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Foreword 
 
Over a decade ago, the sector serving families with young children was transformed with the introduction 

of Ontario Early Years Centres (OEYCs). These centres changed the service delivery landscape, 

providing universal, neighbourhood-based early learning programs for children, aged 0 to 6 years, and 

their families. In Toronto, 22 OEYCs were established based on electoral riding boundaries and 2 OEYCs 

were created to serve specific cultural communities - Aboriginal and Francophone – across the whole city. 

 
Research shows that the first six years of a child’s life are an unparalleled period of cognitive, social and 

emotional growth; experiences in these years create pathways for children’s academic success and 

readiness for life. In 2012, as the 10th anniversary of  OEYCs  approached,  the  Toronto  Network  of 

Ontario Early Years Centres decided to conduct an evaluation to assess how effectively we have achieved 

our mandate, to examine the impact of OEYCs, and to critically analyze service quality. 

 
The recently launched provincial Early Years Policy Framework reflects Ontario’s ongoing commitment 

to early learning, supports for parents, and early identification. In this context, the Toronto OEYC 

evaluation takes on special importance. 

 
Along with our research partners, Ryerson University’s School of Early Childhood Studies, our Network 

is pleased to share the findings of this multi-year endeavor that included an academic literature review, 

the development of an evidence-based  evaluation framework, and the evaluation of  several key 

components of OEYC programs. The result is an informative study that combines the methodological 

strengths of quantitative analysis with qualitative data derived from multiple sources.  One  particularly 

exciting component of this project was the  inclusion of the unique reflections of the children, 

parents/caregivers and grassroots practitioners who make up Ontario Early Years Centres in our city. 

 
It should be noted that OEYC funding levels across the province have remained static over the past 10 

years. The impact of this financial constraint was beyond the scope of this study but is significant in the 

context of the OEYCs’ ability to address some of the issues raised by families and practitioners. Moving 

forward, this will be an increasingly significant factor as the cost of space, materials and wages continue 

to escalate thereby putting increased pressure on already stretched resources. 

 
We hope that this important work will directly inform early years programming as well as provincial 

policy and service planning. The research reinforces the important role of quality assessment, consistent 

improvement and effective practices in enabling OEYCs to achieve our collective goals of healthy child 

outcomes, inclusive practices and program responsiveness. It is  our further hope  that this  report  will 

enrich the dialogue taking place about the future of the early years’ sector in Ontario and provide concrete 

context for key policy decisions, such as the creation of  Best  Start  Child  and  Family  Centres.  Our 

research reinforces the position that OEYCs are the natural foundation for this exciting  new  policy 

initiative, originally articulated in the 2009 report by Dr. Charles Pascal, With Our Best Future in Mind. 

 
On behalf of all of the organizations involved in the delivery of OEYC programs in Toronto, we extend 

our deep thanks to the children and families who shared their insights with us, the OEYC staff who shared 

their wisdom and experience, and the members of the Ryerson research team who brought their expertise 

and passion for children to this project. 
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Executive Summary 
 

In 2003 the Ministry of Children and Youth Services introduced Ontario Early Years Centres 

(OEYCs) in the province of Ontario. There are 103 OEYC lead agencies; one in each provincial 

riding. The OEYCs have now been in operation for ten years, in their current format, but many of 

the agencies that operate these centres had already been serving their communities for many years 

prior. The opening of the OEYCs was intended to provide universal programs that were adapted to 

meet the unique needs of their local communities. Each OEYC was also expected to ensure that all 

families across the province, regardless of where they lived, had access to the same set of effective, 

core early years services. These core services were outlined in the Business Practices Guidelines 

for the Ontario Early Years Centres (Ministry of Community, Family and Children’s Services, 

2003) and included: 

1. Early learning activities (play-based, problem-solving) 

2. Parent/caregiver education (including pre-natal/post-natal resources and healthy child 

development) 

3. Information on local community services 

4. Early literacy 

5. Outreach services 

6. Volunteer recruitment/coordination 

7. Program effectiveness/Child outcomes measurement 

8. Speakers’ bureau 

9. Linkages to the community and local service providers 
 
 

This evaluation was commissioned by the Toronto Network of Ontario Early Years Centres 

(TNOEYC) to examine the efficacy of the programs in meeting the objectives and delivering 

intended outcomes. The evaluation was conducted by a research team from Ryerson University and 

occurred in the 24 lead agency sites across the City of Toronto. Of the 24 sites, 22 represent 

electoral ridings and 2 are for Aboriginal and Francophone children and their families. In addition 

to these main sites, there are 110 satellite sites located in a variety of settings, including community 

centres, child care centres, housing complexes, schools, libraries, and shopping malls across 

Toronto (Toronto Network of Ontario Early Years Centres, 2004). 

Due to time constraints and the feasibility of collecting data from such a large number of 

programs, only the lead agencies were asked to participate in the data collection for this study. Data 

were collected through the use of formal observations, surveys, and focus groups to examine six 

overarching research questions: 
 

1. What are the characteristics of program participants? 

2. Why do families participate in OEYC programs? 

3. Are participants satisfied with OEYC programs? 

4. Are OEYCs integrated into the community? 
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5. Are OEYC programs addressing the needs of their community? 

6. Do OEYCs offer quality programs? 
 
 

Key Findings 
 

 

i. Demographics 

The families served by the Toronto OEYCs are highly diverse in their socio-economic 

backgrounds, education obtained, and ethno-cultural backgrounds. OEYC participants include both 

newcomers to Canada and to the community, which suggests that the OEYC sites may provide the 

link that is needed for newcomers to connect with others in their community and to resources. 
 

 

ii. Participation in OEYC programs 

Participants in OEYCs participate for a wide range of reasons. These include opportunities to 

connect with others and to socialize within their community, preparing children for school, 

providing opportunities for their children to socialize and play with other children, and learning 

about activity ideas that could be used in the home environment. 
 

 

OEYC programs are well attended and in some cases are not able to serve everyone who wants to 

participate. Limited space and over-crowding are an issue at some programs. There are also limits 

on the number of participants able to access registered programs. Both may be the result of limited 

program funding. 
 
 

iii. Satisfaction Ratings 

Families participate in OEYC programs because of their high satisfaction with their experiences, 

including the parenting support they receive from OEYC staff. Children’s developmental outcomes 

are reported by family members to be a result of their participation in OEYC programs. 
 

 

Participants who have children with special needs reported very high satisfaction ratings with the 

programs. This is encouraging and indicates that the OEYCs are meeting the needs of those 

families participating in the program. 
 

 

High satisfaction ratings are also a result of staff characteristics, the welcoming atmosphere, 

program spaces, and the opportunities for children to play and learn in a safe, stimulating 

environment. 
 

 

Children also described their participation in a range of activities and articulated their favourite 

activities, play areas, and toys. Children’s drawings, photographs, and conversations revealed that 

the dramatic play centre was their most favourite area to play. They also reported that they enjoyed 

gross motor, literacy, numeracy, and visual arts activities. 
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iv. Community Integration 

Practitioners are proud of the degree to which they are integrated into their professional 

communities, as well as the communities they serve. They discuss the capacity for OEYCs to 

support and strengthen family links to other people in their communities. Practitioners in OEYCs 

are particularly proud of the degree to which their programs are responsive to their communities. 
 

Service integration networks are particularly important for supporting children with special needs 

in the universal drop-in programs and should be considered as ongoing systems change takes place. 
 
 
 

v. Children’s Programming 

Overall, good quality programming is reported for the domains of language-reasoning, and the 

range of activities available. Recommendations for expanding activities in music, sensory play, 

numeracy, and scientific inquiry are made in this report. 
 

 

The quality of interactions amongst children and between adults and children is a program strength 

and provides a basis for quality inclusion practice in OEYC programs. 
 

 

Both practitioners and participants rated children’s emotional maturity and social competence as 

the most important factors for children’s successful transition to school. Being aware of this shared 

understanding helps to build connections between practitioners and families, which is important as 

all stakeholders in children’s lives should support their transition to school. 
 

 

In Conclusion: 

The Ontario Early Years Centres in Toronto are an important part of the early childhood education 

system for children under 6. They are one of the only early childhood programs designed to be 

universal for children and their families under the age of three. Furthermore, these programs are 

designed to support parents both in their role in children’s development, and their active 

participation in their communities. The findings of this evaluation indicate that overall Toronto 

Network OEYCs are of high quality, meet the objectives of supporting children and their families, 

and are active in their professional communities as well as in the communities that they serve. 
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Introduction 

 

This report presents the findings from an evaluation of the Toronto Network of 

Ontario Early Years Centres (TNOEYCs). This evaluation was commissioned by the 

TNOEYCs as an external evaluation of the programs. In 2012, the Toronto Early Years 

Centres celebrated their 10-year anniversary, marking the implementation of Toronto’s 

Ontario Early Years Centres in 2000. Ontario’s Early Years Centres were initiated 

following the implementation of the Early Childhood Development Agreement (ECDA); 

an agreement for the Government of Canada to provide funding to the provinces and 

territories for the purpose of early childhood development programs. 

This evaluation comes at an important time. After 10 years, there has been no new 

funding to OEYCs; however, there is great interest in the role the OEYCs play in 

providing support to children and their families in the province. Very recently, there have 

been new policy directives related to the OEYCs, including a transfer of responsibility for 

the OEYCs from the Ministry of Children and Youth Services to the Ministry of 

Education (Ministry of Education, 2013). In addition, changes to kindergarten programs, 

child care, and provincial restructuring of responsibilities mean that OEYCs are operating 

under very different circumstances than when they began 10 years ago. 

There are 103 OEYCs in the province of Ontario; one in each riding. The opening of 

these centres was intended to provide a universal program in the sense that it would be 

available and accessible to all families who chose to take part (McCain & Mustard, 

1999). In addition, while the lead agency in each community was expected to develop 

programs tailored to the community and identify local priorities, each OEYC was also 

expected to ensure that all families across the province, regardless of where they lived, 

had access to the same set of effective, core early years services. These core services 

were outlined in the Business Practices Guidelines for the Ontario Early Years Centres 

(Ministry of Community, Family and Children’s Services, 2003) and included: 

1. Early learning activities (play-based, problem-solving) 

2. Parent/caregiver education (including pre-natal/post-natal resources and 

healthy child development 

3. Information on local community services 

4. Early literacy 

5. Outreach services 

6. Volunteer recruitment/coordination 

7. Program effectiveness/Child outcomes measurement 

8. Speakers’ bureau 

9. Linkages to the community and local service providers 
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Building on existing community organizations, the Toronto OEYCs are operated by 

diverse host organizations providing a wide range of programs and services that include 

newcomer settlement services, young parent services, children’s developmental services, 

family resource programs, community health centres and neighbourhood centres. In 

Toronto, there are 24 lead agencies, 22 of these represent electoral ridings and two are for 

Aboriginal and Francophone children and their families. In addition to these main sites, 

there are 110 satellite sites located in a variety of locations, including community centres, 

child care centres, housing complexes, schools, libraries, and shopping malls across 

Toronto (Toronto Network of Ontario Early Years Centres, 2004). 

In the fiscal year 2012/2013, parents/caregivers made 306,768 visits and children 

made 344,690 visits to Toronto OEYCs. This reflects the use of OEYCs in Toronto by 

44,778 parents/caregivers and 45,358 children 0 to 6 years of age. In addition to serving 

parents/caregivers and children, Toronto OEYCs served 2,615 professionals, made 

30,099 referrals, and provided workshops to 30,355 parent participants. These statistics 

were provided by the Data Analysis Coordinators (DACs) of Toronto who assist in the 

management and analysis of extensive service data. 

This project is the second of two phases of the evaluation. Phase One involved the 

development of an evaluation framework based on a revision of the Program Logic 

Model that informed the plan for Ontario Early Years Centres in 2002 (Ministry of 

Community, Family and Children’s Services, 2002). The Phase One development of the 

evaluation framework involved extensive consultation with community stakeholders, 

including staff and advisory committee member focus groups, participant focus groups, 

and child interviews, as well as a scan of current program evaluation tools, and a 

comprehensive inventory of OEYC services and programs. Data from Phase One showed 

that some of the planned outcomes stated in the original 2002 logic model, such as 

engagement with the private sector and increasing family friendly workplace practices, 

were found to be beyond the scope of practice after 10 years of service; whereas other 

practices were perceived to be deserving of increased emphasis, such as programs that 

support new immigrant families, and children with special needs. The context in which 

Ontario Early Years Centres operate was added to the Program Logic Model, including 

the financial resources, policy directives, and changing needs of the community, all of 

which are a critical part of understanding the role of Ontario Early Years Centres. 

The resulting framework was presented along with a literature review (Berman, 

Underwood, Patel, & Moher, 2012) and was used by the TNOEYC to develop a matrix of 

research questions for evaluation of the TNOEYC services. The research questions are 

presented in Table 1, below. The recommendations and discussion sections of this report 

take into account the strengths of the Ontario Early Years Centres identified in Phase 

One, as well as the policy context in which they do their work. 
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Data Collection 
 

In Phase Two of the project, six overarching research questions guided the 

evaluation. The questions and corresponding measures that were employed are presented 

in Table 1. Detailed information for each of the measures and participants is available in 

Appendixes A and B. 

As described above, there are 110 satellite programs in the TNOEYC. These are 

important programs for each of the communities they serve. Due to time constraints and 

the feasibility of collecting data from such a large number of programs, only the lead 

agencies were asked to participate in the data collection for this study. It is important to 

note that each site offers a range of programs to meet the needs of the families and 

children; however, it was beyond the scope of this project to evaluate more than one 

program. Data collection was done through the drop-in programs because this is the only 

program that is consistently offered at each of the 24 OEYC centres. 

OEYC participants include children, family members, and paid caregivers (e.g., 

nannies, home child care providers). While paid caregivers are an important group of 

service users, they were not included in this evaluation, because they have a labour 

relationship with a family that makes their role different from family service users. 

Additionally, the e-Valuation is not designed for OEYC participants who are paid 

caregivers. 

Three groups participated in the research evaluation project: parents and adult family 

members, children, and practitioners. Parents were considered a vital stakeholder in the 

evaluation of the OEYC programs and were given the opportunity to participate in a 

focus group, to complete the e-Valuation survey and fill out a questionnaire related to 

their perceptions of school readiness. Participants included family members (e.g., 

mothers, fathers, grandparents) of children attending the drop-in programs offered in the 

24 sites. At some of the sites family members such as grandparents participated in the 

evaluation project. However, for the purposes of this report the term parent will be used 

to identify participants attending the programs. 

Research examining children’s environments tends to be from an adult perspective 

and often lacks children’s perspectives; therefore, to better inform the evaluation 

findings, children were invited to share their perspectives of the drop-in play space. 

Given the crucial role that practitioners play in the lives of the families and children 

all practitioners working at the OEYC were offered the opportunity to complete the 

Staff/Volunteer e-Valuation to share their experiences in the workplace and their 

perceptions about what they believe is important for children’s successful transition to 

school. 
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Observations 
 

A team of four researchers and seven research assistants completed the quality 

assessment measures through observation at one site for each of the 24 lead agencies. The 

observations were carried out during the drop-in programs, because this program is 

offered at all sites, and because it is intended to be a universally accessible program for 

the community. One researcher and one research assistant visited each site either in the 

morning or afternoon to observe the drop-in program in order to complete two measures 

− Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale-Revised Edition (ECERS-R) (Harms, 

Clifford, & Cryer, 2005) and SpeciaLink (Irwin, 2009). The ECERS-R assesses process 

quality, which focuses on the interactions “between staff and children, staff, parents, and 

other adults, among the children themselves, and the interactions children have with the 

many materials and activities in the environment, as well as those features, such as space, 

schedule and materials that support these interactions” (Environmental Rating Scales, 

http://ers.fpg.unc.edu/, 2013). For the purposes of this project, program quality scores 

were determined using three of the ECERS-R sub-scales, which reflect process/relational 

quality and the unique context of OEYC programs: Language-Reasoning, Activities, and 

Interaction. 

Three sub-scales from the SpeciaLink Early Childhood Inclusion Quality Scale were 

selected because they were observable and are important components of any early 

childhood program, not only child care programs. Two additional sub-scales were 

adapted for discussion, because they were not observable, with staff following the 

observation in order to capture exemplary practice with relation to individualized 

planning and embedding individualized goals into the program (Buysse & Hollingsworth, 

2009). 

