physical, and cultural harm. Due to the Eurocentric educational practices, which ignored any First Nations traditions and ways of life, many children lost their native tongue and community-based educational modes of learning (Hansen, 2009). These children were displaced from their community educators, family, and cultural background. This has an impact on a child’s life because they would not feel connected to their elders, family, or their cultural upbringing (Hansen, 2009). Childhood in residential schools was horrifying and overall harmful to the early experiences of First Nations children. The legacy of the residential system has been linked to an increased prevalence of post-traumatic stress, alcoholism, substance abuse, and suicide, which persist with some First Nations communities today. These schools not only had an impact on the childhood of the children in these schools, but also are detrimental to children in present First Nations communities (Hansen, 2009).
	First Nation communities have now began to move from colonial dominate and assimilation models of education and shifted to those that are culturally, linguistically, and philosophically relevant and empowering to their community (Hansen, 2009). First Nations people in Canada believe in community-based education (Battiste et al., 1995). Community-based education is pedagogy First Nations people teach through their elders and community member using a range of formal and informal methods of learning (Smith et al., 2010). Although people in India did not have a heavily displacement of their education, their education system to this day is not highly regarded. Stumbling from the start, the average Indian child gets a rather poor start to life and education. Even though education in India is free and provided as a fundamental right to children between the ages 6-14, only 32 children out of 100 finish their school education age-appropriately (District Information System for Education (DISE), 2014-15). India is one of the highest illiterate rated countries in the world. This may be related to the rights of children in India and the amount of children enslaved in child labour.
	Interestingly, India and Canada were both part of the British colonies. Parts of India separated from the British colony gaining its independence in 1948 (Brass, 2003). And Canada separated from Great Britain in 1931 (Government of Canada, 2014). Although these countries are on opposite sides of the world, a large British influence is prevalent in each country. From the take over of both India and Canada, an ethnic problem arose. Ethnic problems arise in post-colonial societies when there is national integration and unity immediately and relevant (Devalle, 1980). Throughout India and Canada, there is diverse ethnicities or cultural pluralism. This is the act of co-existence and interactions of certain parties concerned with preserving their distinct character, but also with a level of integration (Connolly, 2005). India has a large range of ethnicities from across South Asia. It is important to realize that ethnic identities will develop and change over time (Connolly, 2005). Important characteristics for people to organize themselves in one part of the world, whether it is skin colour or religion, may be completely different in another. Therefore, ethnic groups tend to emerge and change overtime as consequences of social and political environments develop (Connolly, 2005). 
	Children come to learn about ethnicity through many different ways to develop a sense of their own ethnic identity. Close family and parents tend to have a strong influence on a child’s developing ethnic identity. Although children learn certain aspects of ethnic identity from their family members, it is mainly through events around them in their local communities as well as media (Connolly, 2005). The way children see how people treat certain ethnic groups, or what their parents think is likely to define their own views and prejudices in the future. This will impact a child’s life through how they treat certain people and also if they are from a minority ethnic group in their country they could receive bullying. 
	Ethnicity in India is very diverse in unique assimilation of ethnic groups displaying varied cultures and religions. The uniqueness in ethnicity of the country is a characteristic, which makes it different from other nations. Ethnicity and religion are usually interwoven in India. The religions that are most prevalent in the country are Hinduism, Islam, Christianity, Sikhism, Buddhism, and Jainism, but citizens have the freedom to practice any religion they want to (India Government, 2018). Children may feel isolation or discrimination if they are do not practice one of the prevalent religions or are a majority race. This can impact the self-development of children and how they view themselves within the world. 
	In addition to India’s diverse ethnic groups, Canada also has a large ethnic demographic. There are many communities within Canada from overseas in Asia and Australia. The majority of immigrants in Canada live in Toronto and Vancouver (CTV, 2010). Many Canadian children can experience a diverse range of ethnic groups in one small neighbourhood. Most central provinces in Canada are mainly ‘white’ residences that identify either as French Canadian, Canadian, or English (CTV, 2010). While on the West Coast in British Columbia, there is a wide range of diverse communities and religions. This can affect children at a young age because they are introduced to a multitude of ethnicities in there local communities. To explore ethnicity as a family, parents need to create an environment for children to learn about ethnic identity (Connolly, 2005). These meaningful conversations with young children can challenge; constructive way, any negative attitudes against ethnic groups they may have (Connolly, 2005).
	To conclude, children’s first life experiences are influences by their parents, close family members and local community. These interactions are integral to a child’s development later on in life. How they understand and live with others and their own language, ethnicity, rights, and education influence how a child acts and behaves. This all traces back to their childhood circumstances and environment (Eitel, 2011). Each childhood is experienced in a different way, India and Canada childhoods have many contrasting qualities to the way they treat and label children. Throughout the researching of Canada and India, there are some overlaps in how the British conquered them and the still prevalent British influence on many aspects of childhood in both countries. Although each of these countries is on separate parts of the world, there may also be similarities in childhoods. Overall, the early life experiences of a child are extremely important to the rest of their life. Not only do their family members and community around them influence them, everyday media and environment influence them. Every childhood is not only unique; it is ever changing to societal constructions and environment. Reasons for what a childhood is has changed over time and will continue to change from a result of different places we all live in.
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