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F O R E W O R D

Kerry McCuaig 1

This third and final report on Toronto First Duty (TFD) is the story of 
how scientific evidence was turned into community action and ulti-
mately public policy. It began with a simple but compelling assumption: 
it is only through public policy that permanent and sustainable change 
takes place. An incentive fund from the Atkinson Charitable Foun-
dation brought together thinkers from local government and school 
boards, community agencies and public health. Together with a robust 
research and communications team they went out to change the way 
early years services were perceived. They lassoed the dozens of dispa-
rate programs onto a single platform, anchored to the neighbourhood 
school. Players left their egos behind to create a single entry for children 
and families into a world of support and nurturing, beginning with pre- 
and post-natal care, right through to primary school.

TFD laid its roots deep in Ontario and spread beyond these borders. 
Over the years, policy makers from every jurisdiction in Canada have 
witnessed how the future for young children can be. It became the tem-
plate for the unique educator teaching team now legislated for full day 
kindergarten in Ontario; it informed the rich learn through play cur-
riculum now adopted in most early childhood settings. It documented 
the do’s and don’ts in re-conceptualizing schools as child and family 
centres, rather than ‘no parents allowed’ zones. 

Others have adapted TFD’s framework and used its tools to launch their 
own early years uprisings. In Atlantic Canada TFD-like models have 
paved the way to extensive legislative and delivery changes. TFD is also 
popular with Australian officials working to reconfigure their children’s 
services. 

TFD is the little program that could. It began over a decade ago with 
an ambition to showcase the directives from the first Early Years Study 
authored by the late Dr. Fraser Mustard and Margaret McCain.  
Mustard and McCain told us why early education is a must for every 
child. Toronto First Duty shows us how it can be accomplished.   

1 Atkinson Foundation Fellow in Early Childhood Policy, Atkinson Centre/OISE
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Toronto First Duty: A Decade of 
Research and Development 
Carl Corter   •   Janette Pelletier

Overview of Toronto First Duty
The Toronto First Duty (TFD) demonstration project was designed to test the 
feasibility and effects of a universal model for integrating child care, kinder-
garten, family support and other services in school-based community hubs. 
The intent of the project partners—the Atkinson Charitable Foundation, the 
Toronto District School Board and the City of Toronto Children’s Services—was 
to mobilize knowledge to improve early childhood programs and policy at both 
the local and provincial levels. A university-based research team at the Dr. Eric 
Jackman Institute of Child Study has worked over the last decade to evaluate 
the implementation process and outcomes of the project, and has contributed 
to the knowledge mobilization for practice and policy change. The research has 
provided positive evidence on the feasibility of implementing the model, as well 
as evidence about the processes that work through program and family path-
ways to enhance child development and parenting. These findings are reported 
on the City of Toronto website at http://www.toronto.ca/firstduty/reports.htm, 
and in a variety of academic and professional reports. For a recent summary of 
evidence and its relation to policy, see Corter and Pelletier (2010) and Pelletier 
(2012).

Findings from the project have helped to change provincial policy in Ontario  
and elsewhere in Canada. Although fixed models may not apply to new con-
texts, some of the evidence-informed design principles from this project 
converge with findings from other jurisdictions. These findings have broad 
implications for policies promoting universal, integrated service systems for 
early childhood. A prime design principle in the success of the TFD model is 
the provision of a cohesive universal platform to improve the reach and qual-
ity of currently fragmented services. This design principle is receiving attention 
across Canada as part of an investment strategy in the early years (e.g., Pascal, 
2009) and is strongly supported by the Early Years 3 report (McCain, Mustard 
& McCuaig, 2011) in terms of the science of early human development, eco-
nomic analysis and converging international evidence on effective early  
childhood programs. 

1
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Universal full-day kindergarten for four- and five-year-olds in Ontario is a bold 
start in this direction, with its steps toward integrating elements of school and 
care and with an integrated workforce of early childhood educators and teach-
ers. However, even bigger steps have been taken elsewhere in Canada (McCain, 
Mustard & McCuaig, 2011). International evidence also points toward the 
value of a platform supporting young children and their families. In particular, 
community-based centres offering programming for both children and parents 
benefit both child development and parenting (Melhuish, Belsky, & Barnes, 
2010). In addition, programs integrating two-generation services and those 
combining preschool education and child care provide promising evidence of 
benefits (Siraj-Blatchford & Siraj-Blatchford, 2009).

TFD began in 2001 as a demonstration project testing an ambitious model of 
service integration across early childhood programs: child care, kindergarten 
and family support in school-based hubs. Other services, such as public health, 
were also part of the service array. The goal was to develop a universally acces-
sible service model that promotes the healthy development of children from 
conception through primary school, while at the same time facilitating parents’ 
work or study and offering them support to their parenting roles. Beyond the 
investment in better outcomes for children and family life, the “First Duty” 
name suggests a moral purpose. In fact, John Ruskin, a British social philoso-
pher, wrote in 1857 that “the first duty of a state is to see that every child born 
therein shall be well housed, clothed, fed and educated, till it attain years of dis-
cretion” (Metro Task Force on Services to Young Children and Families, 1997). 

The intensive research design built into TFD from the beginning included both 
process and outcome evaluation through mixed methods, case study and quasi-
experimental methodologies (Corter et al., 2007). The aim of the project was to 
generate evidence that could be mobilized in different ways to improve practice 
and policy. Over the course of the project, formative findings were fed back to 
project sites to allow leaders and practitioners to work on improving program-
ming and delivery as part of a research and development approach following 
the principles of “design research” (Pelletier & Corter, 2006). In this mixed 
methods approach, findings are continuously fed into design and delivery  
improvements in an iterative fashion. At the same time, findings on the 
implementation process, showing how an existing fragmented system could 
be integrated to improve program quality and outreach to the underserved, 
were shared with different levels of government (from municipal to provin-
cial), along with other stakeholder groups in education and social services. As 
outcome findings began to emerge for children and parents and for program 
quality, they were also shared with policy and practice stakeholders. 

Phase 1 of TFD, which included implementation of the model in five commu-
nity sites, concluded in 2005 (Corter et al., 2007). Phase 2, covering the period 
2006 to 2008 (Corter et al., 2009), focused on knowledge mobilization, policy 
change and further development of the TFD model in one of the original five 
sites, Bruce WoodGreen Early Learning Centre. Phase 3, the focus of this  
report, involved intensive research on integrated staff teams and learning  
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environments in full-day early learning kindergarten programs, additional 
studies on integration of community services for young children and further 
analysis of outcomes from the extensive database on participants from the five 
Phase 1 TFD community sites. 

The following overview of findings is organized around the evidence that 
processes working through two pathways—program improvement and parent 
support and outreach—led to positive outcomes for child development and 
families.