Both measures have a discussion component, which took place after the observations 

were completed. Any item that was not observed was discussed with the practitioners in 

order to accurately score the program. It is important to note that given the unique 

structure of the OEYC drop-in programs (caregiver attends the program with the 

child/children) we considered the role of family members when completing the measures. 

At the time of the observation, we also asked staff to complete a questionnaire about what 

is important for children’s successful transition to school, workplace practice, and 

demographic information. 
 

Focus Groups and Interviews 
 

Approximately one week after the observations were completed, a focus group was 

conducted at 21 sites. Due to scheduling issues 3 focus groups occurred several weeks 

later. Participants were recruited from the families that participate in the drop-in 

programs and included mothers, fathers, and grandparents. Of the 24 focus groups 

conducted, 23 were facilitated by the researchers and one was facilitated by a research 

assistant. The focus groups provided rich information about participation in OEYC 

http://ers.fpg.unc.edu/
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programs. It should be noted, however, that the experiences of parents willing to 

participate in a focus group do not necessarily represent the very large number of 

participants in Toronto area OEYCs. 

At the time of the focus groups, we also asked family members to complete a 

questionnaire about what is important for children’s successful transition to school and 

some demographic information about themselves. 

Either simultaneous to the focus group or immediately following, we invited children 

to talk to us about their favourite places to play or favourite toys to play with while at the 

program. Research assistants (all of whom have education in early childhood studies) 

collected the data with the children. 
 

Survey 
 

 
 

The e-Valuation survey (FRP Canada, n.d.) was administered in 23 sites. The 

survey is the property of FRP Canada, and was administered through their website. 

Twenty-one of the sites conducted the study over a two-week span, from January 7 to 18, 

2013. Two sites had administered the e-Valuation prior to the start of the project; 

nevertheless, the data were used for this project. Surveys were completed by both 

participants and staff, either electronically or manually. Reponses from the questionnaires 

that were completed manually were inputted into the FRP database by research assistants. 

Of the 24 sites, 16 had limited or no access to computers onsite, which created some 

difficulties for staff in the administration of the survey. Additionally, some sites reported 

that the survey was quite long for participants to complete, although it is not clear if this 

was a staff or participant critique. As a result, some of the sites did not collect the full 

questionnaire (two sites collected the basic survey only, two sites collected the basic 

survey and parenting and child development questions, and one site did not participate). 
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Table 1. Research Questions and Measures 
 

Research Evaluation Questions Measure Used to Examine Question 

1.  What are the characteristics of program 

participants? 

Participant e-Valuation (FRP Canada, n.d) 

Focus group questionnaire 

2. Why do families participate in OEYC 

programs? 

a. Do OEYCs improve parenting capacity? 

Participant e-Valuation (FRP Canada, n.d) 

Focus groups 

3. Are participants satisfied with OEYC 

programs? 

a. Children’s Voices: Where do they like to 

play and with which materials? 

Participant e-Valuation (FRP Canada, n.d) 

Interviews with children 

Focus groups 

4. Are OEYCs integrated into the 

community? 

a. Do OEYCs help families to strengthen 

community connections? 

Participant e-Valuation (FRP Canada, n.d) 

Focus group 

Tell Us About Your Practice questionnaire 

5.  Are OEYC programs addressing the needs 

of their community? 

Participant e-Valuation (FRP Canada, n.d) 

Focus groups 

Staff and Volunteer e-Valuation (FRP 

Canada, n.d) 

 ECERS-R (Harms, et al., 2005) 

6. Do OEYCs offer quality programs? 

a. Do OEYCs offer overall program 

quality? 

b. Do OEYCs provide high quality 

inclusion? 

 c. Do OEYCs increase readiness to learn? 

  

ECERS-R (Harms, et al., 2005) 

SpeciaLink (Irwin, 2009) 

Starting School: Beliefs, Myths and 
Consequences Questionnaire (Dockett & 

Perry,1998) 

 __________________________________________________________________________________
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Presentation of Findings 
 

This section presents the findings of the evaluation project in answer to the questions 

listed above (see Table 1). With the exception of the question addressing program 

participant demographics, program strengths, areas for development and 

recommendations will also be discussed where applicable. 
 

1. What are the characteristics of Ontario Early Years Centre program participants? 
 

Demographic characteristics of program participants were collected using two 

sources – the e-Valuation survey and a survey administered at the end of the focus 

groups. Given the confidential nature of participation it is not known whether focus group 

participants who completed the survey also completed the e-Valuation survey. Both 

surveys asked the same demographic questions and yielded information related to: length 

of time living in their current neighbourhood, length of time living in Canada, how long 

the family has been participating in the OEYC programs, which language is spoken in the 

home, total household income, and highest level of education completed. Demographic 

characteristics collected from the e-Valuation survey will be presented first, followed by 

data collected from the focus group survey. 

Of the 1,241participants who completed the e-Valuation questionnaire, 81% 

reported living in Canada for 3 years or more and 59% reported living in their current 

neighbourhood for 3 years or more. Of the 1,241 participants, 55% reported English as 

their home language and less than 1% reported French as their home language. This may 

be a result of the difficulty some participants reported in accessing the French language 

survey. If participants speak a language other than English or French, their option is to 

report the language as “other”, which unfortunately does not give insight into the home 

languages of 31% of the participants. Various levels of post-secondary education were 

attained by 70% of the participants. When asked how long they had been participating in 

the program they were attending at the time of the project, 40% reported they had been 

participating less than one year; 55% had participated for more than one year. 

Of the 196 participants who contributed to the focus groups, 167 completed the 

demographic survey; 145 were female, 20 were male; two parents chose not to identify 

their gender. Of the 150 participants who identified their relationship to the child, 123 

were mothers, 13 were fathers, and 14 were grandparents. Of the 167 respondents, 88% 

reported living in Canada for 3 years or more and 65% reported living in their current 

neighbourhood for 3 years or more. Findings indicate that 49% of the participants speak 

English in their home and 15% speak English plus one or more other language. French as 

a home language was reported by only 2% of the participants. Unlike the e-Valuation, 

the focus group survey asked participants to state their home language and results show 

that numerous languages (n = 29) other than English or French are spoken by program 

participants. These languages included: Arabic, Armenian, Bengali, Cantonese, 

Farsi/Persian, Filipino, Gujarati, Hebrew, Hindi, Igbo, Indonesian, Italian, Japanese, 
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Korean, Kutchi, Mandarin, Marathi, Portuguese, Punjabi, Sinhalese, Spanish, Somali, 

Tagalog, Tamil, Telegu, Tibetan, Twi, Urdu, and Vietnamese. When asked how long they 

had been participating in the program, 33% reported they had been participating less than 

one year; 63% had participated for more than one year. 

These findings reveal that families served by the Toronto OEYCs are highly diverse, 

in relation to socio-economic backgrounds, education obtained, and ethno-cultural 

backgrounds. OEYC participants include both newcomers to Canada and to the 

community, which suggests that the OEYC sites may provide the link that is needed for 

newcomers to connect with others in their community and to resources. Results show that 

the majority of the families have been participating in OEYC programs for more than one 

year, and that 22% have been attending the programs for more than 3 years, which 

suggests that the OEYCs are offering programs that meet the needs of the families. 

The data yielded a large amount of information about who is attending the OEYCs. 

Future research should identify those community members who are not participating in 

OEYCs. Table 2 presents detailed demographic characteristics for the participants. 
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Table 2. Demographic Characteristics of Participants Who Completed the e-Valuation and Focus Group Questionnaires 
 
 

e-Valuation Questionnaire Focus Group Questionnaire 
 

Questions Number of 

Respondents 

n = 1241 

Percentage (%) 

of Respondents 

Number of 

Respondents 

n = 167 

Percentage (%) 

of Respondents 

How long have you been living in your current 

neighbourhood? 
    

Non-response 82 6.6 - - 

Less than 1 year 143 11.5 15 9.0 

1 year to less than 3 years 283 22.8 43 25.7 

3 years to less than 5 years 231 18.6 38 22.8 

5 years to less than 10 years 276 22.2 40 24.0 

10 years or more 226 18.2 31 18.6 

How long have you lived in Canada?     

Non-response 84 6.8 1 0.6 

Less than 1 year 54 4.4 4 2.4 

1 year to less than 3 years 93 7.5 16 9.6 

3 years to less than 5 years 111 8.9 16 9.6 

5 years to less than 10 years 207 16.7 29 17.4 

10 years or more 692 55.8 101 60.5 
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Table 2. Demographic Characteristics of Participants Who Completed the e-Valuation and Focus Group Questionnaires (cont’d) 

 e-Valuation Questionnaire Focus Group Questionnaire 

Questions Number of 

Respondents 

n = 1241 

Percentage (%) 

of Respondents 

Number of 

Respondents 

n = 167 

Percentage (%) 

of Respondents 

How long have you been participating in programs 

offered by this centre? 

No Response 56 4.5 7 4.1 

Less than 1 year 499 40.2 55 33 

1 year to less than 3 years 416 33.5 71 42.5 

3 years or more 270 21.8 34 20.4 

What language do you use most often at home? 

No Response 171 13.8 1 0.6 

English 678 54.6 81 48.5 

English + Other Language(s) n/a n/a 25 15.0 

French 12 1.0 4 2.4 

French + Other Language(s) n/a n/a 1 .6 

Other 380 30.6 56 33.6 

Note: One focus group participant noted both 
English and French and one other language, 

which accounts for the discrepancy between 
number of respondents and the total number 

  responses.   
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Table 2. Demographic Characteristics of Participants Who Completed the e-Valuation and Focus Group Questionnaires (cont’d) 

 e-Valuation Questionnaire Focus Group Questionnaire 

Questions Number of 

Respondents 

Percentage (%) 

of Respondents 

Number of 

Respondents 

Percentage (%) 

of Respondents 

What is the total before tax income of all 

members of your household? 

No Response 326 26.3 16 9.6 

Under $19,999 per year 110 8.9 29 17.4 

$20,000 to $39,999 per year 243 19.6 29 17.4 

$40,000 to $59,999 per year 146 11.8 24 14.4 

$60,000 to $79,999 per year 125 10.1 27 16.2 

$80,000 to $99,999 per year 104 8.4 21 12.6 

Over $100,000 per year 187 15.1 21 12.6 

What is the highest level of education you 

have completed? 

No Response 166 13.4 3 1.8 

Primary School 35 2.8 3 1.8 

Secondary School 174 14.0 37 22.1 

College/CEGEP diploma 299 24.1 39 23.4 

University degree 391 31.5 57 34.1 

Postgraduate degree 176 14.2 28 16.8 
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2. Why do families participate in Ontario Early Year Centre programs? 
 

During the focus groups, participants were asked why they participate in OEYC programs. 

Families participate in OEYC programs for a number of reasons, which include benefits for 

both children and their family members or adults who attend with them. In addition, program 

participants completed the Participant e-Valuation, which yielded a large number of reasons for 

participating in the OEYC programs. The e-Valuation questionnaire included two open-ended 

questions, the first of which asked: “How has this program made a difference for you or your 

family?” 
 

 

Program strengths. 

The emerging themes included support for parenting, making friends, community 

connections, preparing children for school, aiding settlement for newcomers, providing 

opportunities for children to socialize and play with other children, learning English and 

providing activity ideas that could be used at home. Several of these themes are discussed later 

in this report. Example statements of the strengths of OEYC programs that emerged from the e- 

Valuation include: 

 

“It helps me a lot to learn more ideas from other parents about parenting. I get to know 

more mothers and fathers around this community and it’s nice to see our kids playing with 

other kids.” 

 

“The program provides families with the right tools to continue with our journey as parents 

and caregivers; with this help our children will be capable to cope with the transition when 

they start school for the very first time.” 

 

“I cannot say enough about how wonderful (this centre) has been for our family. It has 

provided us with so much information about caring for our child, and has been a wonderful 

social outlet for ourselves and our child.” 

 

“It has given me and my daughter a safe environment outside of home to bond with her.” 

“We have made many friends in our community from diverse backgrounds.” 

“Learning parenting skills. Support network of friends. Learning about resources in 

community. Contributing to a feeling of community.” 

 

Similar themes emerged in the focus groups, when parents were asked why they participate 

in OEYCs. One reason centred on children and the parents’ desire to have their child/children 

interact and socialize with other children, to play together, and to learn. Interacting with other 

children encouraged sharing, listening, co-operation and the development of language skills. 

Moreover, many participants felt that the development of these skills was important for their 

children’s successful transition to school. 
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“She’s very engaged and ready to play. She sees other kids playing and she wants to join 

them.” 

 

“You know, he learns socially, a lot of social skills, right, so when he’s ready to go off to 

school, he has those skills. I think it starts in places like this, where children learn to share 

and to communicate and cooperate.” 

 

“For their physical, mental and social skills learning, this is a very good place to start, I 

would say, they learn to interact with other kids of their age and they learn to share.” 
 

Parents also commented on the lack of resources in the home environment and wanted to 

expose their children to a variety of different toys, equipment, and activities. 

 

“I come here for the experience, for the learning experience for him because there’s 

activities here and toys and programs that I don’t have at home or have access to at home.” 

 

“He learns songs that we can sing at home and he gets to play with educational toys and do 

lots of different things here.” 

 

“We don’t have the space at home for him to run about and here he gets to run and play a 

lot.” 

 

The second reason parents identified in the focus groups for participating is that programs 

afford them the opportunity to interact and socialize with other adults. Many participants felt 

isolated in the home and relished the chance to meet new people, to make friends, to share 

parenting stories and to learn from each other. 
 

“I started to come since the summer and I really have a good time, because I could talk with 

other moms and my daughter is playing with other kids.” 

 

“Because when you come you interact with other parents. You hear other parents’ views. 

You might learn something from other parents.” 
 

“Pretty much because I was so isolated I started going every day because I needed it. Not 

you know, just for my son. I needed to see other moms. And I make friends here.” 

 

Additionally, several participants felt it was important for them to be in a situation where 

they could spend time with their children in a safe place without the pressure and stress related 

to everyday household chores and the OEYCs provide this environment. 

 

“I want to spend time with him [child] with no stress. It’s a safe place and he can play and 

he can see other kids. He learns a lot from here and I meet so many families and I make 

some friends through here.” 
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“I find when I’m at home there’s always something to do but play with my child. When we 

come here, I feel like, I mean the environment is playtime. So no matter what they are doing 

I can sit with them. But at home, there’s dishes to wash, laundry to be done, the house to be 

cleaned.” 
 

The focus group themes are confirmed by the satisfaction ratings gleaned from the e- 

Valuation. Questions were ranked according to a seven–point scale (where 1 = strongly 

disagree, and 7 = strongly agree). Table 3 shows the mean score for each satisfaction question in 

the Participant e-Valuation. This sub-scale was administered at 23 sites. 
 

 
 

Table 3. Basic Survey for the Participant e-Valuation 
 

Questions n 
(excluding 

missing data 

and non- 

responses) 

Mean 

Score 

for the 

Item 

Standard 

Deviation 

Basic questions 

1. When I come to this program, I feel welcomed and 
accepted. 

1238 6.69 1.04 

2. Staff members of this program treat me with respect. 1236 6.70 1.02 

3. Programs and activities are provided in a way that makes 

it possible to participate. 

1225 6.55 1.13 

4. Staff are available when I need them. 1229 6.63 1.07 

5. There are opportunities for me to become involved in 

how this program operates if I wish to do so. 

1151 6.05 1.45 

6. This program is welcoming to the diverse groups of 

people who live in this community. 

1223 6.62 1.10 

7. Since coming to this program, I have made friends I can 
connect with and turn to outside of the program. 

1187 5.89 1.54 

8. Since coming to this program, I have become more 

aware of the services and resources available in my 

community. 

1210 6.17 1.36 

9. I would recommend this program to a friend. 1155 6.68 1.11 

10. Overall, I have benefitted from my participation in this 
program. 

1137 6.61 1.13 

 

 
 

Areas for development. While participants in both the focus groups and the e-Valuation 

identified many reasons why they participate in OEYC programs, there were also some 

challenges to participation that were identified. In the focus groups, participants expressed that 
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they and other community members were not always aware of the existence of OEYCs. If 

participants were aware of OEYC centres, many had assumed that there were program fees and 

avoided them because of a lack of finances. Others thought they were programs for older 

children and not suitable for babies. A few commented that they felt anxious about attending, 

wondering if they would be accepted into the group or if their child would be excluded. Many 

participants did hear about the program through word of mouth from friends and relatives. 