A Decade of Evidence1

Program Improvement 
In the TFD model, integrated early learning environments were constructed 
at each community site by teams of different professionals working together—
family support and child care professionals, along with kindergarten teachers. 
The Phase 1 research began with case studies describing the implementation 
process in terms of variations and adaptations of the model across the five 
communities, as well as common struggles and eventual successes across the 
sites (Corter et al., 2007). Challenges included issues related to professional turf 
when different professional groups began working together, missing the nuts 
and bolts of space and funding, staffing and leadership turnover and working  
without system support for integration across sectors that are themselves 
not integrated at higher levels of government. Nevertheless, the findings also 
showed successes. For example, strong leadership and time to meet allowed 
staff teams to come together over time to improve program quality and delivery.

In terms of the process of moving from separate to integrated service delivery, 
comparisons across the implementation period showed that progress was made 
in each of the sites on five dimensions of service integration (staff team, pro-
gramming, access points, local governance and parent involvement), as indexed 
by an Indicators of Change measure developed during the project (Pelletier & 
Corter, 2006; Corter et al., 2007). In addition, ECERS-R (Harms, Clifford, & 
Cryer, 1998) results revealed program quality improvement. Finally, case study 
analysis over TFD Phases 1 and 2 revealed a strong positive association between 
staff teamwork and program quality (Corter et al., 2009). 

Parent Support and Outreach 
Parent involvement was a core element of TFD design for service integration. 
Various lines of evidence showed gains for parents from the TFD experiment 
that went beyond client satisfaction. For example, converging evidence from 
interviews and surveys with parents, site management and staff members 
documented improvements in parental input into the design of and access to 
services over the course of project implementation (Patel, Corter, & Pelletier, 
2008). 

1 Adapted from Corter and Pelletier (2010) with the permission of the publisher.
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Another line of evidence examined potential effects of the TFD experience on 
parent involvement in learning and school. A body of evidence indicates that 
parents’ participation in their child’s education—reading to the child, talking 
to the child about school and meeting with staff to assess student progress—is 
related to school success (Corter & Pelletier, 2005). The preschool period and 
parent participation in preschool services may build capacity for parents’ later 
involvement in school and other community services. To assess whether TFD 
affected parent involvement, we surveyed a sample of parents of kindergarten-
aged children in TFD sites and demographically matched comparison sites  
(Patel & Corter, 2012). The quasi-experimental comparison of TFD parents 
with parents at schools with kindergarten only, or kindergarten and a single 
family support service, showed that TFD parents were more likely to feel 
empowered to talk to their child’s kindergarten teacher and to help their child 
learn at home. This capacity building worked for parents who were new to 
Canada as well as for those born in Canada.

Beyond the direct experience and involvement in early childhood programs 
and school, does service integration improve everyday family life and children’s  
experiences? To answer this question, we employed a quasi-experimental 
design to compare the daily experiences of parents and children accessing 
integrated TFD services versus families using traditional, separate kindergarten 
and child care services in demographically matched communities (Arimura & 
Corter, 2010). Parents provided information about daily routines, daily parent-
ing hassles, social support networks and views about early childhood services 
via interviews and surveys. Children also reported their views about their daily 
routines through interviews. Findings indicated that service integration is  
associated with lower levels of daily parenting hassles in navigating between 
child care and school, greater satisfaction with some forms of support and 
greater levels of continuity in children’s days. It is especially notable that parents 
in TFD sites named both kindergarten teachers and early childhood educators 
as part of their social support network. In comparison sites, only early child-
hood educators were named. Children in TFD sites spoke about their experi-
ences in a seamless way. In contrast, several children from the non-integrated 
sites noted differences between their experiences at school and at the child 
care centre (e.g., “We have to learn a lot in kindergarten but we mostly play at 
daycare”).

Although TFD improved family life and connections to school, was community 
outreach and participation in the programs equitable? In Toronto there are clear 
gaps in preschool service use for many minority groups (O’Reilly & Yau, 2009), 
but the integrated hubs in TFD appeared to eliminate these gaps with focused 
efforts on outreach (Pelletier & Corter, 2005; Patel, Corter, & Pelletier, 2008). 
Intake and tracking data on who enrolled at TFD sites and their service usage 
showed that the uptake of services reached across the demographic diversity of 
TFD neighbourhoods. 
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The profile of TFD users matched neighbourhood demographics in terms 
of maternal education and immigration status. For example, since TFD sites 
tended to be situated in higher-risk neighbourhoods with lower socioeconomic 
(SES) levels and more immigrant families, more than half of TFD users spoke 
English as an additional language. Nevertheless in one site where the school 
straddled a demographic divide between an affluent, established neighbour-
hood and a low-income neighbourhood with more immigrant families, the 
universal TFD programs drew equally from both sides of the divide, attesting to 
the popularity of the universal approach. Importantly, the findings of program 
benefits for parents and children held equally across demographic groups  
defined by language status and maternal education (Patel, 2009). These issues 
are further addressed by the findings reported in Chapter 2 of this report.

Child Outcomes 
Given increased program quality and coherence, greater parent involvement 
and reduced stresses on families, better outcomes for children should result. In 
fact, evidence for short-term positive effects of the TFD model were found on 
children’s social-emotional development on the Early Development Instrument 
(EDI), a widely used teacher assessment tool that assesses school readiness 
at the end of kindergarten (Corter, Patel, Pelletier, & Bertrand, 2008). These 
associations were seen in both pre–post comparisons within TFD sites and in 
quasi-experimental comparisons with demographically-matched communities. 
A case study of one site showed how an integrated staff team used EDI school-
level profiles, along with formative feedback on program quality, to target and 
improve programming. Over the course of implementation, the integrated 
program environment quality ratings and EDI scores improved in relevant  
areas assessing quality of interaction and social–emotional development.  
Further findings on child outcomes are reported in Chapter 2 of this report.

In addition to participating in standardized assessments and ratings, children 
were interviewed about their experiences in the TFD project (Corter, 2007), 
on the principle that children’s voices should be among those heard in early 
childhood program evaluations (Lansdown, 2005; Smith, Duncan, & Marshall, 
2005). Children were asked to tell about their day at the site from the time 
they got there until they went home, and were asked what kinds of things they 
did at the site. Specific probes included asking what they liked and didn’t like 
and what they were good at and not so good at. An important point is that 
“play” was the most common answer to the question “what do you like best?” 
Academic-related activities, crafts, etc., had less appeal. Interestingly, play also 
led the list of things that children “don’t like.” Play can go badly when other 
children “don’t let you play” or “don’t play nice.” These findings are a reminder 
that children’s motivations and experiences need to be taken into account in 
programming and monitoring, a point we expand in Chapter 4 of this report. 
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Further Findings from TFD Phase 1: 
Equity, Participation and Benefits
Sejal Patel 1   •   Carl Corter

Overview
This chapter examines questions about equity of participation and whether 
participation in integrated early learning environments benefits children. The 
analyses to answer these questions employed the extensive database from the 
five sites studied in TFD Phase 1. The community control comparisons  
described earlier in Chapter 1 of this report (e.g., Corter, Patel, Pelletier, &  
Bertrand, 2008; Patel & Corter, 2012a) suggested benefits for children and 
parents; in the new analyses reported here, we employed dose-response analy-
ses within the group of families using TFD to assess potential program effects. 
Dose-response analyses refer to the dose or total hours of participation and its 
relation to children’s developmental outcomes. The database for this analysis 
also allowed us to examine whether participation in TFD was equitable and 
reached across demographic strata. 