Parents commented that: 

 

“I didn’t know it existed before. So that was the big barrier that I didn’t know and I think a 

lot of people don’t know that it’s a family service place.” 

 

“They don’t seem to advertise themselves enough. Most people only find out by word of 

mouth.” 

 

Some participants also mentioned that a professional, such as a public health nurse or a 

doctor told them about the programs. One parent shared, 

 

“I found out when I went to a breastfeeding clinic. There was a notice over there, like, 

flyers. That’s how I found out and my doctor also recommended it. But otherwise I would 

have no idea.” 

 

Recommendations. Participants in the focus groups indicated that once families are aware 

of OEYC centres and attend the programs they realize how well the centres are integrated into 

the community. It should be noted that word of mouth, and/or referrals from other professionals 

are described in other research as effective strategies for advertising OEYCs, however, parents 

in other jurisdictions also feel that OEYCs should be better advertised (Underwood & Killoran, 

2012). Parents suggested that OECYCs should consider better advertising, such as placing 

flyers in doctor’s offices, on mall notice boards, at dental clinics and in hospitals for new 

parents to have when they leave the hospital. 

Overall, the strategies that staff are employing such as sharing information with families 

about community events, community resources, professional resources, and planning visits to 

local community venues should continue. What bears further discussion is how to enhance 

community outreach that effectively reaches families (especially those with very young 

children) so that they can avail themselves of the programs offered at the OEYC sites. 
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2. (a). Do Ontario Early Year Centres improve parenting capacity? 
 

In addition to asking parents why they participate in OEYC programs, we wanted to 

examine whether parents felt that attending the program improved their parenting capacity. To 

examine this question, we asked parents to share whether the OEYC program(s) 

affected/supported their parenting. 
 

 

Program Strengths. The Participant e-Valuation tool has two sub-scales related to the 

outcomes of parent participation in family support programs. The first of these sub-scales 

relates to the perceived effect of participation on parenting. These sub-scales were administered 

along with the questionnaire at 21 sites. Table 4 presents the responses on a seven–point scale 

(1 = strongly disagree, and 7 = Strongly agree). The mean score for all items is higher than 6, 

indicating an extremely high agreement that participation in OEYCs supports parenting 

capacity. 
 

 
 

Table 4. Parenting Sub-Scale for the Participant e-Valuation 
 

Questions n 
(excluding 

missing data 

and non- 

responses) 

Mean 

Score 

for the 

Item 

Standard 

Deviation 

Parenting questions 

1. I use activities at home that I learned at this program. 1001 6.03 1.286 

2. I am more aware of what to expect my child to do at his 
or her age. 

996 6.04 1.303 

3. I use ideas that I learned at this program to help me 
manage my child’s behavior. 

1009 6.23 1.186 

4. I feel more confident as a parent or caregiver. 1001 6.15 1.282 

5. I understand my child/children better. 997 6.09 1.283 

6. I am better able to deal with the day-to-day challenges 
that we face as a family. 

987 6.02 1.318 

 

 
 

In the focus groups, parents were asked to share whether the OEYC program(s) 

affected/supported their parenting. Many participants mentioned the need to have support for 

their parenting and felt that the centres were safe places where they could ask questions and 

seek advice in a non-threatening and non-judgmental way. Participants used words such as 

welcoming, belonging, having a sense of community, feeling safe and supported to describe 

their experiences with the program. 
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“This program has been a great companion for me as a parent because at every stage of 

their [children’s] development, whatever problems I had, I had a ready support here, you 

know. I could always come with questions, with problems. I would get nice answers, nice 

help.” 
 

“It’s just a support system for yourself as well, whether it’s the staff, or the other mothers or 

fathers.” 

 

“Well the program director, the people who work there, they make it really exciting; they’re 

always excited to see you and your child and they make the child feel really special when 

they’re coming in. ‘Oh, hey, you’re here!’ Yay, they’re very welcoming.” 

 

Some participants spoke of being a new mother and not knowing what to do, what to expect 

and feeling very alone at home with a new baby. Both the staff and other parents provided them 

with support. They were able to share their concerns, fears and frustrations, and learning that 

other parents also faced these same challenges made it easier to deal with. One parent shared 

that it is “... also for us to interact with other moms and see how they’re doing and what they’re 

doing with their kids, and try the same ideas on our children and their behavior.” 

Informal ongoing parenting advice occurred through interactions with other parents, through 

observing staff who modeled parenting behaviors, and through direct consultations with staff. 

For example, parents reported: 
 

“It does help support our parenting because it teaches us different techniques to use, at 

home.” 

 

“I know with [practitioner name] especially, that she observes you having an issue with a 

child, she will talk with you about specific ways to address the behavior,  so that it’s less of 

a struggle for you.” 
 

“They have been very helpful, whenever and wherever they can be, they have been very, 

very helpful. I’m very grateful for everything that they have done.” 

 

“Yes the staff are very friendly and ready to help at any second. They come check on your 

kids, they check all the time. And the staff is always there.” 

 

Many centres offered workshops and opportunities for families to learn about childcare, 

child development, and health and wellbeing. Public health nurses, nutritionists, speech 

therapists, librarians and dental hygienists were examples of guest speakers who presented at 

the workshops. Focus group participants shared numerous examples of workshop topics that 

were offered — cooking for baby, nutrition, feeding the fussy eater, dental health, car seat 

safety, managing behavior, preparing your child for school, developmental milestones, health 

and well-being, mental health and coping with stress are examples. 
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“The majority of things that I learned with my first son, I learned here. They provided 

workshops, like the public [health] nurse came in and talked about breastfeeding and 

sleeping issues and some others talked about disciplining your child.” 

 

“There’s a public health nurse that comes every once in a while to provide you with 

resources. And I know, we found out that my daughter might have some hearing loss and 

they were able to connect me with, like, [name of early intervention agency].” 

 

Supporting parenting capacity and offering workshops which support the families’ needs 

may help foster confidence in their parenting capacity or parental self-efficacy, which de 

Montigny and Lacharite (2005) define as “beliefs or [judgments] a parent holds of their 

capabilities to organize and execute a set of tasks related to parenting a child” (p. 387). 
 

 

Areas for Development. No areas were identified as needing development. 
 

 

Recommendations. Findings indicate that overall OEYCs are supporting parents in 

different ways. For example, offering families support when needed, creating a safe 

environment for families to share their experiences thus providing informal support to others, 

and offering workshops that families consider helpful and meaningful. Therefore, OEYCs are 

meeting their objective of improving parenting capacity. Comments about the variety of parent 

workshops offered were very positive and many participants requested more parent workshops. 

This is an indication that OEYCs should continue to offer workshops to support parenting 

capacity. 
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3. Are participants satisfied with Ontario Early Years Centre programs? 
 

Focus group and e-Valuation participants were asked to share their satisfaction with the 

OEYC program(s) they attend. Focus group questions are presented in Appendix A.  The 

Participant e-Valuation has two sub-scales related to the outcomes of participation in family 

support programs. The first was presented above (effect on parenting). The second sub-scale 

relates to the perceived effect of participation on child development. Since child outcomes are 

one of the primary reasons for participants to attend OEYC programs, the findings from this 

sub-scale are presented here to indicate satisfaction with meeting the objective of participation 

in OEYCs. This sub-scale was administered at 21 sites. 
 

 

Program strengths. Overall, the e-Valuation and focus groups indicate very high 

satisfaction with OEYC programs. This is consistent with other research studies that examined 

participant satisfaction in OEYC and other early childhood education and care programs in 

Ontario (Berman, 2004; Patel, Corter, & Pelletier, 2008; Underwood & Killoran, 2012). 
 

 

Table 5 presents the responses, which were rated on a seven–point scale (1 = strongly 

disagree, and 7 = strongly agree). The mean scores for all items is higher than 6, indicating an 

extremely high agreement that participation in OEYCs supports child development outcomes. 
 

 
 

Table 5. Child Development Sub-Scale for the Participant e-Valuation 
 

Questions n 
(excluding 

missing data 

and non- 

responses) 

Mean 

Score 

for the 

Item 

Standard 

Deviation 

Child Development 

1 My child is more comfortable in social situations. 1027 6.03 1.286 

2 My child has more opportunities to play with other 

children. 

1030 6.04 1.303 

3 My child has more opportunities to explore new 

environments. 

1027 6.23 1.186 

4 My child has more opportunities to play with appropriate 
toys. 

1015 6.15 1.282 

5 My child has more opportunities to interact with people 
from different backgrounds. 

1025 6.09 1.283 

 
 
 

 

During the focus groups parents were asked to share whether they had overall satisfaction 

with the programs. Similar to the findings from the e-Valuation, the majority of participants 
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expressed great satisfaction with the programs they attended. Engaging with their children also 

helped them understand their child’s development and provided them with new ideas and 

activities to implement in the home environment. 

 

“You see somebody doing something, like a certain activity or approach to a situation and 

you’ll be like, well that’s a good idea. I can try that.” 

 

“I’ve found it helpful being able to see kind of what other kids are doing at certain ages. 

Because I really have no idea.” 

 

Additionally, comments focused on the friendly nature of the staff, the cleanliness of the 

spaces, the welcoming atmosphere and the joy in watching their children playing and learning 

in a safe, stimulating environment. 
 

“I’m so satisfied. I love the staff. I love the support, the people. Everyone’s great.” 
 

“It was so nice to come here, and see a smiling face and someone helping me with my baby 

for the first time. You know, to know that this community of motherhood is not the scary and 

intimidating world that I thought it might be. But it’s actually something that I can be 

comfortable in.” 

 

Satisfaction was also related to making connections and forming friendships with other 

parents and families. Many commented that initially they thought the place would only meet the 

needs of the children and then found their needs, to be with other adults and to seek advice and 

support, were also met. As one parent said, “I didn’t think I would get anything out of it. But I 

have this community now, this amazing community of parents.” This was very important for the 

participants as it helped them cope with feeling isolated and thinking they were alone. 
 

“You know, you can be very isolated and if your baby can't talk back to you, I think this not 

only helps the children but it helps the mother’s mental health as well.” 

 

“I haven’t smiled so much since coming here, I enjoy the programs.” 
 

Sharing parenting stories with others was seen as very important in assisting them with 

parenting skills as well. 

“We talk with other parents. And we just exchange tips. And, you know, give ideas.” 

“I think it’s nice to know that you’re not the only one who goes through the same 

problems.” 
 

In addition to parents expressing their satisfaction, grandparents also expressed joy at 

having a place to take their grandchildren where they could play and interact with other 

children, which was not something they could do in their own environments as can be seen by 
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the following grandparent’s comment: “I am very, very satisfied. Very glad to have such a place 

for my grandchild.” 
 

 

Areas for development. The Participant e-Valuation included the open-ended question: 

What changes (if any) would you recommend to this program? The majority of participants 

stated they were very happy with the programs the way they were and made no suggestions for 

changes. 

 

“There is nothing I would recommend to change this program. It is a wonderful thing to 

have in the community.” 

 

“Actually I don’t want any change, everything is going well and my kid is participating and 

learning a lot before going to school.” 

 

“Actually I am very happy with the way this program is being conducted.” 
 

“There are no changes I would make to this program. I am very grateful for this centre to 

be part of my life.” 

 

Others stated they were perfectly happy but also offered some suggestions for change and/or 

improvement. Many of the suggestions were related to the challenges identified in the focus 

groups and focused on structural and procedural aspects of the services such as wanting larger 

physical spaces, more and longer programs, better access to registered programs, newer toys 

and equipment and a safe place to leave strollers. Participants used words/phrases such as 

greater flexibility, longer hours, and offer afternoon, evening and weekend programs. There 

were suggestions for alternate/specialized programs such as music, art, cooking, more 

formalized programs, outdoor programs and field trips. 

 

“Longer hours, including evenings for moms/dads that work during the day so that they can 

enjoy the benefits of the program with their children as well.” 

“To provide programs for specific age groups and at other times during the week.” 

“Longer hours. I would love it if we could come as a family in the evenings when my 

husband comes home from work.” 
 

“I would recommend improving the registration process for the programs that are offered.” 

“Accessibility to programs is an issue. Waiting lists do not appear.” 

“A larger space to meet the needs of the growing community.” 
 

“I would like the program to provide a place for the stroller and the room for the older 

children is too small.” 
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“The program needs a lot more space to run more programs. There are a lot of people in 

the community so it needs a lot of space.” 

 

Recommendations. Based on the findings, it appears that there are many aspects of the 

programs that should continue, such as the manner in which practitioners interact with the 

families, the cleanliness of the spaces, the welcoming atmosphere that is created by the 

practitioners, and creating the safe and stimulating environment that allows parents opportunity 

to observe their children playing and learning. Furthermore, practitioners should continue 

encouraging families to engage with their children to further their understanding of their child’s 

development and continue to provide them with new ideas and activities to implement in the 

home environment. 

Recommendations suggested by participants are generally related to structural components 

of the program rather than processes involved in delivering the program. In other words 

participants recommended that there be a greater variety of programs offered and for longer 

periods in the day and that program timing needed to be more flexible to accommodate other 

family activities. 

Based on the above information, aspects of the OEYCs that bear further investigation are 

offering a greater variety of programs, examining which programs may be offered for longer 

periods of time, if it is feasible to alter the timing of the programs, and rotating materials. 

Rotating resources between programs, (e.g., registered school readiness program and drop-in 

program) may help to address issues such as parents suggesting that more activities related to 

literacy and numeracy are offered in the program. It should be noted that some of these 

recommendations relate to practices identified in the OEYC Business Plan, including being 

located in accessible sites; building on existing strengths; and involving parents in planning and 

running the centre (Ministry of Community, Family and Children’s Services, 2002, p. 4). 
 

 
 

3. (a).Children’s Voices 
 

According to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, children are ‘rights 

holders’ and “the child who is capable of forming his or her own views [has] the right to express 

those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the child being given due 

weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child” (OHCHR, 1996−2013, Article 12). 

Given that children are active participants in the OEYC programs, it was important to include 

the youngest stakeholders’ views about the program they attend. To include children in the 

evaluation process they were asked to talk about their experience in the drop-in programs.  

Using photography and/or drawings pictures, children documented their favourite play areas, 

materials, and/or toys. This gave insight into their “satisfaction” about the program as it 

highlighted if they engaged in activities and with the play materials that were made available to 

them during the program time. Play episodes allow children to explore in ways that build 

confidence in testing new knowledge in a safe environment where their prior knowledge is 

meaningfully extended (Blaustein, 2005). As children acquire skills through play, they develop 
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confidence and positive attitudes toward learning which sets the foundation for future 

development (Blaustein, 2005). When children are given the opportunity to play and to 

negotiate what and how they are learning, they are more likely to stay actively involved in the 

activity for longer periods of time (e.g., Pascal, 2009; Best Start Expert Panel on Early 

Learning, 2007; Dwyer, Robin & Mckee, 2000; Shipley, 2008). As a result, children 

demonstrate innovation, better social skills including cooperation and empathy, and problem 

solving strategies (Smilanksy, 1990), which are characteristics of learning readiness (Ready for 

School Goal Team, 2000). 
 

 

Program strengths: Physical Play. 

Physical play includes any play that encourages children to be active. Several researchers 

have advocated for the inclusion of physical activities in preschool settings (e.g., Fisher, et al., 

2006). Physical activity has been associated with several benefits for children including mood 

and cognitive benefits such as decreased anxiety and aggression and improved attention and 

social skills (Burdette & Whitaker, 2005; Mahar, et al., 2006; Timmons, et al., 2007; 

Tomporowski, et al., 2008; 2005). 

The children’s drawings, photographs, and conversations revealed their interest in gross 

motor development activities. Children most often spoke about riding bikes, crawling through 

tunnels, throwing large balls, and running around in the large movement area or gym. This is an 

important finding given that children who develop gross motor skills early on are more likely to 

want to be active throughout their lives (Williams, Pfeiffer, O’Neill et al., 2008). 
 

 

Child’s photo of wheeled toys Child’s photo of a tunnel 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Program strengths: Imaginative Play. 

Imaginative play involves dramatic/make-believe activities where children take on different 

roles or act out their desires. Researchers recommend dramatic play centres in early childhood 

settings as a way to develop children’s social, emotional, cognitive, and language skills (Beaty, 
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1992). When young children engage in pretend play, they use fantasy and symbolic behaviour 

to represent objects as other things (Fein, 1987). Cognitive research points to the role of pretend 

play in literacy acquisition for children (National Research Council, 2001; Ziegler, Singer, & 

Bishop-Josef, 2005). Pretend play is considered an important aspect for preschool children’s 

development as it combines cognitive, affective and interpersonal processes (Russ, 2004). 

The findings revealed that the dramatic play centre seems to be the most “favourite place to 

play”. The most common activity mentioned by the children was “playing house”. When 

playing house both boys and girls reported enjoying the “play kitchen” the most. While playing 

house many girls shared that they like to play with the dolls and pretend they are babies. The 

children also talked about using baby highchairs and car seats. 
 

 

Children’s photographs of dramatic play areas 
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Program strengths: Creative/Expressive Play. 

During creative/expressive play children are involved in some sort of creative activity, such 

as drawing, painting, and designing. For young children creativity is a process of trial and error 

(Madhavi, 2010). Practitioners can either nurture or inhibit children’s creative expression based 

on the decisions they make in terms of the physical environment, the materials they provide, 

and their response to children’s efforts (Madhavi, 2010). Without adult interference during 

creative play, young children learn to trust their own feelings and forms of expression 

(Madhavi, 2010). 

Although a few children shared their interest in music activities during circle time, the type 

of creative/expressive play that children most often mentioned was visual arts activities. This 

included colouring, drawing, painting at an easel, and arts and crafts activities. 
 

 

Child’s photo of a painting activity 
 

 

 
 

 

Einarsdottir (2005), revealed similar findings when exploring children’s likes and dislikes 

in an Icelandic playschool. Einarsdottir (2005) explained that creative activities such as 

colouring, drawing, and working with clay were commonly mentioned by children as activities 

they enjoyed. These findings are important given that art experiences allow children to gain 

self-confidence while expressing their feelings and understanding of their world (Feeny, 1991). 
 

 

Program strengths: Social Play 

Social play includes activities where children are engaged in a social interaction. 

Researchers and educators see children’s socially shared pretend play as beneficial to children’s 

emotional, social and cognitive development (Wyatt, 1991). Social play interactions build 

relationships among children (Løkken, 2000) and enhance their social competence through 

engagement in negotiation and perspective taking. 

As mentioned earlier, many of the children shared that the dramatic play area was their 

favourite play space in the OEYC program. When children took photographs of this centre, they 

often took them of their friends playing together. Thus, in addition to the dramatic play centre 
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supporting imaginative play, it also supports children’s social play. These make-believe 

activities, where children interact with one another, foster the development of children’s social 

and intellectual functioning (Rosen, 1974; Saltz, Dixon, & Johnson, 1977). 

The use of transportation toys between small groups of boys was a widely documented 

favourite activity in the drawings, photographs, and audio recordings. Boys shared playing with 

their friends with cars, trucks, tractors, buses, helicopters and planes. 
 

 

Children’s photographs of transportation toys and a friend playing with cars 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
In addition to enjoying interacting with their peers, children often drew pictures and took 

photographs of their friends and adults, which demonstrated their interest in playing and 

interacting with others in a variety of contexts in the centre. 
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Program strengths: Cognitive Play. 

Cognitive play includes activities where children have the opportunity to explore and 

discover. The children’s data demonstrated the use of cognitive play in developing literacy and 

numeracy skills. In terms of literacy activities children reported enjoying three main areas in 

their program, which included: 1) the circle area where adults read to them, 2) the book nook, 

and, 3) the literacy centre. Although children did not speak in detail about the book nook, they 

did take several photographs of this area. Several children spoke about enjoying activities such 

as alphabet magnets and foam letters, and reading poems and stories on the chalk and bulletin 

board. 
 

 
Child’s photo of a book shelf Child’s photo of alphabet magnets 

 
 
 
 
 

In relation to the development of numeracy skills, children shared that they enjoyed 

activities such as puzzles, blocks, Lego, shapes, math games (e.g., fishing for numbers), and 

building structures. This is in keeping with Einarsdottir’s (2005) findings, which demonstrated 

that children favoured playing with open-ended materials such as hollow blocks, unit blocks, 

Legos and Duplos over other activities in their classroom environment. This finding is also 

consistent with the parent perception that their children are engaged in activities that support 

their development, which is described above. 
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Child’s photo of a puzzle Child’s photo of building blocks 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Child’s photo of magnetic shapes 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Child’s photo of the fishing for numbers math game 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Areas for Development. No areas were identified as needing development. 

 
 

Recommendations. Although these findings demonstrate the types of activities children 

enjoy at the OEYC drop-in programs, more research is needed to understand their “favourite 

play spaces.” When conducting research with young children it may be helpful to interact with 

them first (spend time in the program) and then after establishing a rapport asking them to share 

their ideas about the program. In addition, including a wider age range may yield different 

results. As the data were primarily collected on school days, fewer older children were available 

to participate. Collecting data with the children during school holidays, as was the case at some 

sites on PD days, and other school holidays, would provide older children with an opportunity 

to participate in the project. 
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4. Are Ontario Early Years Centres integrated into the community? 
 

Community integration is a complex construct that involves different levels of interactions 

and relationships, and starts with the OEYCs being their own unique community embedded 

within a system of services and the neighbourhoods in which they operate. The OEYC business 

plan calls for integration of OEYC services with all other early years services including 

universal and targeted programs, and for community partnerships to be used in delivery of 

services (Ministry of Community, Family and Children’s Services, 2002, p. 4). To understand 

the degree to which OEYC staff are integrated into broader service systems, as well as the 

degree to which they are active in communities, practitioners’ perspectives were elicited 

through the Staff and Volunteer e-Valuation and the Tell Us About Your Practice 

Questionnaire, which was administered on the day of the observation. The importance of staff 

workplace issues is tied to program quality, child outcomes, and the relationships that staff have 

with other professionals (Canadian Association of Family Resource Programs, 2006; Weiss, 

2005/2006). The role of OEYCs in integration within the cultural and geographic communities 

that they serve is discussed further in section 4a. The demographic details about the respondents 

are in Appendix B. Respondents to both surveys included full (73%) and part-time (18%) staff 

who were both frontline and supervisors in OEYCs, as well as a small number of volunteers and 

students (9%). 
 

 

Program strengths. On the day of the observation, staff were asked to complete a narrative 

questionnaire that included three questions about their practice (Tell Us About Your Practice 

questionnaire): 1) What do you do to make this program better?; 2) Give an example of a 

program or initiative that this OEYC has done that you are proud of; and 3) Give an example of 

how your OEYC meets the unique needs of participants at this site. Qualitative thematic 

analysis of the narrative responses elicited concepts related to community integration, which is 

illustrated through referral and collaboration with other services. 

“I’m proud of the relationship that our OEYC established with schools, libraries and 

community.” 
 

 

“We have the kindergarten program during summer time to help children to be prepared to 

start school.” 

 

“We had staff trained in “school’s cool” and adopted this model to meet our community’s 

unique needs.” 

 

“Our drop-in programs allow us to get to know our families and I provide resources and 

referrals.” 
 

“We partner with several community agencies to provide support when and where 

needed.” 
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“Constantly looking for/seeking new and enhanced multi-lingual resources.” 
 

 

In focus groups, participants were asked to share their thoughts as to whether OEYCs are 

integrated into the community and if they receive help with community connections. Participant 

responses revealed that they perceive the majority of staff members to be knowledgeable about 

community resources and contacts for professional support. 

 

“There’s a lot of great things out there in the community, you know, like public services the 

government does and day cares that might offer something for you, like free. Even the 

library has things like that and I find that coming here, they tell you about all those things, 

things to help parents be better parents.” 

 

“If you ask a staff member something and she doesn’t know on the spot, she’ll do her 

research and then she’ll remember all the fliers and she’ll keep you in mind and help you.” 

 

“[Practitioner’s name] tells us what’s going on in the neighborhood, you know, the 

library’s doing this next week or this is available at the Science Centre or this is here and so 

on.” 

 

They always have flyers to pass out for us, like okay, this is happening at this place and it’s 

free. So they usually let us know about stuff that is happening in the area, especially if it’s 

free.” 
 

Additionally, focus group findings show that participants felt the staff generally made sure 

they were in touch with community events and resources. Participants gave examples such as 

staff members verbally sharing information, handing out flyers and pamphlets, placing 

announcements on notice boards and recommending certain places, such as libraries, 

community centres, and special events. In fact, some centres arranged visits to the local library 

or events at the community centre. Nature walks and visits to neighbourhood playgrounds and 

parks were often included in summer scheduling. 

In the focus groups, participants spoke of the assistance they received obtaining information 

and support when there were concerns about their child’s behaviour and/or development. An 

OEYC staff member was often the first person to direct the parent to a specialist or offer advice 

on where to seek assistance. 

 

“He’s had speech problems … anything that’s happened at speech pathology or the 

pediatrician, we’ve told [practitioner’s name] and she incorporates it.” 

 

“Guest speakers such as public health nurses and specialists provide excellent resources to 

the parents.” 
 

“An infant mental health coordinator’s available to families should they have concerns 

regarding their child’s development or questions on attachment.” 
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The Staff and Volunteer e-Valuation includes a number of questions about the degree to 

which practitioners are engaged in their work environments, as well as their interactions with 

stakeholder and community partners (Questions 7-9). Responses to questions 7 to 9, as well as 

comments from the questionnaire (Table 7) show staff e-Valuation perspectives are consistent 

with parent perspectives from the focus groups as well as the narrative questionnaire completed 

by staff on the day of the observations. Consistent findings from these three sources indicate 

that knowledge of other services, and referrals are a strength of OEYCs. 

In addition to the integration of OEYCs with other services, the e-Valuation asked 

questions related to staff perspectives of their workplace. While these questions are quite 

different from the questions about integration within the broader service community, they are 

included in this section because, as FRP Canada has noted, “The effectiveness of early 

intervention programs in family support organizations depends to a great extent on the personal 

relationships of trust and caring that grow among staff, volunteers and participants” (Gilkerson 

& Kopel, 2005, cited in Canadian Association of Family Resource Programs, 2006, p. 1). 
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Questions in the Staff and Volunteer e-Valuation were ranked according to a seven–point 

scale (1 = strongly disagree, and 7 = strongly agree). Table 6 shows the mean score for each 

question. Responses were received from 21 of the 24 sites. The e-Valuation questions 1 to 6 

indicate a high rate of satisfaction with workplace culture and personal fulfillment in OEYCs. 
 

 
 

Table 6. Staff and Volunteer e-Valuation Scores 
 

Questions n 
(excluding 

missing data 

and non- 

responses) 

Mean 

Score 

for the 

Item 

Standard 

Deviation 

1 My work at this centre is meaningful to me and 
contributes to the organization. 

124 6.44 1.44 

2 When I wish to do so, there are opportunities for me to 

become involved in day-to-day program decisions, 

strategic planning, policy-making and program 
development. 

121 5.94 1.67 

3 This organization provides me opportunities to develop 
my knowledge or skills. 

122 6.00 1.65 

4 Workplace policies and procedures take the needs of 
staff members and volunteers into consideration. 

123 5.91 1.54 

5 The policies of this centre reflect family support 
principles. 

124 6.35 1.22 

6 The policies of this centre provide clear guidance and 
direction to staff and volunteers. 

123 6.22 1.25 

7 Stakeholders and community partners support this 
organization. 

119 6.17      1.32 

8 Stakeholders and community partners seem satisfied 
with the services offered by the centre. 

124 6.22      1.40 

9 This organization engages in partnerships that enable it 
to provide enhanced services. 

124 6.36      1.23 
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The Staff and Volunteer e-Valuation has an open-ended question at the end of the 

survey that says: “Please use this space to explain any of your answers or to share any 

comments or ideas about your work at this centre”. These questions yielded responses from all 

124 survey respondents. The responses were reviewed for themes and the following key ideas 

were gleaned from the data. These open-ended questions again show a high rate of satisfaction 

with workplace culture, as well as with interactions in the broader service community 
 
 
 
 

 
Table 7. Staff and Volunteer e-Valuation Comments 

 

Themes Example Quote 

Theme 1: 

The OEYCs have clear principles that are valued 

by the staff. 

“Family support programs are open to all 
families. Family support programs promote 
providers to enhance principles. Family 

support programs promote relationships 

based on equality and respect for diversity.” 

Theme 2: 

The OEYCs provide opportunities for skill 

development and personal growth. 

“I have developed a more knowledgeable 

approach when making decisions through 

staff training.” 

Theme 3: 

The OEYCs provide opportunities for staff to feel 

personal fulfillment. 

“I feel valuable when I receive feedback 

from mothers that attending my Baby and 

Me program increased their knowledge, 

built confidence and self-esteem and 
empowered them to be self-sufficient.” 

 

“My work at this centre is meaningful to 

me. It reflects me as a staff and a role model 

to the families visiting our program.” 

Theme 4: 

The OEYCs provide opportunities for staff to 

develop meaningful relationships. 

“Strong partnerships and collaboration in 
this riding are amazing.” 

Theme 5: 

The OEYCs need some additional resources to 

ensure ongoing high quality programs. 

Examples include “More events and trips”, 

“Our space is not big enough”, “More 

programs in certain languages or 

translators” 

Theme 6: 

The OEYCs’ staff want to be valued members of 

professional teams. 

“We are given a lot of feedback by our 

clients and the management to ensure that 

we keep our focus and direction consistent”. 
 

“I believe my work is meaningful but I am 

not sure if the agency sees it that way. I 

have influence over my day-to-day program 

but I have no input into the direction of the 
strategic plan or policy making”. 



37  

Areas for development. Practitioners show a high degree of pride in the programs they 

deliver, and how OEYCs are integrated into the community and are overall extremely satisfied 

with their work. In order for practitioners to offer quality programs for children and their 

families, it is necessary for them to have the resources to carry out their work. As identified in 

other sections of this report, some OEYCs are over-crowded, or have facilities that do not 

maximize the opportunities for the community. Additionally, staff feel valued when they are 

respected as part of a professional team and recognized as having an important role in the 

community. Table 6 above shows a slightly lower (yet still high) satisfaction rating for question 

2, in which staff have opportunities for input into decision-making, policy and program. This is 

consistent with Theme 6 in Table 7. It should be noted that these views represent a minority of 

respondents but are worth considering in planning for community integration that includes the 

broader services community, the geographic and cultural communities, and the relationships 

within a workplace that affect the culture of OEYCs. 
 

Recommendations. Overall, results show that practitioners in the programs feel they are 

well connected to their communities, and the result is that they are effective at making referrals 

and linking families to supports they need. For families participating at OEYCs it is evident that 

these programs are integrated into the community. Strengths of programs include sharing 

information with families about community events, community resources, professional 

resources, and planning visits to local community venues. Ongoing outreach and linkages to 

other programs are recommended. 
 

4. (a). Do Ontario Early Years Centres help families to strengthen community connections? 
 

Program strengths. Focus group participants described how OEYCs helped them connect 

with other families in the community. Parents commented that they 

 

“learned to know that there are so many of our neighbours who are from our same place 

and who talk the same language living in our neighbourhood. So I get to know these things. 

And we made friends with them so he [child] can play every day with them.” 
 

It appears that for some families relationships formed within the OEYC programs extend to 

their home environment. 
 

“I think that what I love most is the fact that we can build a community of people, friends 

who support you. There is a group of us that get together and our kids play together and we 

all met here.” 

 

“I don’t have a lot of family here and this has become my extended family.” 
 

“A lot of us were like new parents who didn’t know anyone, and from coming to this centre 

there’s like a group of forty or fifty of us, I don’t know, solid friends that we see regularly.” 
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Similarly, on the Tell Us About Your Practice questionnaire practitioner responses focused 

on providing a stimulating environment for the children, meeting the needs of the families and 

communities they served, building relationships, and being professional. 