After applying various demographic controls, we found that more intense use 
(number of hours of TFD services) predicted children’s cognitive, language and 
physical development (Patel, 2009). In other words, the bigger the dose, the 
bigger the benefit. The links between more time in TFD programs and more 
positive child outcomes held across maternal education levels and language sta-
tus. Program use was generally independent of demographic factors. Predictors 
of participation in TFD also showed that the program goals of outreach and 
equitable access were achieved since demographic factors, including speaking 
English as an additional language, did not predict participation, with one  
exception. Maternal education did predict participation levels, but in the oppo-
site direction usually reported in the literature (e.g., Cunningham et al., 2000). 
In this case, the lower the mother’s education level, the greater the likelihood 
of higher participation. This finding may reflect TFD’s features of outreach to 
underserved families and tailoring of programming to family needs, including 
child care for parents.

1 School of Early Childhood Studies, Ryerson University

2
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Background 
The new analyses reported here not only provide additional tests of the effects 
of the TFD model, but are also relevant to important issues in the literature on 
early childhood program effects, including how long and how often children 
attend (Chang & Romero, 2008; Sylva, Melhuish, Sammons, Siraj-Blatchford, 
& Taggart, 2010). Research has demonstrated that preschool program par-
ticipation is associated with children’s developmental success, in comparison 
with interventions at school age, and these studies have also found evidence 
of a duration effect (e.g., Carolina Abecedarian Project – Campbell & Ramey, 
1995; Chicago Child-Parent Centers – Reynolds, 1994, 1998; Sylva et al., 2010). 
That is, children who participated for more prolonged periods (measured by 
additional extra treatment in the primary years or number of years of partici-
pation) had the largest benefits. However, what is much less clear is whether 
or not the intensity or degree of participation in services matters (Reynolds, 
1994). In other words, enrolment is not the same as attendance. There has been 
no research examining dose-response effects in integrated school-based early 
childhood services. 

The TFD data in these analyses came from Early Development Instrument 
(EDI) kindergarten rating scores supplied by the Toronto District School Board 
and from participation data available through an intake and tracking system 
developed by the City of Toronto, which provided continuous quantitative and 
qualitative data on TFD participants (Corter et al., 2006). The intake and track-
ing database included information over a three-year period on 2643 children 
and their parents who participated across the five TFD sites (Patel, 2009).  
Families completed an intake form asking questions related to their demo-
graphic characteristics, as well as descriptions of their goals and experiences in 
accessing programs and services (Corter et al., 2007; Patel, Corter, & Pelletier, 
2008). After intake, participation of individual families was tracked through 
ongoing recording by program staff (Patel, 2009). Results comparing the demo-
graphic characteristics of those families participating in TFD services and the 
general population of families in the surrounding community found that the 
parental clientele represented in the TFD intake and tracking database matched 
the demographics of the populations averaged across the five sites in terms of 
educational level and immigrant status (Corter et al., 2006). Thus it appears that 
overall, families who participated in TFD were representative of the surround-
ing community. However, what remained to be determined was whether the 
intensity with which TFD families participated in the menu of services varied 
by demographic characteristics. This has implications for outreach and equity 
(Patel, 2009).

Dose-Response Analyses
We employed dose-response analyses within the group of families using TFD to 
assess potential program effects (Patel, 2009; Patel & Corter, 2012b). We applied 
various demographic controls and used generalized linear modeling techniques 
to analyze a linked dataset, including: (1) systematic intake and tracking  
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information, (2) Early Development Instrument teacher ratings of child  
development across five domains and (3) a measure of service integration levels 
across sites. We found that more intense use of TFD services (number of hours 
of service use) predicted child development outcomes across the following 
domains: language and cognitive development; communication and general 
knowledge; and physical health and well-being (Patel, 2009; Patel & Corter, 
2012b). The links between TFD experience and more positive child outcomes 
held across maternal education levels and language status. 

Program use was generally independent of demographic factors. Ecologi-
cal complexities were demonstrated in these analyses, with demographic and 
parenting factors predicting each of the domain-specific child development 
outcomes in different ways, with unique interactions. For example, children’s 
social competence was predicted by an interaction between language status and 
parents’ interest in school involvement. For families who spoke English as a 
first language, greater interest in school involvement predicted higher levels of 
social competence in children, but the inverse relation was found for families 
who spoke another language at home. Parents who spoke English as an addi-
tional language were more likely to be involved when their children were lower 
in social competence. Thus, families’ reasons for parent involvement in services 
may vary by family demographic characteristics, such as language status and 
maternal education level. These findings demonstrate the ecological complexi-
ties in understanding the potential processes or mechanisms by which program 
participation affects children’s outcomes (Patel, 2009; Patel & Corter, 2012b).

Analyses of Program Participation
In addition to examining predictors of domain-specific child development out-
comes, we also explored factors that predicted participation itself, and whether 
participation worked equitably for children in marginalized groups. In this 
study, analyses of participation distinguished between optional services and 
kindergarten. Although kindergarten is not mandatory in Ontario, enrolment 
in free public senior kindergarten is nearly universal (TDSB, 2008). In contrast, 
enrolment in other public services, such as family support programs and expen-
sive quality child care, is considerably lower. 

We analyzed predictors of kindergarten absences in parallel with predictors of 
TFD participation in optional programs to test whether these forms of partici-
pation have similar barriers and facilitators (Patel, 2009; Patel & Corter, 2012c). 
The results provide evidence that TFD achieved its outreach aims in ensuring 
equitable access; demographic factors did not operate to reduce equitable par-
ticipation in TFD. In fact, there was only one significant demographic predictor 
of hours of TFD service uptake: lower maternal education actually predicted 
higher participation. This success in outreach mirrors our previous finding that 
participant demographic characteristics matched the surrounding school com-
munities (Corter et al., 2007). Parallel analyses comparing predictors of chil-
dren’s kindergarten program absences yielded similar results in that parenting 
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and site level program factors were not significant predictors (Patel, 2009; Patel 
& Corter, 2012c). Furthermore, maternal education was also inversely related 
to kindergarten attendance. However, there was one difference between partici-
pation in kindergarten and other TFD services—gender affected kindergarten 
absences, with males being absent more in kindergarten, but this relation was 
not found in optional TFD services. These findings on participation have impli-
cations for outreach and retention in early childhood service initiatives. 