 

“Make sure all families are welcomed and included.” 
 

“We adjust to the needs of the community and come up with specialized programs.” 

“We provide programs to suit the needs of our diverse community.” 

“Have on-going professional development training in the field of early childhood and family 

support.” 

 

“Provide programming that helps children get ready for school.” 
 

“I implement developmentally appropriate programs for children and families.” 
 

“First and foremost it is about interacting with the families and building a relationship. 

Good relationships foster great programs.” 
 

“Evaluate the programs on a regular basis and get feedback from the parents/caregivers in 

order to improve and update the center in order to meet the needs of the families and 

community.” 
 

Responses to the question asking for examples of a program or initiative that staff felt 

proud of were varied. Many mentioned specific programs such as “Readiness to Learn”; “Tiny 

Tots”; “Daddy and Me”; “Kids in the Kitchen”; “Healthy Baby”; “Mother Goose”; “Nobody’s 

Perfect” and “Learning through Literacy”. Parent workshops covering many different topics 

were also listed frequently. 

These themes were often expanded upon in response to the question about the unique needs 

of the parents at their site. 

 

“Every month of June we celebrate PRIDE with a variety of activities, songs, stories, and 

culminating in a PRIDE “parade” around the school/drop-in.” 
 

“One of the families @ our site has decided to raise their child as gender neutral. I have 

worked towards adapting circle times to include a variety of gender identifiers including 

the neutral “they” or “their.” 
 

“Our program/activities are sensitive to the cultural differences.” 
 

“We also guide our curriculum planning based on the needs of our families according to 

their feedback.” 
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“Our staff is from different cultures and backgrounds …can relate to the growing diversity 

of the participants of our program.” 

 

“OEYC staff and volunteers can speak a total of 12 languages to meet the needs of our 

families.” 

 

“Promote understanding of child development and the children’s unique needs as 

individuals.” 
 

Some staff mentioned initiatives involving working with children with special needs and 

their families, while others focused on specific events that were aimed to meet the diverse needs 

of their communities. There was a clear emphasis on wanting to meet the diverse needs of the 

community and being an inclusive and welcoming place for everybody. 
 

 

Areas for Development. No areas were identified as needing development. 
 
 

Recommendations. One of the strengths of the OEYCs is in developing community 

amongst participants and in being responsive to the unique communities that each site serves. It 

is recommended that OEYCs continue to make this a focus of their work and to ensure that 

resources are available to make each program accessible to a broad range of families. 
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5. Are Ontario Early Years Centres addressing the needs of the community? 
 

The OEYC business plan requires OEYCs to provide services that are accessible to all 

families regardless of socio-economic status, language or culture, and to meet the distinct needs 

of Francophone and Aboriginal populations (Ministry of Community, Family and Children’s 

Services, 2002, p. 4). 
 

 

Program strengths. The Toronto area OEYCs serve very diverse populations, with 

changing community needs due to migration, economic flux, and other community factors. The 

Participant e-Valuation has three sub-scales related to specific family experiences and the 

support they get from OEYCs. These sub-scales are about Settlement, Children with Special 

Needs, and Pre and Post-Natal support. Questions for each of the sub-scales were ranked 

according to a seven–point scale (1 = strongly disagree, and 7 = strongly agree). Data were 

collected from 19 sites for these sub-scales. Of note, these sub-scales had the lowest response 

rate. This was in part due to the fact that that they were not administered at all sites, but also that 

they are targeted to certain populations. The lower response rate may also indicate that these 

types of programs may not be reaching as many participants. These findings should be 

investigated further. 

The data indicated very high satisfaction with the program for new Canadians, and parents 

of children with special needs who are using the OEYC services. These findings are presented 

in Table 8. The majority of participants have a positive view of pre- and post-natal supports 

provided by Toronto OEYCs. 
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Table 8. Settlement, Special needs, and Pre- and Post-Natal Sub-Scales for the Participant 

e-Valuation 
 

Questions n 
(excluding 

missing data 

and non- 

responses) 

Mean 

Score 

for the 

Item 

Standard 

Deviation 

Settlement 
(If you are new to Canada, please complete this survey) 

1. The program staff is sensitive to my culture. 
 

563 
 

6.04 
 

1.541 

2. The program gives me opportunities to practice 

my English/French language skills. 

 

520 
 

5.88 
 

1.491 

3. The program has connected me with new people 

and groups in the wider community. 

 

588 
 

6.18 
 

1.281 

4. The program has helped me to better understand 

Canadian culture, values and practices. 

 

543 
 

5.89 
 

1.455 

Special Needs Survey 
(If you have a child with special needs, please complete this survey) 

5. My child was able to participate in the activities of 

this program. 

 

430 
 

6.49 
 

1.113 

6. Program staff knows how to work with children 

with special needs and their families. 

 

379 
 

6.35 
 

1.243 

7. Program staff kept my child safe and comfortable. 
 

426 
 

6.59 
 

1.092 

8. The program accommodated the special needs of 

my child. 

 

349 
 

6.21 
 

1.303 

Pre and Post Natal Survey 
(If you took part in a pre/post natal support program, please complete this survey) 

 

9. The program has helped me to better understand the 

stages of a typical pregnancy and birth. 
 

10. The program has helped me to better understand and 

manage the factors that can put the health of my baby 

at risk. 
 

11. The program helped me to better understand ways of 

bonding with my baby. 
 

12. The program has made me more confident to parent a 

baby. 
 

13. The program helped me to connect with other 

expectant/new parents. 

157 5.50 1.643 
 
 

170 5.75 1.534 
 
 
 

190 5.78 1.557 
 
 

191 5.93 1.561 
 
 

190 5.97 1.556 
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The Participant e-Valuation questionnaire also provided an opportunity for parents to reflect 

on how the program had made a difference to their family and many commented on the role the 

OEYCs played in supporting newcomer families. 

 

“We are new to the country. We do not have any family or friends here. This program helps 

with that. We meet others and make friends.” 

 

“This program has made a world of difference. Coming from India for the first time and 

having a warm welcome in a new country is a blessing. That’s the first welcome. The second 

difference it made is for my child – learning to communicate in English and – Easy and 

beautiful transition into JK.” 

 

“I am a grandmother attending the programs. I know little English. The staff never make me 

feel bad. [Practitioner’s name] speaks my language and other staff always say hello.” 

 

“I arrived in Toronto only two months ago. I have two little children, this program helped 

me with the adjustment.” 
 

“As new immigrants, the program helped us in many ways through the interaction with the 

different people in the community – information, tips, etc.” 

 

“Since moving to this country in July 2012, it has been the most important centre for me to 

integrate into the community.” 
 

“To speak more English, social to meet people and hearing different cultures.” 

“Helping my children learn English and socialize with other children and adults.” 

During the observations one item from the ECERS-R (Harms, Clifford, & Cryer, 2005) was 

used to assess the practices related to promoting acceptance of diversity. Please refer to question 

six and Appendix A for more details regarding the ECERS-R. 

Practices related to promoting acceptance of diversity appear to be an area of strength. Of 

the 24 programs, 50% were above the good quality level indicator (see Figure 1). Programs 

scoring on the lower quality indictor levels lacked many books, pictures, and materials that 

represent “people of different races, cultures, ages, abilities, and gender in non-stereotyping 

roles” (Harms, et al., 2005, p. 56). However, the majority of the programs (79%) did have 

materials representing various cultures in the dramatic play area. Of the 24 programs, 75% 

demonstrated that “inclusion of diversity is part of the daily routine and play activities” (e.g, 

music, songs), and that activities are planned to promote the “understanding and acceptance of 

diversity” (e.g., celebrations, or other visible activities) (Harms, et al., p. 56, 2005). Both these 

indicators are considered to be of excellent quality. 
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Figure 1. Promoting Acceptance of Diversity: Programs’ Percentage Score at Each Anchor 

Point (N = 24) 
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Areas for Development. While the majority of participants have a positive view of pre- and 

post-natal supports, this sub-scale did have the lowest satisfaction ratings of all of the sub-scales 

in the Participant e-Valuation. 

The responses from the Participant e-Valuation and focus groups demonstrated that parents 

who attend the OEYCs were generally satisfied with the program, and felt their needs were 

being met. While the majority of programs were at a level of excellent quality, as described 

above, it is challenging to meet the needs of community members with the degree of diversity 

evident in the City of Toronto. One area for development that was identified in field notes taken 

during the observations as well as in the focus groups was the need to support bi/multi-cultural, 

and bi/multi-cultural communities. While representation of diversity is generally defined by 

inclusion of materials from non-dominant cultural and language groups (i.e. not European and 

English), at some sites there was representation from primarily one non-dominant group. 

Parents noted that this can be alienating for families that are part of more than one cultural 

group, or who are not part of the dominant culture in the neighbourhood (even when it is not 

European and English speaking). 

Addressing the needs of the community is in part a function of the accessibility of the 

OEYC programs to all families. Participants in focus groups describe accessibility as inhibiting 
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their participation in the programs when the centres are full. Many centres are in small spaces 

and reach their capacity quickly. Once they have reached their capacity they can no longer 

allow anyone else into the space. Comments included, “I think the biggest barrier is the 

capacity, like I think sometimes it’s the race against the clock to get here.” 

Often a sign is placed on the door stating that the program is full, so families get turned 

away and have to deal with upset children and may not have any other places to go. Participants 

shared that this is particularly distressing in the winter weather. 

 

“Then we get there and like, it’s full because it’s a small place. So we go to the park and it’s 

freezing and my kids are crying.” 

 

This can also cause some resentment as some families felt they had to compete for the 

spaces by arriving early to ensure they were not excluded. A parent commented that, “In 

summer, only 15 families are allowed. Like we come from home and our kids are desperate to 

come in and they cry all the way home; no, I want to, I want to go. That’s a big problem.” 

 

Participants also mentioned the problems associated with signing up for the specialized 

programs that require pre-registration. Problems included poor notification of the programs, 

capacity, and issues related to child care of older or younger siblings depending on the focus of 

the registered program. 

“Well I would love to see, for there, to be just a little more availability of programming. 

When you sign up for programming, you enter a lottery so sometimes you are out of luck.” 
 

 

Recommendations: OEYCs are meeting the needs of the community by offering programs, 

which appear to be very popular and sought after by families. Offering these programs should 

continue. It is recommended that the issue of capacity and accessing registered programs be 

examined to determine how these issues may be addressed. OEYCs should consider how to 

involve higher numbers of families in their programs and whether it is feasible to even consider 

meeting this need. Structural components such as size of space are beyond the control of the 

OEYCs; therefore, discussing such issues with families may help them understand the 

limitations faced by OEYCs. Similarly, sharing how funding impacts program resources may 

help families understand why there may be limited resources available for programming. 
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6. Do Ontario Early Years Centres offer quality programs? 
 

Research indicates a wide range of positive developmental outcomes for children who 

attend quality early childhood programs. Positive outcomes include improved social and 

cognitive development, reduced problem behaviours and improved parent-child interactions 

(Hardin & Hung, 2011). Moreover, it is program quality that appears to have the most pervasive 

consequences for a child’s development; however, it can be complex to measure how programs 

affect development (Rentzou, 2010; Owen, 2011). Practitioners need evidence-based research 

that confirms what constitutes quality programs in order to improve child outcomes and achieve 

the goal of equitable access to developmentally rich early childhood environments amongst 

children (Britto, Boller & Yoshiwa, 2011). 

Assessing program quality can be challenging due to the fact that quality is 

multidimensional. Although notions of quality vary and researchers have various approaches to 

evaluating programs, there is some consistency in terms of which key factors constitute quality. 

Ishimine (2011) made the distinction between structural and process quality. Measureable 

features (e.g., physical environments, curricula, staff-child ratios) are structural quality; whereas 

process structures include the day-to-day interactions that occur in the program (e.g., staff-child 

interactions, staff-parent communication). Buysse and Hollingsworth (2009) also sought to 

categorize domains of quality for inclusive early childhood environments into two categories: 

curriculum and intentional teaching, and environmental and structural indicators. Both Ishimine 

(2011) and Buysse and Hollingsworth (2009) make reference to how both structural and 

relational factors are associated with quality. Not only do structural components of the 

environment need to be well equipped to facilitate early learning, but practitioners also need to 

be responsive and well equipped with the knowledge to meet the needs of families. 

Standardized measures, such as the Early Childhood Environmental Rating Scale (ECERS -R) 

and SpeciaLink Early Childhood Inclusion Quality Scale (SpeciaLink), include components that 

can be used to assess both structural and relational quality. 

To examine program quality, sub-scales from both ECERS-R (an overall quality measure) 

and SpeciaLink (an inclusion quality measure) were completed at each site. Please refer to 

Appendix A for more details regarding the ECERS-R and SpeciaLink measures. Both of these 

measures were designed for use in child care settings, which was taken into account when 

selecting the appropriate sub-scales for evaluation in the OEYC environment. 

One researcher and one research assistant completed the measures simultaneously and 

scores were then compared to ensure that the final score accurately reflected what had been 

observed in the program. This section presents the scores for both quality measures, with 

highlights of the program strengths, suggested areas for development, and program 

recommendations. 
 

6. (a). Do Ontario Early Years Centres offer overall program quality? 
 

Three of the seven sub-scales from the ECERS-R were completed during the formal 

program observations. The three sub-scales selected are language-reasoning, activities, and 
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interaction. Language-reasoning and activities are presented under overall quality in this 

section, while interactions are discussed in the section on inclusion quality. These sub-scales 

were selected because they are consistent with the OEYC goals of providing opportunities for 

language development, a range of activities, and high quality interactions, as well as both 

structural and process quality variables. Sub-scales were ranked according to a seven–point 

scale (1 = inadequate quality, and 7 = excellent quality). Scores across the 24 programs were 

collapsed and the findings are presented for each of the sub-scales. 
 

 

Program strengths: Language-Reasoning. Programs were rated on four indicators: i) books 

and pictures; ii) encouraging children to communicate; iii) using language to develop reasoning 

skills; and iv) informal use of language. Overall scores indicate that programs are offering good 

quality programming in the area of language reasoning (M = 5.1, SD = 1.1). Average mean 

scores and standard deviations were tabulated for each item and are displayed in Table 9. 
 

Table 9. Mean Scores and Standard Deviations for Language-Reasoning Sub-Scale Items 

(N = 24) 
 

Items M SD 

Books and pictures 4.5 2.3 

Encouraging children to communicate 5.7 1.1 

Using language to develop reasoning skills 4.4 1.8 

Informal use of language 6.0 1.2 

 

Note: Seven–point scale with 1 indicating inadequate quality and 7 indicating excellent quality. 
 

 

For language-reasoning, 50% of the programs scored within what is considered a good 

quality level (score of 5–6.5) and 8% scored at the excellent quality level (score of 7). Although 

the majority of sites scored at these levels, 41% scored below what is considered good quality. 

Percentages for each specific item under the language-reasoning sub-scale were tabulated and 

are displayed in Figures 2, 3, and 4. 

The majority of the centres had a wide selection of books (e.g., story/picture books, factual, 

science/ nature, animals, languages other than English) for a range of ages. In many of the 

programs, some of the books related to current activities (e.g., seasons, holidays) happening in 

the classroom and are rotated. In addition to the availability of books, practitioner initiated 

receptive language activities were offered on a daily basis in 75% of the programs. Similarly, 

informal reading with the children was observed in the majority of the programs. 

Encouraging children to communicate by offering materials that encourage expressive 

language (e.g., dramatic play props, small figures and animals) was found in all of the 

programs, and 96% of the centres placed these materials in areas throughout the room. In 
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addition to materials that encourage expressive language, practitioners also encouraged children 

to communicate by asking questions, listening to and encouraging more complex responses. 

Findings also indicate that informal conversations (e.g., conversations during free play) were 

evident in the majority of the programs. 
 

Figure 2. Books and Pictures: Programs’ Percentage Score at Each Anchor Point (N = 24) 
 

 
 

 

Figure 3. Encouraging Children to Communicate: Programs’ Percentage Score at Each 

Anchor Point (N = 24) 
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Figure 4. Using Language to Develop Reasoning Skills: Programs’ Percentage Score at Each 

Anchor Point (N = 24) 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Areas for Development. While the majority of programs had a wide selection of books, it is 

important to consider how many books should be accessible to children and their families. In a 

number of programs there were an abundance of books (e.g., 100+). Practitioners may also want 

to consider how books are displayed. Although in some programs, books were displayed on 

shelves and in different areas of the classroom, there were programs where the books were 

stored in bins, which may be because of the high number of books. Although the bins were 

accessible to the children, organizing the books in this way (e.g., infant books were mixed in 

with books appropriate for older children) may make it challenging for children to choose their 

books. 

Encouraging children to communicate by offering materials and engaging them in 

conversations was evident in the majority of the programs; however, findings reveal that 

offering opportunities that help the children link their spoken words to written language were 

limited. 

Of the 24 programs observed, 67% scored below the good quality level and 25% scored 

below the minimal quality level in the area of using language to develop children’s reasoning 

skills (e.g., talking about logical concepts). This is an area of the program that practitioners may 

want to consider enhancing. 
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Recommendations. Reviewing how many books and which types should be placed in the 

room at one time while continuing to maintain the wide selection currently being offered in the 

majority of programs would enhance the literacy area. In addition, re-organizing the books on 

shelves may entice children to choose them. Practitioners may want to consider placing books 

throughout the environment (e.g., books about blocks in the block area, science books in the 

science area) to integrate and encourage literacy in all activity areas. 

To foster children’s awareness that spoken and written words are linked, it is recommended 

that practitioners engage in activities such as modeling printing with the children (e.g., 

transcribing children’s stories) which will help them make the link between spoken and written 

words. In addition, it is recommended that during informal conversations with children, 

practitioners encourage discussions about logical relationships to foster children’s reasoning 

skills. 
 

 

Program strengths: Activities. 

Programs were rated on ten indicators: i) fine motor; ii) art; iii) music and movement; iv) 

blocks; v) sand and water; vi) dramatic play; vii) nature and science; viii) math and numbers; ix) 

use of TV, Video and/or computers; and x) promoting acceptance of diversity. Overall, 

programs rated between minimal and good quality levels of programming in the area of offering 

activities (M = 5.1, SD = .77, on the 7 point scale). Average mean scores and standard 

deviations were tabulated for each item (except for use of TV, video, and/or computers as only 

2 programs indicated that they use one or more of the electronics listed) and are displayed in 

Table 10. 
 

 

Table 10. Mean Scores and Standard Deviations for Activities Sub-Scale Items (N = 24) 
 

Items M SD 

Fine Motor 6.0 1.2 

Art 4.7 1.5 

Music and Movement 3.3 1.7 

Blocks 5.2 1.7 

Sand and Water
a
 3.8 1.8 

Dramatic Play 5.0 1.3 

Nature and Science 2.6 1.2 

Math and Numbers 4.3 1.1 

Promoting Acceptance of Diversity 5.3 1.6 

a 
n = 19 

Note: Seven–point scale with 1 indicating inadequate quality and 7 indicating excellent quality. 
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Of the 24 programs observed, 79% scored below and 21% scored above what is considered 

a good quality level. Scores across the items ranged from inadequate (M = 2.6, SD = 1.2) to 

good (M = 6.0, SD = 1.2). Programs that scored at the good and excellent quality levels offered 

a range of materials that supported children’s learning and development. Exemplary programs 

offered a variety of fine motor materials such as manipulatives (e.g., beads for stringing, small 

building materials), a range of puzzles, art materials (e.g., crayons, scissors) and small building 

materials. 

The materials were well organized in containers that were labeled and accessible to the 

children. It is important to note that the majority of programs that scored less than 7 still met 

some of the indicators listed as excellent quality. For example under the Art item, the majority 

of the programs offered children an opportunity to engage in 3D art work and the art work in 

general was related to other program experiences. However, because the program may not have 

an indicator listed under a lower anchor point (e.g., many and varied art materials), then the 

score was affected. 

All 24 programs offered a form of block play and 38% of these programs offered excellent 

block building opportunities for the children. In other words, these programs had a minimum of 

two types of blocks with a variety of accessories that were available to the children on a daily 

basis. The environment had a special block area that did not interfere with traffic patterns, and 

had blocks and accessories that were organized on shelves that were labeled. 

Overall, findings suggest that a majority of the programs were offering either good (38%) or 

excellent quality (17%) dramatic play experiences. An indicator related to diversity (e.g., props 

represent various cultures) is found under the excellent quality level. Although not all programs 

scored a seven in this subscale, it is important to highlight that 67% of the programs did meet 

this indicator. 

Overall, findings indicate that in the area of numeracy, 96% of the programs offer children 

various types of developmentally appropriate materials (e.g., items for counting, measuring) and 

these materials tend to be organized and in good condition. 
 

 

Areas for Development. Programs scored low in the area of music and movement because 

most programs lacked a variety of musical instruments and did not offer music as a free choice 

activity during program time. For example, although programs offered instruments such as 

xylophones and shakers, the range of instruments was limited. All but one program offered a 

form of movement activity on a weekly basis. This may explain children’s focus on visual arts 

over music in the children’s interviews as described in question 3 above. 

Sand and/or water play were not available in five sites. The scores indicate that this type of 

play is of minimal quality. Of the programs that did offer sand and/or water play, the majority 

(53%) offered either sand or water or an alternative sensory based material. From discussions 

with the program practitioners it appears that water play occurs during the summer months 

while the children are outdoors. 
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In the area of nature and science, the majority of the programs (75%) scored below what is 

considered to be good quality programming. A low percentage (21%) scored a four, which 

indicates that these programs are offering minimal to good quality programming. 

Numeracy should also be highlighted as an area that needs enhancing. For math and 

numbers, 75% of the programs scored a four on the quality level indicator, which suggests that 

although math and number materials are offered to the children, there is room for improvement. 
 

 

Recommendations. Many of the children and families who participate in the OEYC 

programs, do so on an intermittent basis. For this reason, we were not measuring the number of 

experiences each child has in their activities, or individual opportunities for language-reasoning. 

Instead we examined the experiences offered at the program on the day we observed, and then 

asked practitioners about activities that are common in the program. With this in mind we 

recommend areas that can be targeted for development in the curriculum. 

Given that sand and water play offer children the opportunity to engage in scientific inquiry, 

practitioners that offer this type of play may want to share their exemplary practice with their 

colleagues. One program scored a six in the area of nature and science, which suggests that this 

program is offering good quality nature and science activities and materials (e.g., sand box with 

science related materials, children encouraged to bring natural things to the program). 

Including a range of science games, materials and activities that relate to living things (e.g., 

house plants, gardens), books, games, and toys (e.g., nature matching or sequencing cards) and 

nature activities (e.g., experiments) and including everyday events as a foundation for learning 

about science would help to enhance the nature and science aspect of the programs. 

Given that programs have math and number materials, practitioners may want to consider 

how activities can be used to promote numeracy learning and plan activities that engage both 

the adult and child in the process. 

We recommend that practitioners be given an opportunity to reflect on the children’s 

program and critically analyze the planning and implementation of activities and how materials 

in the program are being used by the children. We recommend that materials from OEYC 

registered programs be made available to children attending the drop-in programs as not all 

children will have the opportunity to access the registered programs. In addition, practitioners 

may want to consider how to integrate strategies used in the registered program into the drop-in 

program to further enhance the programming quality. 
 

6. (b). Do Ontario Early Years Centres provide high quality inclusion? 
 

Three common principles of inclusive practice are identified in the early childhood 

literature: 1) instruction must be individualized for children in all settings; 2) services must be 

delivered in universal and community programs, as well as at home; and 3) there must be 

support for inclusion through policy, and intra-professional relationships (Booth, Ainscow, & 

Kingston, 2006; Frankel & Underwood, 2012; Guralnick, 2008; Lero, 2010). The desired results 

of inclusive experiences for children with and without disabilities and their families include a 
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sense of belonging and membership, positive social relationships and friendships, and 

development and learning to reach their full potential. 
 

 

Program strengths. The OEYCs have made full participation of all children including those 

with special needs a goal of their programs. This section presents findings from the observations 

and discussions with staff, as well as findings from the focus groups. Findings from the e- 

Valuation, presented in Table 8 (question 50, indicated that participants who have children with 

special needs have very high satisfaction with the programs. This is encouraging and indicates 

that the OEYCs are supportive of those families participating in the program. 

During the observation we used two tools to capture interactions. The ECERS-R has a measure 

of overall quality interactions between staff and children, and amongst children. Previous research 

indicates that overall quality is a necessary pre-condition for inclusive practice. All 24 programs 

scored above the good quality level indicator in all items related to Interaction. Average mean 

scores and standard deviations were tabulated for each item and are presented in Table 11. The 

ECERS-R measure of overall program quality indicated that interactions in OEYCs are very 

good. In regards to supervision of children, 92% of the programs rated above the good quality 

indicator level (M = 6.5, SD = .93, 7 point scale). Similarly, 96% of the programs rated above 

the good quality indicator (M = 6.6, SD = .88) for discipline (e.g., environment is set up to avoid 

conflicts, re-direction of children, reacting consistently to children’s behaviour). 
 

 

Table 11. Mean Scores and Standard Deviations for Interaction Sub-Scale Items (N = 24) 
 

Items M SD 

Supervision of Gross Motor Activities 
a
 6.6 1.1 

General Supervision of Children 6.5 .93 

Discipline 6.6 .88 

Staff-Child Interactions 6.8 .66 

Interactions Among Children 6.2 2.0 

a 
n = 8 – Of the 24 programs, eight offered gross motor activities in a space that was designated 

for such an activity. 

Note: Seven–point scale with 1 indicating inadequate quality and 7 indicating excellent quality. 
 

 

Findings indicate that over 80% of the interactions occurring in the program are of excellent 

quality. This suggests that the adults in the program demonstrate respect and support for the 

children and that they encourage respect between the children and between children and adults. 

Of the few programs (13%) that scored at the inadequate quality indicator, it appears that there 

is minimal adult guidance fostering peer interactions; however some positive peer interactions 

were observed. Figure 5 presents the findings from the two indicators, staff-child interactions 

and interactions among children. 
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Figure 5. Staff-Child Interactions and Interactions among Children: Programs’ Percentage 

Score at Each Anchor Point (N = 24) 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

The second measure of interaction was from the SpeciaLink Early Childhood Inclusion 

Quality Scale. This item (Involvement of Typical Children) examines the opportunities for 

interaction amongst children. We did not identify children with diagnosed medical or other 

conditions, so this measure presumes diversity exists amongst the children in the program. 

While there were examples of all of the types of communication (e.g., social groupings are 

encouraged, staff suggest roles in play, cooperation amongst children is stressed), there was a 

great deal of variability across sites. Findings for this item are presented in Table 12 (physical 

environment, and equipment and materials are discussed under areas for development). Some 

good examples of practice include group projects that are extended over time, which supports 

participation of different children on different days, encouraging children to interact during 

circle time, having children sit together while eating, and staff suggesting roles for children in 

the drama centre. The quality of interactions is the greatest strength and provides a basis for 

quality inclusion practice in OEYC programs. 
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Table 12. SpeciaLink Practices: Physical Environment, Equipment and Materials, and 

Involvement of Typical Children 
 

 

Scales n 

(excluding missing data and 

non- responses) 

Mean 

Score for the 

Item 

Standard 

Deviation 

 
 

1. Physical environment 24 3.96 2.116 

2. Equipment and 24 1.54 .658 
 materials    

3. Involvement of typical 
children 

24 4.27 2.453 

Note: Seven–point scale with 1 indicating low quality and 7 indicating excellent quality. A 

description of the items is in Appendix A. 
 

 

In the focus groups, parents were asked to consider the role that the OEYC played in the 

lives of children with special needs and their families. The aim of these questions was to 

examine parent perceptions of how OEYCs provided an inclusive environment and supported 

the child with a special need and his/her family. Also if a child had an individualized program 

plan (IPP), participants were asked to what extent the OEYC implemented the recommendations 

of the IPP. An IPP is a document that describes individual programming strategies for a child, 

including specialized services, but also strategies for participation in communities. 
 
 

“My son was diagnosed with autism and the doctors recommended that he be in 

daycare right away for structure and for being around other boys . . . so for all the 

services I have been able to tap into they’re all through the Ontario Early Years.” 

 

In some cases a family attended the OEYC on the recommendation of a doctor or 

specialist, in order for their child to have an inclusive experience with typically developing 

children. 

 

“She has autism … and we were told to come here … And we came and I’ve just seen 

so much progress that she’s made already, just in coming, by engaging. The first 

couple of times she just sat there, on the couch. And now she’s running around and 

she’s playing … and I think it’s all thanks to the program.” 

 
“I was worrying about him because he was stuttering a little bit, so I talked to her 

[practitioner], she gave me information and she connected me to the assessment.” 
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“He has the cochlear implant . . . so he’s going to therapy, auditory learning therapy. 

But if he’s hearing more language all the time it’s very good for his aural development. 

So that’s why I come here all the time.” 

 
“My son was not able to speak before we came here. Now he knows his numbers and 
the A B Cs and he’s just practically been in the program for six months. And, they 
referred me to a speech therapist and so it’s an excellent program for us.” 

 

In addition to the observation, the individualized programming and therapeutic or 

intervention goals for individual children were discussed with practitioners in a meeting 

following the observation. While OEYCs do not deliver therapeutic programs, many children 

with disabilities are part of therapeutic programs, and many therapies are more effective when 

they are linked to community programs (Guralnick, 2011). These questions relate to the 

practices of developing IPPs (or an alternate equivalent), which may or may not be done with 

the agencies that are operating OEYCs. The questions also relate to embedding therapeutic 

goals into regular routines and activities in the OEYC programs, which are community settings 

and therefore an important site for inclusion. These items are consistent with the principle of 

full participation in the Special Needs Competency Guidelines (Ontario Early Years Centres, 

Toronto Region, 2009). The 4 discussion questions were taken from items 9 (IPPs) and 10 

(Therapies) in the SpeciaLink scales. These items correlate with excellent quality ratings from 

the SpeciaLink scale. Staff were asked whether they agree with these statements and for 

comments. The statements were selected rather than the complete sub-scales, because some of 

the items in the sub-scales were not appropriate for the OEYC settings. Findings from these 

questions are presented in Table 13. 

Questions about IPPs and children’s therapies address the relational components of 

inclusive early childhood education that are specific to children with special needs. These 

practices require interaction across agencies and OEYC staff should be asked to participate in 

this process, since they are operating a universal early childhood program in the province. Of 

the 24 sites, 7 reported being a part of the development of IPPs. An additional 4 sites are 

embedding individualized goals in their practice, even when they are not part of the IPP 

process. 

Some of the sites are working with professionals from other programs or agencies to ensure 

that individualized goals are embedded in the OEYC planning. IPPs or an equivalent 

documentation of individualized planning, are not part of the typical practice in OEYCs but they 

are described in the literature as essential for inclusive programming (Irwin, Lero & Brophy, 

2004; Guralnick, 2005). 
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Table 13. SpeciaLink Practices: IPPs and Therapies 
 

Items n 
 

IPP goals and objectives are reviewed periodically. 

Yes 7 

No 17 

IPPs are developed collaboratively by consultant/Resource teacher, staff and parents. 

Yes 7 

No 17 

Staff are knowledgeable about children’s therapies and participate collaboratively with 
therapists and parents in developing and assessing therapeutic interventions for all of the 
children. 

Yes 7 

No 17 

Therapeutic goals are embedded into regular routines and activities. 

Yes 11 

No 13 

Areas  for development. During the observations, we saw quite low participation rates for 

children with special needs. An average of one child per site was indicated to have a special 

need. This may be due to many factors including the natural proportions of the children in a 

neighbourhood at any given time (Ontario Early Years Centres, Toronto Region, 2009). 

However, the fact that the numbers were low across the city indicates that there may be 

relatively few participants with special needs in the drop-in programs. While many of the 

parents with children who have special needs were participating in the “Let’s Get Started” 

registered program, a program for children who have developmental concerns, access to the 

universal drop-in program was lower. As described above, three observation scales from 

SpeciaLink were used to evaluate inclusion on the day of the observation. The findings from 

these scales are presented in Table 12. Of note, the physical environment includes lighting and 

sound that are adjustable, building and room accessibility, and placement of furniture. 