Conclusions
The results provide evidence that TFD achieved the goal of equitable access for 
all families. Furthermore, participation dose predicted children’s physical health 
and well-being, language and cognitive development, and communication and 
general knowledge, after taking into account demographic, parenting and site 
factors. Findings were not qualified by the degree of service integration across 
TFD sites; all five sites had moved to substantial levels of collaboration or inte-
gration across implementation of TFD. 
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Overview
Toronto First Duty is a decade long research project that has studied the inte-
gration of kindergarten, child care and family supports delivered by a collabora-
tive partnership that brings together the local school, multi service provider 
and a host of other resources (see Corter & Pelletier, 2011; Corter & Peters, 
2011; and Arimura et al., 2011 for overviews). The overall research report  
features findings based on evidence gathered systematically over the last two 
years, including data sets on child and program observations, key informant 
interviews, focus groups and assessment tools that measure the quality and 
integration level of the program. Although Toronto First Duty used a mixed 
methods approach to gather evidence at a number of full-day early learning  
sites, this chapter focuses on an overview of lessons learned at the Bruce 
WoodGreen Early Learning Centre (BWELC). This centre was the continuing 
demonstration site of TFD in Phases 2 and 3. Recent results continue to show 
that teamwork within an integrated early learning environment requires both 
program and pedagogical leadership. Access to regular professional learning 
opportunities that maximize evidence-based practice strengthens high qual-
ity programs. The educators’ ability to understand and use a variety of tools 
that measure quality of programming and curriculum implementation enabled 
them to deliver well-rounded early learning experiences that support children’s 
self regulation and learning. 

Background
As Ontario proceeds with its plan to implement full-day early learning kinder-
garten programs for all four- and five-year-old children, the evidence on inte-
grating children’s services with family supports within a school environment 
poses questions and challenges not only on the most practical level, but also on 
a policy level for educators, parents and government. Unlike any other full-day 
school-based early learning program within the Canadian context, Ontario’s 
Full-Day Kindergarten Program established a joint teaching team, bringing 

3
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together early childhood educators and elementary school teachers into one 
classroom environment in over 900 schools. This precedent-setting decision to 
change the face of the early learning profession may create significant chal-
lenges for implementation, but it may also provide potential new benefits to the 
early learning environment, and to a re-defined profession cementing the value 
of expertise brought forward by both sets of early childhood practitioners. The 
combined expertise in child development, curriculum planning and assessment 
enable collaboration toward a pedagogical approach that builds on the knowl-
edge and expertise of each professional.

Early childhood educators and teachers share similar interests in the develop-
ment and learning needs of young children; however, in Ontario their pre-
service training is considerably different. For the most part, early childhood 
educators complete a two-year diploma program at a community college, but 
many complete a degree in early childhood education. Kindergarten teachers 
generally complete a four-year undergraduate degree and then spend less than 
a year in teacher education. ECEs generally have more direct training in child 
development, but teachers have a stronger foundation in Ministry of Education 
and school board curriculum, assessment and learning expectations. According 
to the Elementary Teacher’s Federation of Ontario, one-third of kindergarten 
teachers have early childhood training, and many of these teachers have com-
pleted additional qualification courses in kindergarten training. 

Against this backdrop, a number of research findings support the critical  
importance of advanced teacher training with a particular focus on early child-
hood development and preschool programming. For example, in a study link-
ing teacher education to preschool quality, Barnett (2004) found that: 

Teacher preparation in early childhood education was effective in 
improving teacher behavior…they expressed greater warmth for 
the children and greater enthusiasm for the activities they en-
gaged in, they communicated more clearly with children, and they 
encouraged children to share and cooperate with their peers. They 
were less punitive with the children…[and] exhibited less apathetic 
and uninterested behavior (p. 5) 

However, contradictory studies suggest that advanced degrees alone are not  
effective predictors of classroom quality (Early et al., 2007), and ongoing profes-
sional development in early childhood is also important. In his report to the 
Premier of Ontario, Pascal (2009) explored a variety of staff models for the new 
full day early learning program and concluded that: 

A blend of Kindergarten teachers and ECEs would work best for 
the Early Learning Program. The team was the choice of hun-
dreds of parents and educators who shared their experience and 
expertise with me. Educator teams have been found to add to the 
strengths of the professional preparation and skill sets of both 
teachers and ECEs (p. 33).
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This historic decision combines the skills and expertise of two education profes-
sionals and recognizes the important contribution that both educators offer. In 
fact, it has historical backing in data collected for the Ontario MOE Exemplary 
Kindergarten study (Corter & Park, 1993). In a study of integrated care and 
education in several provinces, Johnson and Mathien (1998) found further 
evidence of economic benefit when program costs for child care and kinder-
garten were integrated. Their study also reinforced higher ratings in standards 
of quality in integrated programs. In more recent research reports, a number 
of countries, including Australia, Finland and parts of Canada, are considering 
effective approaches to blending early childhood training. However, there are a 
number of questions about what it will take for this approach to be successful 
and what infrastructure supports are necessary to ensure full collaboration and 
blending of traditionally separate professions. 

One model upon which program and policy experts interested in professional 
training can draw is the Toronto First Duty project, a collaboration among the 
City of Toronto, the Toronto District School Board, the Atkinson Charitable 
Foundation, the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education and its Dr. Eric  
Jackman Institute of Child Study and Atkinson Centre and a host of community 
partners. In the first phase of TFD, a clear gap in the professional training of 
educators was noted. The researchers found that “early childhood professionals 
generally are not trained for interdisciplinary collaboration, much less for the 
kind of ‘trans-disciplinary’ work envisioned in TFD, where there are overlap-
ping roles and seamless staff teams” (Corter et al., 2007, p. 42). At each of the 
TFD sites, staff teams negotiated the individual relationships that required a 
shift from working within a professional silo into an effective and collaborative 
professional team. The support of the leadership and joint professional learning 
were key to the program’s success. 

In the case study of the BWELC in Phase 2 of TFD, a noticeable dip was  
evident in both integration and program quality. Factors that led to these issues  
included a shift away from practices such as joint hiring and joint program 
planning time, as well as human resources pressures. These results precipitated 
a concentrated effort by the early years team to reconsider their own profes-
sional commitment to integration. Again, this was not grounded in any formal 
training in how to work in an integrated professional team, but was based more 
on a program and policy expectation that all educators would function as a 
team to improve quality. Under the guidance of the principal and the early years 
coordinator, “the early years team underwent an intensive process of recalibrat-
ing the program, re-focusing their goals and re-envisioning their professional 
commitment to an integrated early learning environment for the children that 
included the active involvement of parents” (Corter et. al., 2009 p. 12). 

At this juncture, teacher training and early childhood professional preparation 
programs do not have a specific focus on working together as a collaborative 
team, although there is growing professional development designed to support 
this need. The TFD research project serves to inform policy development, pro-
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fessional learning and improved practices for integrated early learning environ-
ments.

Toronto First Duty
TFD combines kindergarten, child care and parenting supports into a seamless 
full-day integrated model for young children and their families. Three phases 
of TFD research describe the design, implementation and impact of this early 
learning model (www.toronto.ca/firstduty). In particular, evidence from the 
Phase 3 study provides important lessons to help inform provincial policy. The 
shared knowledge that kindergarten teachers and early childhood educators 
bring to the findings is of particular relevance to emerging provincial policy 
concerning early learning. TFD Phase 3 details the story of the BWELC, housed 
in Bruce Public School, integrated with WoodGreen’s child care and community 
based programs and the Toronto District School Board Parenting and Family 
Literacy Centre. 