Challenges in having accessible spaces are in part due to the location of the program and can only 

be addressed by administrative and funding changes. 

The equipment and materials include any adaptive toys, equipment or assistive devices that 

are evident. Those that were observed primarily consisted of infant and toddler toys that can be 

used for all children with mobility or fine motor difficulties. Adaptive items are often purchased 

for a particular child, but the absence of them can detract from the welcoming atmosphere that is 
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necessary to attract families experiencing disability. 
 
 

Recommendations. 

Practitioners noted that, unlike child care centres, they do not have access to Resource 

Teachers in OEYCs. However, in sites where practitioners are getting support for inclusive 

practice, consultants are working with them to support their overall goals in the program, or they 

are working with the families. It is recommended that IPP goals and objectives be reviewed 

periodically in order to ensure full participation. The consultants are sometimes from the 

organizations that operate the OEYCs, which means different programs may have variable 

access to resource support. One challenge that practitioners described for tracking individualized 

goals is that they do not keep records for individual children, and they do not know who will be 

coming to the program on any given day. However, in programs where high quality inclusion 

was evident collaboration/communication with parents helped to address these challenges. 

Even in the sites where high quality inclusion is evident, staff describe informal planning 

and adaptations to the OEYC program rather than OEYC staff sharing their knowledge of 

children with therapists. While OEYC staff may not be part of developing IPPs they can be part 

of the collaboration with consultants/resource teachers, staff and parents. This would ensure that 

staff are knowledgeable about children’s therapies and they would be able to contribute to 

knowledge about what works well for these children. 

Pro-active community inclusion requires that programs are welcoming to all children and 

families. Therefore, it is recommended that OEYCs consider how their staff can become better 

integrated into the system of supports for children with special needs. OEYC staff have unique 

knowledge of children in a universal, community-based program, which it can be argued is the 

most inclusive placement in early childhood (Guralnick, 2005). 

Overall the quality of interactions with families at each site was high, which makes quality 

inclusion possible. Whether there are children with diagnosed needs in the centre or not, it is 

important to make adaptive strategies and accommodations visible (not necessarily the children 

with special needs) so that parents who have children with special needs, will be aware that 

OEYCs are welcoming to them (Sapon-Shevin, 2001). 
 

6. (c). Do Ontario Early Years Centres increase readiness to learn? 
 

Program strengths: Parents’ Perceptions about Children’s Successful Transitions to 

School. 

Although this research question was identified in the Phase One matrix, the unique structure 

of the OEYC drop-in program did not make it possible to measure children’s readiness to learn 

(e.g., families may not attend on a regular basis; children may attend other OEYC programs at 

either the same or different site). However, given that many OEYC sites offer “school 

readiness” programs, which require registration, we deemed it important to explore the 

perceptions that parents and practitioners hold about what is important for children’s successful 

transition to kindergarten. 
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A questionnaire designed to measure an understanding of practitioner and parent 

perceptions of what is needed for children to be ready for school was administered to staff and 

participants of the focus groups. The questionnaire was not designed to measure children’s 

actual readiness for school or parent satisfaction about the OEYC drop-in programs’ role in 

supporting children starting kindergarten. The questionnaire was adapted from the Starting 

School: Beliefs, Myths and Consequences (Dockett & Perry, 2001) and the Kindergarten 

Teacher Survey on Student Readiness (ECLS-K, 1993) questionnaires. Parents (N =169) and 

practitioners (N = 90) were asked to rate a total of 41 items (on a four–point scale, where 1 = 

not important and 4 = extremely important). Analysis of the responses included categorizing the 

statements using domains that are recognized in the literature − social competence, emotional 

maturity, language and cognitive skills, and physical health and well-being (e.g., Best Start 

Panel on Early Learning, 2007; Ministry of Community, Family and Children’s Services, 2003; 

Ministry of Education, 2013; Offord Centre for Child Studies, 2012/2013). Two statements 

from the questionnaire were dropped from the analysis as they did not fit the domains of interest 

− the child knows his / her address and can run simple computer programs; therefore 39 items 

were analyzed. The aim for categorizing the statements is to have an overall understanding of 

parents’ and practitioners’ perceptions and to present the findings in order to inform 

programming. Appendix A presents each category with a summary of items. 

Interestingly, the findings indicate that parents participating in this project viewed emotional 

maturity (M = 3.32, SD = .50) as the most important factor for children’s successful transition to 

school. Mean scores and standard deviations for each category are presented in Table 14. 
 

Table 14. Mean Scores and Standard Deviations for Parents’ Ratings of Categories for 

Children’s Successful Transition to School (N = 169) 
 

Category Number of items M SD 
 

 

 

Emotional maturity 

 

 

11 

 

 

3.32 

 

 

.50 

Social competence 10 3.28 .52 

Language and cognitive skills 9 2.93 .66 

Physical health and well-being 9 3.00 .59 

Note: four–point scale, where 1 = not important and 4 = extremely important 
 

 

The majority of the participants viewed emotional maturity as either very important (39.5%) 

or extremely important (49%) for children’s transition to school. Findings from the data indicate 

that the majority of the parents rated social competence as either extremely important (45%) or 

very important (42.7%). Very few parents (10%) believe that social competence was either not 

or somewhat important (M = 3.28, SD = .52). Percentages for each anchor point are presented 

in Figures 6 and 7. 
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Figure 6. Parents’ Percentage Ratings for Emotional Maturity 
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Figure 7. Parents’ Percentage Ratings for Social Competence Skills 
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Figure 8. Parents’ Percentage Ratings for Language and Cognitive Skills 
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Figure 9. Parents’ Percentage Ratings Physical Health and Well-Being Skills 
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Of the 169 parents participating in the evaluation, 35% rated language and cognitive skills 

as extremely important, and 34% rated these skills as very important. Surprisingly, 28% of the 

parents rated these skills as either not or somewhat important. Refer to Figure 8 for percentages 

at each anchor point. 

Parents rated items related to physical health and well-being and the findings indicate that 

75% of the participants rated these skills as either extremely important (34%) or very important 

40.9%). Percentages for each anchor point are presented in Figure 9. 

In addition to the questionnaire, a question related to “readiness to learn” was asked during 

the focus groups. Parents were asked to identify what they thought was important for their child 

to be ready for school and whether the OEYC program helped in preparing their child for 

school. Comments regarding school readiness focused primarily on children’s social skills such 

as the ability to get along with other children, to share, to listen, to take turns, to problem-solve, 

to interact with other adults, to know how to sit at snack time and to follow instructions and 

routines. 

 

“He must know the concept of sharing.” 
 

“I think it is interacting because they go with kids, different kinds of kids, different 

backgrounds. So they need to be ready to share, to talk, to listen, to get along with others.” 

 

“From my view, the important thing is that they are … familiar with the teacher…. so they 

know how to listen to them, how to respect them, how to follow whatever the instructions 

they are doing.” 

 

“Have your kids socialize so they learn things like sharing and manners and you don’t 

always get what you want. I think it’s a good preparation for school and day care, just life 

in general.” 
 

Emotional maturity also emerged as a major theme and included self-regulation, being able 

to separate from parents, expressing emotions appropriately, showing confidence, being aware 

of others, going to the washroom on their own and being generally well-behaved. One parent 

stated, “It’s very important for them that they are independent. Another parent stated the 

children should, “not be upset when they leave their parents." 

A third theme that emerged related to physical health and well-being and included the 

importance of sitting still, being able to put on coats and shoes, knowing how to eat snacks and 

being able to wash their hands after going to the washroom. 
 

“To understand that she needs to wash her hands before eating”, 
 

“He needs to be able to put his coat on, on his own . . . and putting shoes in the right 

order.” 
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“The importance of sitting, snack time, understanding, you know, what to do when it’s snack 

time.” 

 

“It’s very important for them that they [know] how to dress up, how to line up, how to eat 

by their self, how to go to the washroom.” 

 

Other comments that participants expressed related to cognitive and language development 

and included being able to sit and listen to a book being read, knowing the songs, counting, and 

writing their own name. 

 

“They need to know their ABCs and count and write their own name.” 

“She needs to know the songs.” 

 
Practitioners’/Staff’s Perceptions about Children’s Successful Transitions to School. 

Practitioners/Staff (hereinafter referred to as practitioners) were also asked to complete the 

questionnaire, which consists of 41 items (each rated on a four–point scale, where 1 = not 

important and 4 = extremely important) about what they believe is important for children’s 

successful transition to school. Practitioners from the 24 sites were invited to participate and 90 

completed the questionnaire. Data were analyzed in the same manner as the parents’ responses 

and are presented according to the four categories: emotional maturity, social competence, 

language and cognitive skills, and physical health and well-being. 

The findings presented in Table 15 indicate that practitioners participating in this evaluation 

viewed emotional maturity (M = 2.96, SD = .40) as the most important factor for children’s 

successful transition to school. Of the 90 practitioners who responded, the majority (76%) 

viewed emotional maturity as either a very or extremely important factor in children’s transition 

to school. Percentages for each anchor point are presented in Figure 10. 

Findings indicate that although 56% of the practitioners viewed social competence as a very 

important factor for children’s transition to school, only 16% rated social skills as extremely 

important for starting school. In fact, nearly a quarter of the practitioners rated social skills as 

somewhat important. Figure 11 presents the percentages at each anchor point. 

A slight majority of the participants indicated that language and cognitive skills are either 

not important (16%) or somewhat important (37%) for children’s successful transition to school 

(M = 2.37, SD = .51). Of the 90 participants, 45% rated the skills as either very or extremely 

important. Figure 12 presents percentages for each anchor point. 

Overall, 68% of the practitioners rated items related to physical health and well-being as 

either very important (49%) or extremely important (19%) for children’s successful transition to 

school. These items relate to children’s self-care such as dressing oneself, eating lunch without 

needing assistance, washing hands without supervision, going to the toilet by her/himself and 

physical skills. Findings show that the items related to physical development (fine and gross 

motor skills) were rated lower (m = 2.5, sd = .64), thus indicating that they are not viewed as 
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important for children’s successful transition to school. Percentages at each anchor point are 

displayed in Figure 13. 
 

Table 15. Mean Scores and Standard Deviations for Practitioners’ Ratings of Categories for 

Children’s Successful Transition to School (N = 90) 
 

Category Number of Items M SD 
 

 
Emotional maturity 

 
11 

 
2.96 

 
.40 

Social competence 10 2.80 .45 

Language and cognitive skills 9 2.37 .51 

Physical health and well-being 9 2.78 .51 

Note: four–point scale, where 1 = not important and 4 = extremely important 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 10. Practitioners’ Percentage Ratings for Emotional Maturity 
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Figure 11. Practitioners’ Percentage Ratings for Social Competence Skills 
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Figure 12. Practitioners’ Percentage Ratings for Language and Cognitive Skills 
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Figure 13. Practitioners’ Percentage Ratings for Physical Health and Well-Being 
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Program strengths. The majority of participants felt that participating in the programs 

assisted the children in preparing them for the transition to school, as well as helped parents 

understand what was important for their children to know and do. Some parents who already 

had children in school credited the OEYC for preparing their child for a smooth transition to 

school. Many participants felt the centres were organized much like school so the children 

learned how to play co-operatively, how to follow instructions, how to tidy up, how to sit at a 

table and eat snack, how to participate in circle time and became familiar with routines. Many 

parents commented on the value of the program routines in helping their children understand a 

school day. 
 

“It does give them a good head start because that first socialization is underway, that 

comfort with other children is underway, that trust in their class environment is underway. 

Aside from the home this might be the first safe place where, you know, where children can 

develop that confidence.” 
 

“Well, there’s things they do here, like as far as the routine goes. Like they do circle time at 

the same time everyday, snack time at the same time. They have the children sit at the table, 

all sitting in a chair. Like those are skills the kids need to know for school.” 
 

“It doesn’t look like the first time going to school because coming here looks like school 

too. It looks like kindergarten. They’re learning everything, how to sit, how to write, how to 

listen, how to do, how to talk to the teacher.” 
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“When he went to school he didn’t even turn around and say goodbye to me. He was 

ready.” 

 

“They’re so socially literate that they know how to take turns, how to share and they’re 

ready for school when they go to school. They are sitting properly and listening and 

following the instructions. They learn everything from the centre.” 

 

Overall, findings from the questionnaire indicate that both parents and practitioners rated 

children’s emotional maturity and social competence as the most important factors for 

children’s successful transition to school. Both groups rated emotional maturity, social 

competence and physical health as more important than language and cognitive skills; however, 

assumptions cannot be made that they do not value or view these skills as important for 

children’s transition to school. Refer to Table 16 for mean scores and standard deviations for 

parents’ and practitioners’ ratings of categories. 
 

Table 16. Mean Scores and Standard Deviations for Parents’ and Practitioners’ Ratings of 

Categories for Children’s Successful Transition to School 
 

Category Number of 

items 

Parents 

M SD 

Practitioners 

M SD 

 
Emotional maturity 

 
11 

 
3.32 

 
.50 

 
2.96 

 
.40 

Social competence 10 3.28 .52 2.80 .45 

Language and cognitive skills 9 2.93 .66 2.37 .51 

Physical health and well-being 9 3.00 .59 2.78 .51 

Note:  four–point scale, where 1 = not important and 4 = extremely important 
 
 

 
It appears that both practitioners and parents value similar factors for children’s successful 

transition to school. Being aware of this shared understanding helps practitioners to build 

connections with their families (Hadley, 2012), which is important as all stakeholders in 

children’s lives should support their transition to school. 
 

 

Areas for development. A few parents who participated in the focus groups felt that more 

could be done to help children with their academic skills. They suggested that more activities 

that encouraged reading, writing and counting could be included in the program. For example, 

one parent commented that, “they like do painting and stuff which is great, but I wish they 

would do more formal stuff too, like writing their names and numbers.” Findings from the 

observations may provide some guidance for enhancing these activities. 
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Recommendations. Current literature supports the importance of social skills for children’s 

successful transition to school. Therefore, given the percentage of practitioners who rated social 

skills as somewhat important it is recommended that they reflect on their understanding of this 

domain in relation to children starting school and how children’s social skills are fostered in 

their programs. 

While the registered school-readiness programs are highly valued, it is recommended that 

the resources and teaching strategies from these programs be shared in the drop-in programs for 

children who, for whatever reasons, cannot attend the registered program. Given the 

partnerships that OEYC programs have within their community, practitioners may want to 

consider including their local schools as a partner in helping children with their transition to 

school. 

It is recommended that sharing values related to transition to school amongst practitioners 

and participants should continue. Future evaluations should include practitioners’ and 

participants’ perceptions about what is deemed to be important for children’s successful 

transition to school and how both groups may work in partnership to translate these beliefs to 

practice. 
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Discussion 
 

Recently, the Ontario government (2013) released the Ontario Early Years Policy 

Framework, which sets out priority areas for action to create an effective approach to the 

implementation of the Best Start Child and Family Centres (BSCFCs) as well as continuing the 

implementation of full-day kindergarten, improving the delivery of speech and language 

services, and stabilizing and transforming the child care sector. Moving forward the framework 

will work with partners to create an effective approach to implement the BSCFCs by September 

2014. 

The Ontario Early Years Centres in Toronto are an important part of the early 

childhood education system for children under age 6. In fact, they are arguably the only early 

childhood program designed to be universal for children under the age of 3. For this reason, it 

is very important that these programs offer high quality programs and services and that they 

support children to have a broad range of quality developmental experiences. Furthermore, 

these programs are designed to support parents both in their role in children’s development, 

and in their active participation in their communities. The findings of this evaluation indicate 

that overall, Toronto Network OEYCs are of high quality and meet the objectives of 

supporting children and their families. The Ontario Early Years Policy Framework is guided 

by a set of principles and is ambitious in its objectives and the foreseen benefits that are to 

affect children, parents and practitioners in the early learning sector in Ontario. The guiding 

principles include programs and services that are of high quality, publicly accountable and 

centered on the child and the family. 

The Ministry of Education has created a policy of interagency collaboration across 

early years programs in Ontario. The interagency collaboration strategy that is embedded in 

the framework also provides parents with choice among high-quality options and the ability to 

make informed decisions about their children. Children will benefit from programs and 

services that seamlessly support their learning and development as they transition from early 

childhood education and care to school. Benefits to interagency collaboration include reducing 

duplication of services, better coordination and the pooling together of resources from 

different agencies (Tseng, Liu, Wang, 2011). 