The findings are based on a detailed case study approach that included both 
quantitative and qualitative data collection with educators, children and partners 
throughout the research study. Qualitative data collection in Phase 3 included 
semi-structured interviews with program leaders, focus group meetings with 
educators and participant observation in BWELC steering committee meetings. 
Quantitative data included a review of the Indicators of Change data on inte-
gration progress (see TFD 2, Corter et al., 2009), an evaluation of the program 
environment in the preschool, kindergarten and parenting centre using the  
Early Childhood Education Rating Scale-Revised and an analysis of the City  
of Toronto Operating Criteria (see http://www.toronto.ca/children/dmc/
OC08/9540.htm). Additional data were collected using a newly created tool 
called the Child Observation Framework, developed by the TFD and Best Start 
Research Teams (see Chapter 4 in this report). The goal of the Child Observation  
Framework was to evaluate child opportunities for self-regulation and play 
behaviour in Full-Day Early Learning-Kindergarten (FDEL-K) classrooms.  
Its purpose was to develop an approach to assist educators and researchers in 
observing and reporting children’s self-regulation, learning and play behaviour. 

The Early Years Team
In the full-day early learning program at Bruce School, two types of education 
professionals work collaboratively, demonstrating the benefits and the chal-
lenges of blending the expertise of both professions. The early years team brings 
together the kindergarten teacher, early childhood educators and additional 
special education and family supports to create a program intended to meet the 
needs of young children and their families. The team works within a seamless 
program model that is carefully planned, using observations of individual chil-
dren to inform a curriculum process that embeds both the Ministry of Educa-
tion’s Kindergarten Program and the Early Learning for Every Childhood Today 
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curriculum framework. Both the early childhood educators and the teachers 
share program and evaluation responsibilities, engage with families formally 
and informally and establish a routine that includes joint planning time. 
However, program integration is not always a smooth ride and the research 
from TFD Phase 3 at BWELC found that the following factors are necessary to 
achieve success:

• Commitment from the entire early years team to program integration

• School and program leadership

• Supports and resources

• Time and space to meet

• Ongoing joint professional development

• Reciprocal mentoring and professional respect

An integrated program model brings together professionals who are commit-
ted to program practices that support optimal learning conditions for young 
children. In focus groups, both groups of professionals indicated that working 
together had been rewarding, although it could also be challenging. Interviews 
with teachers and early childhood educators described differentials in wages 
and benefits that often add to the unspoken inequity between the educators. 
However, the staff shared important lessons with the researchers. One signifi-
cant and recurring theme was the importance of reciprocal mentoring and 
professional respect between educators to ensure success in integration.

During the focus groups, staff shared their experience working with a room 
partner who may have different expertise. According to one early childhood 
educator, “teachers seem to have a better understanding of how to evaluate spe-
cific skills to prepare them for the upper grades. We could benefit from that in 
ECE.” This was evident in both the program quality measurements in ECERS-R 
and in tools that measure the level and quality of interactions between children 
and adults. Interviews with the early years educators indicated recognition that 
both professionals could learn from each other’s knowledge base. However, 
what became absolutely clear through evidence gathering was the level of recip-
rocal respect for each other’s skills and expertise. For example:

I know a lot of times, kindergarten teachers feel isolated because 
their curriculum is different from the rest of the school’s so it’s nice 
to work with people who are working with the same children. You 
don’t feel isolated because you can talk about issues and get ideas 
on how to communicate with parents. (Kindergarten Teacher)

The team brings a broader range of expertise to the classroom and allows for 
more individualized attention for the children. After-school programming for 
older children is offered at the site. The continuity of consistent adults is viewed 
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as important, particularly for children in the earlier years. According to one 
early childhood educator:

From the beginning of the child’s day in the same classroom, you 
can assume it is less stressful for the kids and parents. The child 
has the security of having his staff members for the entire day. 
The educators have a sense of the child’s needs and have learned 
to merge interests and knowledge. It’s been an excellent learning 
opportunity. 

The challenges for an integrated early years team
Both the kindergarten teachers and the early childhood educators raised a 
number of common issues, including the need for people on the team to want 
to work collaboratively. Findings from Toronto First Duty Phase 1 suggested 
that some teams that didn’t want to collaborate in the beginning developed a 
collaborative approach by having time to meet where they discovered common 
goals for children and for program improvement. Without a common goal in 
mind, at times the practice of integrated teaching became unnecessarily ardu-
ous. According to an early childhood educator:

I think one of the biggest challenges I have found is (not) having 
a team that buys into the model and that could be either the ECEs 
or the teachers because as an ECE there is a feeling that you are 
doing the same job as someone in the room who is making quite a 
lot more money than you. So that’s definitely a challenge for myself 
personally. I am willing to overlook that piece because I feel this is 
the best place for me to better my career in the long run. But I have 
also worked with staff/teachers that don’t buy into this program 
and it makes it difficult to have a collaborative approach when you 
have two people coming from two different worlds.

Another early childhood educator questioned the teacher’s pedagogical  
approach by stating:

There are parts of her curriculum that don’t necessarily follow our 
(ECE) philosophy. And when I say that I am talking about the 
amount of pre-cut out things. I understand the need for the repeti-
tive nature of letter books is going to allow the children to learn but 
changing it up would enhance that experience. 

These two narratives suggest that taking the time to meet regularly, supported 
by pedagogical leadership, would create opportunities to resolve different  
approaches to planning and implementation. One educator suggested that 
when either a teacher or ECE is new to the program there needs to be time to 
transition and adapt to a new environment. Joint teaching teams may benefit 
from additional mentoring and advice from experienced educators by visiting 
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a demonstration school. She noted the teacher at the demonstration school had 
a lot of experience: “She took the Reggio approach and she had such practical 
ideas that I have actually implemented immediately and it has been wonderful” 
(Kindergarten Teacher). 

Merging two professionals on a large-scale basis creates infrastructure challen-
ges. However, these findings suggest that relational issues need to be addressed 
at the micro level as a way to prevent differences from becoming larger than 
necessary. The following section provides suggestions for effective program 
delivery. 

Keys to Success
Central to an effective integrated curriculum framework is the opportunity for 
both educators to participate in consistent and joint program planning. The 
learning that takes place in the professional realm also falls along a continuum 
of activities ranging from self-reflective practice to joint delivery of workshops. 
In this particular case, the early childhood educator and teacher may have 
different pedagogical styles, but their interest in the children’s development 
is at par. For example, during an interview with a kindergarten teacher, she 
described how she had developed new questioning strategies when working 
with young children. She stated, “the ECE teacher knows exactly the question 
to ask when she wants to expand on an idea.” Siraj-Blatchford (2004) suggests 
that this pedagogical sharing of knowledge contributes to higher quality early 
years programs supported by an “effective pedagogue who orchestrates learning 
by making interventions such as scaffolding, discussing, monitoring which are 
sensitive to the curriculum concept” (p. 720). In the case of BWELC, the educa-
tors share expertise. However, curriculum leaders and principals can certainly 
operate as curriculum pedagogues who support the improvement of program 
delivery. 