This evaluation indicates that Ontario Early Years Centres are active in their 

professional communities as well as in the communities that they serve. This means that they 

are already engaging in interagency collaboration. This evaluation identifies both the 

strengths and areas for development of the centres and can assist in identifying the strengths 

of OEYCs that should be capitalized in the early childhood service system. 

The province has identified priority areas for action within the early childhood system, 

including implementation of Best Start Child and Family Centres across the province, 

improved accessibility to speech and language services and ultimately the transformation and 

stabilization of the early childhood education and care sector. Capitalizing on the OEYCs’ 

strengths will assist with achieving these goals. 
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Lessons Learned 
 

The OEYCs have a broad range of program activities and given the shifting needs of the 

community and policy context, ongoing evaluation is important. Some recommendations are 

presented as lessons learned from this evaluation process. 

1) In order to have consistency and clarity about the constructs to be measured, 

we recommend using the same evaluation framework going forward. 

2) In future evaluations, any measures to be collected at local sites (for example the 

e- Valuation) should allow for the direct involvement of practitioners and staff and 

training opportunities for administering surveys. 

3) When conducting comprehensive evaluations the amount of time needed 

should be considered. 
 

A strong guiding principle of the Ontario Early Years Policy Framework is the focus on 

public accountability. This translates into the collection of meaningful data, evidence-based 

planning, decision-making and program evaluation. The decision to participate in this 

evaluation process and make this a priority for the Ontario Early Years Centres in Toronto sets 

the TNOEYC apart from other family support programs in Toronto. As the early learning and 

care sector moves through a major transition, the TNOEYC can play a lead role in both the 

sharing of its experience in program evaluation and the collection of meaningful data that will 

support high quality programs for children and their families across Ontario. 
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Appendix A: Measures 
 

Multiple measures were employed to gather data. A description of each measure is 

presented in this section. Given copyright law, the full measures are not included here; however, 

references for all measures are listed under the reference list. 
 

FRP Canada e-Valuation Surveys 
 

The e-valuation is a questionnaire that is available for members of FRP Canada, and is 

collected through FRP Canada’s website. The participant e-Valuation was conducted at the 

OEYC sites either on a computer or collected in paper format. In all, 1,241 participant e- 

Valuation surveys were filled out from 23 of the 24 sites, and 124 responses were received from 

staff and volunteers at 21 of the 24 sites. 

As described in the body of this report, some of the sites did not collect the full 

questionnaire (two sites administered the basic survey only, two sites administered the basic 

survey and parenting and child development questions, and one site chose not to participate). 

Many of the sites had limited access to computers onsite, so they administered paper copies of 

the survey. These were manually inputted into FRP Canada’s electronic system. 

The participant e-valuation questionnaire has 7 sub-scales. These are 1) the basic survey 

which has overall satisfaction questions, 2) a set of questions examining parent perceptions of 

how participation in the program has affected their parenting, 3) a group of questions examining 

parent perceptions of how participation in the program has affected their children’s 

development, 4) parent perceptions of how the program supports families’ settlement, 5) parent 

perceptions of how the program supports children with special needs, 6) parent perceptions of 

how the program supports families in the pre- and post-natal stages of their children’s 

development, and finally 7) a demographic questionnaire. The demographic characteristics of 

the respondents to the participant e-Valuation survey are presented in Table 2. 

Given the crucial role that practitioners play in the lives of the families and children that 

attend the drop-in programs, it was imperative that they be invited to participate in the 

evaluation project. All practitioners working at the OEYC were offered the opportunity to 

complete the Staff/Volunteer e-Valuation. A total of 124 staff from 21 of 24 sites completed the 

survey. The questionnaire has 3 sub-scales. These are 1) questions about their workplace 

experiences, 2) questions about their centre’s operations, and 3) a demographic questionnaire. 

The demographic characteristics of the respondents to the Staff/Volunteer e-Valuation survey 

are presented in Appendix B. 
 

Participant Focus Groups 
 

The aim of the focus group was to allow participants to freely voice their experiences and 

opinions related to their participation in the OEYC program. In a focus group situation, 

participants’ comments may stimulate other members to reflect, elaborate, contradict and 

participate in the discussion. Hearing the comments of others may help some participants 

express their feelings and experiences. 
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One focus group was conducted at each of the 24 OEYC sites. Focus groups occurred either 

during the drop-in program time or over the lunch time period. Participants were recruited on a 

volunteer basis. Flyers advertising the opportunity to participate in the focus group were 

distributed to each site and posted in a public area. Prior to the start of each focus group, 

participants signed a consent form agreeing to the audio-taping of the session. The number of 

participants in each focus group ranged from 1 to 15 with a total number of 196 participants. 

One or two members of the project team moderated each focus group. For the focus group 

conduced in the Francophone OEYC the moderators were bilingual in English and French. The 

focus groups included semi-structured and open-ended questions based on the evaluation matrix 

criteria. Following is the focus group protocol: 

Why do you participate? 

Program probes: 

What do you like most about the programs? 

How satisfied are you with the programs? 

How well does the program meet your family’s needs? 

How are your needs being met? 

Why are these programs important to you and your family? 

Does the program provide special needs (disability specific) support to you or any 

family member? 

Community participation probes: 

   How have the OEYCs assisted you in connecting with programs, neighbours, friends, 

resources in your community? 

How have the OEYCs helped you feel part of the community? 

Does the OEYC work with other community agencies to support your family? 

Parenting probes: 

How has participating in the OEYC program(s) affected/supported your parenting? 

How do these programs help you to understand your child’s development? 

Does your child have an IPP, and is it implemented at the OEYC? 

School readiness probes: 

What do you think is important for your child to be ready for school? 

How do you think the OEYC program has helped in preparing your child for school? 

(e.g. social skills, playing with other children, self-regulation, numeracy, literacy, 

cognitive ability, etc.) 

   Has the OEYC supported any of your children in their transition to school? 

What can make this program better? 

Before participating in OEYC programs did anything stop you from participating? 

Does anything stop you from participating in any programs now? 
 

Upon receiving consent from the participants, focus groups were audio-recorded and the 

recorded files were transcribed for analysis. The transcripts were analyzed and coded for 

emerging themes through the lens of the evaluation matrix. 
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Children’s Focus Groups 
 

Young children are competent in expressing themselves (Smith, Duncan, Marshall, 2005) 

and in participating in research (Clark, 2005). Research examining children’s environments 

from an adult perspective may lack information on how children view their world (Burke, 

2005). Therefore, including children in the evaluation process was essential for understanding 

the choices children make in their play spaces while allowing adults to discover the ways in 

which children view these spaces. Using photography and/or drawing pictures, children were 

asked to document their favourite play areas. Parental consent was obtained first, and children’s 

assent was obtained prior to speaking with them. Children also gave their assent to have the 

discussions audio-taped. Data were obtained from 52 children across the 24 OEYCs. Patterns 

among children’s documentation were qualitatively analyzed under five categories of play 

including: physical, imaginative, creative/expressive, social, and cognitive. 
 

Tell Us About Your Practice Practitioner Questionnaire 
 

Practitioners have a pivotal role in the planning and implementation of OEYC programs; 

therefore, it was important to hear their views about their practice. At the end of the program 

observation practitioners were given a questionnaire with three sub-scales: 1) a transition to 

school survey; 2) a demographic survey – see Appendix B; and 3) a survey asking them to share 

their experiences about their practice. The Tell Us About Your Practice questionnaire has three 

questions: 
 

1. What do you do to make this program better? 
 

2. Give an example of a program or initiative that this OEYC has done that you are 

proud of? 
 

3. Give an example of how your OEYC meets the unique needs of participants at this 

site? 
 

All of the 90 practitioners who participated in the evaluation project across the 24 sites 

completed the Tell Us about Your Practice questionnaire. 
 

ECERS-R 
 

The Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale-Revised Edition (ECERS-R) (Harms, 

Clifford, & Cryer, 2005) was used as a measure of quality. The ECERS-R is comprised of seven 

sub-scales, i) space and furnishing; ii) personal care routines; iii) language-reasoning; 

iv) activities; v) interaction; vi) program structure; and vii) parents and staff. Each of these 

subscales are comprised of several items and each item “consists of numbered indicators at four 

quality levels” (Cryer, Harms, & Riley, 2003, p. xi) where 1 = inadequate, 3 = minimal, 5 = 

good, and 7 = excellent. Mid-scores (2, 4, and 6) are given when all items listed under the 

indicator are met and 50% of the items under the next level indicator are met. “Indicators are 

typically scored only until an item quality score is assigned. However, …for purposes of 

research…to gain additional information on areas of strength beyond the quality level score, the 

observer can continue to score all the indicators” (Harms, et al., 2005, p. 6). Thus, the research 
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team decided to score beyond the quality level score for each item to highlight program 

strengths that would not otherwise be noted if the scoring had stopped at the quality score. 

For the purposes of this project, program quality scores were determined using three of the 

ECERS-R sub-scales, which reflect process/relational quality and the unique context of OEYC 

programs: Language-Reasoning, Activities, and Interaction. The decision to use the three sub- 

scales is supported by Perlman, Zellman, and Le (2004) who examined the psychometric 

properties of the scale and found “high correlations and alpha estimates [which] suggest that the 

subsets of items were psychometrically similar to that of the total ECERS-R (p. 405). 

The ECERS-R scale was completed for all of the 24 OEYC drop-in programs. Given the 

time constraints of the project only one visit per site was feasible. Therefore, it was decided that 

two observers would complete the ECERS-R to ensure that the scores accurately reflected the 

program. Items that were not observed and therefore could not be scored during the observation 

period were completed by interviewing the practitioners in the program. With the exception of 

one interview, all interviews were conducted directly after the observation period. In one case, 

the interview took place one week later as the practitioner was not available for the interview on 

the day of the observation. 

It was the researchers’ understanding that at some sites practitioners are rotated between 

their programs. This is important to note as findings from the observations may have differed 

had they been conducted on a different day. 
 

SpeciaLink Early Childhood Inclusion Quality Scale 
 

Observations at all 24 OEYC drop-in programs included 3 sub-scales from the 

SpeciaLink Early Childhood Inclusion Quality Scale: Physical Environment and Inclusion of 

Children with Special Needs; Equipment and Materials; and Involvement of Typical Children. 

These items were selected because they were observable and are important components of any 

early childhood program. 

The findings from these scales are presented in Table 21. Of note, the physical 

environment includes lighting and sound that are adjustable, building and room accessibility, 

and placement of furniture. The equipment and materials include any adaptive toys, equipment 

or assistive devices that are evident. 

Involvement of typical children examines opportunities for interaction amongst children. 

Another four items were part of the follow up discussion with the practitioners at the OEYCs on 

the day of observation. These items are adapted from the SpeciaLink scale. These four items 

related to individualized planning and embedding intervention goals into universal 

programming. Findings from these items are presented in Table 13. 
 

Transition to School Questionnaire 
 

The Transition to School questionnaire was adapted from the Starting School: Beliefs, 

Myths and Consequences (Dockett & Perry, 2001) and the Kindergarten Teacher Survey on 

Student Readiness (ECLS-K, 1993) questionnaires. Parents (N =169) and practitioners (N = 90) 
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were asked to rate (on a four–point scale, where 1 = not important and 4 = extremely important) 

a total of 41 items which were then coded as social competence, emotional maturity, language 

and cognitive skills, or physical health and well-being. These categories were chosen as they are 

recognized in the literature (e.g., Best Start Panel on Early Learning, 2007; Ministry of 

Community, Family and Children’s Services, 2003; Ministry of Education, 2013; Offord Centre 

for Child Studies, 2012/2013). Table 17 presents each category with a summary of items. 
 

Table 17. Categories with Corresponding Items 
 

Category Summary of Items 

Social Competence children’s interactions with others; understanding classroom 

and playground rules; following directions; participation in 

activities; attentiveness; problem solving skills 

Emotional Maturity children’s disposition; self-confidence; separation anxiety; and 

sensitivity to others 

Cognitive and 

Language Skills 

literacy (e.g., reading and writing own name, like to have 

books read, recognizing letters); language (e.g., expressing 

needs); math (e.g., counting to 10); and concepts (e.g., 

identifying basic colours) 

Physical Health and 

Well-Being 

children’s self-help skills; fine motor skills; and large motor 

skills 
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Appendix B. Demographic Characteristics of Practitioners 
 

Table 18. Demographic Characteristics of Practitioners Who Completed the e-Valuation and Tell Us About Your Practice 

Questionnaires 
 

e-Valuation Questionnaire e-Valuation 

Questionnaire 

Focus Group 

Questionnaire 

Focus Group 

Questionnaire 

Questions Number of Respondents n 

= 124 

Percentage (%) of 

Respondents 

Number of 

Respondents n = 89 

Percentage (%) of 

Respondents 

Your age at last birthday 

No Response  13 10.5   - - 

Under 20 years old  2 1.6 not asked not asked 

21–25  8 6.5   5 5.6 

26–30  10 8.1   8 9.0 

31–35  14 11.3   9 10.1 

36–40  17 13.7  16 18.0 

41–45  16 12.9  18 20.2 

46–50  14 11.3  13 14.6 

51 and over  30 24.2  20 22.5 

What is your gender? 

No Response 3  2.4 1   1.1 

Female 118 95.2 85  95.5 

Male 3  2.4 3   3.4 
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 e-Valuation 

Questionnaire 

e-Valuation 

Questionnaire 

Focus Group 

Questionnaire 

Focus Group 

Questionnaire 

Questions Number of 

Respondents 

n = 124 

Percentage (%) 

of Respondents 

Number of 

Respondents 

n = 89 

Percentage (%) 

of Respondents 

What is the highest level of education you have completed? 

No Response   2 2.3 

Primary School   - - 

Secondary School   5 5.6 

College/Technical Diploma/CEGEP diploma   46 51.7 

University degree   26 29.2 

Postgraduate degree   10 11.2 

In what field? 

No Response   12 13.5 

Early Childhood Education   42 47.2 

Family Support   1 1.1 

Early Childhood Education + Family Support   3 3.4 

Early Childhood Education + Other   9 10.1 

Education   3 3.4 

Social work   2 2.2 

Psychology   1 1.1 

Other (e.g., , Montessori, child and youth worker; 
linguistics; fine arts) 

  16 18.0 
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 e-Valuation 

Questionnaire 

e-Valuation 

Questionnaire 

Focus Group 

Questionnaire 

Focus Group 

Questionnaire 

Questions Number of 

Respondents 

n = 124 

Percentage (%) 

of Respondents 

Number of 

Respondents 

n = 89 

Percentage (%) 

of Respondents 

Do you have a professional designation? Question not asked on 

e-Valuation Survey 

  

No Response - - - - 

Registered Early Childhood Educator - - 37 90.2 

Teacher Certification - - 3 7.3 

Social Worker - - 1 2.4 

How many years of experience do you have in the family support field? 

No Response 5 4.0 - - 

Under 1 year 4 3.2 2 2.2 

1–2 years 8 6.5 6 6.7 

3–5 years 17 13.7 11 12.4 

6–9years 23 18.5 16 18 

10–14 years 29 23.4 26 29.2 

15–20 years 15 12.1 13 14.6 

Over 20 years 23 18.5 15 16.9 
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 e-Valuation 

Questionnaire 

e-Valuation 

Questionnaire 

Focus Group 

Questionnaire 

Focus Group 

Questionnaire 

Questions Number of 

Respondents 

n = 124 

Percentage (%) 

of Respondents 

Number of 

Respondents 

n = 89 

Percentage (%) 

of Respondents 

How many years have you worked or volunteered with this centre? 

No Response 9 7.3 13 14.6 

Under 1 year 18 14.5 9 10.1 

1–2 years 13 10.5 10 11.2 

3–5 years 24 19.4 12 13.5 

6–9years 29 23.4 20 22.5 

10–14 years 20 16.1 18 20.2 

15–20 years 5 4.0 6 6.7 

Over 20 years 6 4.8 1 1.1 

At present I am… Question not asked on 

e-Valuation Survey 

  

No Response - - 1 1.1 

Full time staff member - - 74 83.1 

Part time staff member - - 14 15.8 

 