School and Program Leadership
As with any innovative model, leadership was paramount. School leaders juggle 
numerous administrative responsibilities while maintaining a leadership role 
in curriculum and pedagogy. In a team teaching environment that brings two 
professionals together, the leadership took on the additional responsibility of  
facilitating this new kind of teaching partnership. The role of the school prin-
cipal and the early years coordinator was critical in setting the benchmark for 
what functioned as a true team approach to teaching and learning. The leader-
ship’s ability to demonstrate a collaborative working relationship seemed to 
influence the educators’ desire to do the same. Just as the leadership role was 
important to demonstrate integration, the lack of leadership was also seen as 
problematic. For example:

The first few meetings were better organized…because they were 
facilitated by an office staff member. The office provided staff relief 
so we could meet. This year I was noticing a difference because we 
never had a coordinated time to meet for program planning. 



CHAPTER 3   |   THE BRUCE WOODGREEN CASE STUDY: TFD PHASE 3   |   PAGE 26 CHAPTER 3   |   THE BRUCE WOODGREEN CASE STUDY: TFD PHASE 3   |   PAGE 27

The need for joint planning time in a scheduled way was a consistent theme for 
the educators, and when made available, it seemed to defuse some of the pro-
gram issues. All of the early years team members indicated that the role of the 
early years coordinator was just as important as the role of the principal, particu-
larly since the principal is often managing a number of other school-related  
issues and the early years coordinator is focused on programs for younger 
children. Nevertheless, it is the principal who retains control of school manage-
ment. As demonstrated in Toronto First Duty Phase 2, central to this process is 
a principal who understands the value of joint planning, teaching, collaborative 
practice, reciprocal learning and engaged learners (Corter et al., 2009). 

The implications for labour negotiations are significant as we move toward a 
teaching team that includes one group of educators who are grounded in a pro-
vincial collective agreement that includes salary scales, consistent standards for 
benefits, access to prep time and ongoing professional service supports. On the 
other hand, early childhood educators are just beginning a process of collective 
organizing within school boards and as it currently stands, the differentials  
between salaries, benefits and working conditions will continue to have an 
impact on the ability of the educator team to work from the same program 
principles. Although teachers receive significantly more prep time, at TFD, joint 
prep time was provided because the leadership facilitated opportunities for the 
team of educators to meet. This was not a negotiated component of either col-
lective agreement, although at a systems level, joint planning time would need 
to be assigned. It was understood from all levels of involvement that planning 
for joint program time was a fundamental component of building an effective 
teaching partnership. 

Supports and Resources
The early years team identified two areas of support to enable the staff to work 
in a more seamless manner to support an integrated program for children. 
In the focus groups with educators, there was agreement by all participants 
that the availability of curriculum specialists provided a deeper exploration of 
curriculum planning and pedagogical practice that in turn improved the early 
years program. In response to a key question, “what kinds of supports are nec-
essary in an integrated environment,” one educator cited the value of an objec-
tive examination of the environment to improve the design of the program. She 
suggested, “The consultant from the city is there to monitor the program but 
also helps us think about how we are organizing the program.” Although school 
board curriculum specialists tend to work more closely with teachers, within an 
integrated staff environment, both educators can benefit from this additional 
resource. At the same time, the early childhood educators likewise noted that 
this gave the teachers even more time to think and work on program plans 
outside the class, indicating they would benefit from this learning opportunity 
as well.

As part of the third phase of TFD, the program and research team turned their 
focus to how children with special needs could be more strongly supported 
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within an integrated environment. To frame the analysis, the researchers exam-
ined the program by administering the SpecialLink Early Childhood Inclusion 
Quality Scale. This tool was developed for assessing inclusion quality in early 
childhood centres and for helping centres move toward higher quality inclu-
sion. As Pascal (2009) noted in his recommendations on full-day kindergarten, 
“all staff will be qualified to notice developmental delays, initiate appropriate 
responses and know when more specialized interventions are required” (p. 22). 
However, preliminary analysis demonstrated that in order to support children 
with special needs within an integrated program environment, all the educators 
need additional joint training to work closely together to ensure a more cohe-
sive individualized program planning approach. To ensure this is possible, the 
early years team noted the need for joint professional development, especially to 
understand more deeply the learning needs of children with autism spectrum 
disorder and behaviour challenges.

Educator Training
The Phase 3 investigation also touched on issues of educator training. The inte-
grated early learning program brought together educators with a variety of edu-
cational and professional training experiences. The team includes kindergarten 
teachers who have completed teacher training but who may also have addition-
al qualification in early childhood development. The team also includes early 
childhood educators who have expertise in working with children with special 
needs. However, a fundamental difference between the two types of educators is 
the length of time of training and the content of training. During the study, the 
educators were asked if the type and length of training they received prepared 
them adequately for working in an early learning program. When  
exploring the validity of the educators’ training, both professionals suggested 
that neither type of training alone was entirely adequate, reaffirming the findings 
of the Exemplary Kindergarten study two decades ago (Corter & Park, 1993). All 
the educators who participated in this study agreed that the most effective form 
of in-service training occurred when participating in joint professional learning. 
For example, educators made the following comments about their training:

The really big piece is the difference in training. Quite a lot of 
teachers are not comfortable with the early years, especially four- 
and five-year-olds. They don’t have the developmental piece and 
the knowledge of child development. For a lot of teachers who 
have not taught kindergarten before, it is quite intimidating and 
overwhelming. (Early Childhood Educator)

Teacher education should have different entry requirements.  
Experience should be taken into account—it’s not just about grades. 
TFD is starting to be discussed. Focus on kindergarten is changing 
in education, but teachers are really prepared with an ECE degree 
or MA at ICS—more knowledge and more prepared. AQ in ECE 
is good but perhaps build more ECE training. Although it seems 
intense, they seem more knowledgeable. (Kindergarten Teacher)



CHAPTER 3   |   THE BRUCE WOODGREEN CASE STUDY: TFD PHASE 3   |   PAGE 28 CHAPTER 3   |   THE BRUCE WOODGREEN CASE STUDY: TFD PHASE 3   |   PAGE 29

One teacher described the ECE training program as very strong, but acknowl-
edged, “they could train more on assessment, reporting and the administrative 
requirements” (Kindergarten teacher). This is certainly valuable information 
for early childhood educators employed by school boards who are now required 
to operate under the Education Act and not the Day Nurseries Act. Teachers 
become quite accustomed to dealing with a myriad of expectations, including 
standards under the Ontario College of Teachers, individual school board poli-
cies, obligations under collective agreements and rather specific requirements 
to ensure that when children are promoted to the upper grades, they meet 
minimum learning standards.

In the focus groups, the teachers recognized the multitude of supports they 
receive from their local school board, although they also clearly stated the 
inadequacy of these supports. When asked for recommendations on how to 
improve ECE training, a teacher suggested better understanding of literacy and 
numeracy development. She stated, “you can’t always know this will be success-
ful through emergent learning. Sometimes you have to plan for it.” In a study 
of early childhood educators’ preparedness to support mathematics education, 
Ginsburg, Lee and Boyd (2008) argue that ECE training needs to be more rigor-
ous to include improved understanding of children’s mathematical thinking. 
Similarly, although play-based learning may foster self-regulation (Diamond 
& Lee, 2011), not all early educators are trained in the tasks of monitoring and 
fostering this important area of development. These are relatively new areas of 
research and may raise red flags for practitioners concerned with programming 
that is overly structured. However, as more staff teams are integrated in school-
based programs, these issues do need attention from policy makers.

In integrated early learning environments, the partnership between the educa-
tors is complex and dependent on a degree of reciprocal respect and mentoring. 
Over time, a desire to support each other’s knowledge and expertise becomes 
inherent, but there remains a strong identity with the individual’s professional 
association. There is growing recognition that the existing model of teacher 
training is inadequate as we move toward a more widely accepted notion that 
both early childhood and teacher training are important ingredients in a more 
cohesive early learning program. As the province of Ontario brings together 
early childhood educators and teachers in a teaching and learning partner-
ship, lessons from the educators at Toronto First Duty can play a particularly 
important role in informing the policy and educational direction for the future 
learning needs of educators.
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K E Y  R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S 

• Leadership - Compassionate and knowledgeable leaders are important 
players who support ongoing professional learning and provide pedagogical 
leadership.

• Curriculum Planning - Joint planning time is critical to an integrated early 
learning program. The wide gap between teachers having over 200 minutes 
per week in planning time compared to approximately 60 minutes for early 
childhood educators creates significant discord. The joint planning time 
that teachers and early childhood educators have together is imperative to 
strengthening program curriculum and planning for individual children.

• Mentorship - Curriculum mentors provide advice, suggest innovative cur-
riculum approaches and enable the educators to create an environment that 
supports self-regulation.

• Professional Training - Collaborative pre-service training and joint profes-
sional learning supports a culture of learning, peer support and knowledge 
transfer.
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Children’s Experiences in Full-day 
Programs for 4- and 5-Year-Olds: 
Play and Self-Regulation  
Zachary Hawes   •   Ainsley Gibson   •   Saba Mir   •   Janette Pelletier

Overview 
This chapter explores how play-based full-day programs for 4- and 5-year-olds 
contribute to children’s classroom experiences, particularly in terms of their 
potential to develop self-regulation and social behaviour. Both play and self-
regulation are important components of Ontario’s Draft Full-Day Early Learn-
ing Kindergarten Program and Early Learning for Every Child Today (ELECT) 
documents, but effective implementation means understanding how they are 
translated into everyday experiences that foster learning and development. This 
chapter describes such experiences for children across several variations of 
full-day kindergarten programs, including the Bruce WoodGreen Early Learn-
ing Centre TFD model, George Brown Laboratory Schools offering full-day 
kindergarten programs and early implementation of Full-Day Early Learning 
Kindergarten (FDELK) programs in local school boards. 

Overall, the findings indicated positive peer interactions and varied oppor-
tunities for the development of self-regulation across different types of play 
and high levels of engagement across small group and play periods during the 
school day. Nevertheless, there are questions about the role of socio-dramatic 
play in the development of self-regulation and ways in which other forms of 
play and activity may contribute. This chapter also addresses whether systema-
tic efforts are needed to boost socio-dramatic play, given that it is not pervasive 
and given that other forms of play also appear to offer opportunities for the 
development of self-regulation. 

Background 
Ontario’s Full-Day Early Learning Kindergarten Program has been launched  
in a time and context in which a growing body of evidence points to the impor-
tance of play and self-regulation in promoting healthy child development.  
Recent research suggests that both play and self-regulation are central to  

4
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children’s capacity to learn and lead healthy lives (McCain, Mustard, &  
McCuaig, 2011). The research also suggests that play and self-regulation are 
linked developmentally, although other forms of activity besides play con-
tribute to self-regulation (Diamond & Lee, 2011). Measures of self-regulation 
early in life have been shown to predict future academic success, physical and 
mental health, income, occupational attainment and prestige, substance abuse 
and criminal convictions (Duckworth, 2011; Mischel et al., 2011; Moffitt et al., 
2011). The more a child is able to self-regulate, the more likely he or she is to 
live a life of increased well-being and to experience fewer setbacks. The impli-
cations of this research are significant and far-reaching. Accordingly, parents, 
schools, communities and policy makers need to respond to the question: What 
can be done to promote self-regulation in young children? 

One approach proven to be effective in developing young children’s self- 
regulation is purposeful play within a group setting, such as the kindergarten 
classroom (Bodrova & Leong, 2008; Elias & Berk, 2002). Indeed, recent studies 
indicate that adult-supported play-based programs can be successful in advanc-
ing the development of young children’s self-regulation (Bodrova & Leong, 
2008; Diamond, 2011; Diamond, Barnett, Thomas, & Munro, 2007). Further-
more, recent large-scale research from the UK suggests that overall program 
quality in early childhood settings, including appropriate provisions for play, 
is predictive of self-regulation in children who were followed to 11 years of age 
(Sylva et al., 2010). 

During play, which includes a range of highly motivating forms, children  
develop and practice skills that are fundamental to what is often meant by self- 
regulation. Play can afford opportunities for children to think flexibly and 
imaginatively; engage in goal-directed behaviour; interact, negotiate and 
cooperate with peers; exercise focused and sustained attention; and, in the 
case of pretend play, inhibit acting out of character (a feat that is only possible 
if children remember and adapt to their own and others’ roles). It is precisely 
these types of behaviours (flexible thinking, goal-directed behaviour, inhibitory 
control, focused attention) that theorists argue lie at the core of self-regulation 
(Baumeister & Vohs, 2011). Moreover, the quality of children’s play has been 
shown to predict children’s self-regulation and school readiness (Bodrova & 
Leong, 2008). 

Collectively, the above research findings provide robust justification for invest-
ment in play-based programming. A simple equation might read: 

self-regulation = critical for future academic success and overall 
well-being

play = effective means to develop self-regulation

therefore, increased opportunities for play = increased opportunities 
to develop self-regulation, thereby justifying investment in play-
based programming 
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But of course, the issue of play-based learning and programming is not this 
simple. As suggested earlier, it is the nature and quality of children’s play that 
fosters self-regulation and school readiness. Yet, at the moment, little is known 
about what differentiates effective forms of play. For example, writing about 
the Tools of the Mind approach, Blair and Diamond (2008) point out that even 
though this program has been found to foster self-regulating Executive Func-
tions (EFs), it is not clear which aspects of teacher–child interaction or child–
child interaction and which play experiences actually contribute to building 
self-regulation. 

While some researchers argue that socio-dramatic play is the crown jewel of 
children’s play and provides myriad learning opportunities, including optimal 
conditions to develop self-regulation (Elias & Berk, 2002), others argue that 
other forms of play (e.g., solitary constructive, parallel, etc.) are also important 
for development in the early learning context (Rubin, Coplan, Fox, & Calkins, 
1995). There is also controversy over what is meant by play-based learning. At 
one extreme are those who interpret play-based learning to mean providing 
children with unstructured play opportunities, with minimal adult influence or 
interference (e.g., “free play”), while at the other extreme are those who view 
play-based learning as an opportunity to structure children’s play for them, 
establishing rules and expectations to be followed during play. Further, “play-
based” may be extended to “active learning” with materials and problems in 
instructional approaches, ranging from Building Blocks for math (Clements & 
Sarama, 2007) to the provision of print-rich environments to promote emer-
gent literacy (Roskos & Neuman, 1993). The act of striking a balance between 
structured and unstructured play constitutes a great challenge for play-based 
programs. Play is a natural and motivating activity for young children, and 
while it is wise to use this naturally occurring feature of development to support 
learning and social emotional outcomes, there are unanswered questions as  
Ontario implements play-based programming across the province. A starting 
point is, “What does play-based learning look like?”

The purpose of this chapter is not to solve the issues noted above, but rather to 
provide a snapshot of play-based programming as it currently exists across seven  
full-day early learning kindergarten sites in the Greater Toronto Area (GTA). 
It is our hope that this information will prove valuable for ongoing reflection 
on and improvement of policy initiatives related to play-based programming in 
early learning contexts. We believe that it is laudable that the Ministry of Edu-
cation (MOE) and its Early Learning Division have taken a continual improve-
ment approach to the Draft Full-Day Early Learning Kindergarten Program. 

Charting Self-Regulation and Play in Full-Day Early Learning 
Contexts 
Given the central roles of play and self-regulation in Ontario’s Full-Day Early 
Learning Kindergarten-Program (Draft) and related documents, such as Early 
Learning for Every Child Today (ELECT), a major goal of this study was to 
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describe the opportunities for play and self-regulation in play-based full-day 
programs. While the MOE documents describe effective programs as being  
“intentional, play-based,” we need to be able to articulate what this looks like 
in the moment-to-moment experiences in the classroom. We wanted to move 
beyond descriptions of powerful individual play episodes to systematically look 
at the steady “drip” of everyday classroom experience. 

To achieve this goal, the research team conducted detailed observations of 36 
children across seven different full-day early learning sites within the GTA. 
These sites included the BWELC Toronto First Duty site, George Brown Col-
lege (GBC) laboratory school sites offering full-day kindergarten program-
ming and several classrooms where Full-Day Early Learning-Kindergarten had 
been implemented for at least five months. At the BWELC and FDELK sites, 
teams of kindergarten teachers and early childhood educators (ECEs) ran the 
classrooms; at GBC sites, teams of ECEs ran the class. All sites used play-based 
programming consistent with ELECT and the FDELK Program. 

At each location, four to eight children were randomly selected for observation 
(at the two larger sites, eight children were selected). Continuous running  
records were completed during10-minute intervals while the child was  
engaged in each of four contexts—transition time, play, small group instruc-
tion and whole-group instruction—for a total of 40 minutes of running records 
per individual. To examine children’s play and self-regulation behaviour, the 
TFD research team developed the Child Observation Framework (COF) to 
analyze the running records. Using each running record as the primary source 
of information, researchers completed the COF immediately following their 
in-class observations. Divided into two sections, Part A of the COF consists of 
a checklist of items related to self-regulation, while Part B consists of a checklist 
of items related to play behaviour. 

Self-Regulation. Criteria for the inclusion of self-regulation items, along with 
the creation of a working definition of self-regulation, were based on a pro-
cess of review of the following resources: Early Learning for Every Child Today 
(ELECT)(Best Start Expert Panel on Early Learning, 2007; With Our Best  
Future in Mind, Every Child, Every Opportunity: Curriculum and Pedagogy for 
the Early Learning Program (ECEO)(Government of Ontario, 2007) and the 
Early Developmental Instrument (EDI) (Janus & Offord, 2007). For the purposes 
of this report, we thus adopted a practice-oriented approach to self-regulation, 
as distinct from stricter research and theory-based approaches such as those 
that focus on core cognitive executive functions (EFs). In our approach,  
practice-oriented meant generating a working definition inductively from  
examining practice and policy documents. In this approach, self-regulation  
refers to the ability to adapt one’s emotions, behaviours and attention to meet 
the demands of a given situation; it involves taking into account not only one’s 
own thoughts and feelings, but those of others as well. 
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It is important to note that self-regulation is a multifaceted construct with  
definitions that vary across disciplines, methodological approaches  
(Baumeister & Vohs, 2011) and practice-friendly versions (Shanker, 2011).  
According to Shanker’s (2011) model, widely disseminated in Canadian  
practice and policy contexts, self-regulation may best be viewed as operating 
across five different levels—biological, emotional, cognitive, social and reflective 
thinking skills—all of which are connected and potentially dependent on one 
another. The self-regulation items that appear in the COF reflect aspects of this 
model and others like it (see Baumeister & Vohs, 2011), as well as the belief that 
self-regulation behaviours may vary across contexts (free play vs. whole group). 
The 17 items included in the COF were categorized under three broad domains: 
Emotional/Motivational (five items), Social/Language (six items) and Cognitive 
(six items). Each item includes a brief description of the target behaviour, stated 
in the affirmative (e.g., appears comfortable and confident in the classroom), and 
is followed by classroom-relevant examples of that item (e.g., does not appear 
overly shy, nervous or tense, is not hesitant to enter play situations).1 Children’s 
overall self-regulation scores were expressed as the percentage of “yes”  
responses out of total opportunities to self-regulate. 

Play Behaviour. The play section (Part B) of the COF followed a similar 
format. Episodes of play observed within each child’s running record were 
coded into one of six categories: dramatic, cooperative, parallel/associative, 
solitary, onlooker and unoccupied. The frequency of episodes was calculated for 
each child.2 Play observations are discussed further in the section, “What Does 
Play Look Like in Full-Day Kindergarten?”

Engagement. In addition to COF coding of opportunities for play and self-
regulation, researchers also rated each focal child’s overall engagement with 
activities during each observational block: transitions, small group instruction, 
whole group instruction and play. The rating summarized attentional, behav-
ioural and motivational aspects of overall behaviour during the observations 
(Pagani, Fitzpatrick, & Parent, 2012). Ratings employed a three-point scale (1 = 
not engaged, 2 = somewhat engaged, 3 = very engaged), and assigned each child 
a score immediately following the observation.

1 For each item, the observer recorded “yes,” “no” or “N/A.” A “yes” response indicated that the child 
demonstrated the target behaviour across the observation blocks. A “no” response indicated that the 
child did not demonstrate the target behaviour and an “N/A” response indicated that there was no 
opportunity to observe the target behaviour. For all items in which relevant behaviour was observed 
(“yes” or “no”) the researcher provided short written descriptions of the behaviour and described the 
episode and context in which it occurred (i.e., during small or whole group instruction, transition 
or play). For items occurring in multiple episodes, coders assigned either a “yes” or “no” response 
based on whether self-regulated behaviour predominated or not.

2 If a play scenario changed from one type to another (for example, if two children initially engaged 
in parallel play with Lego blocks and then began to work cooperatively on joining their structures), 
both types of play were scored. Each child was given a percentage score for each of the six categories, 
which was calculated by dividing the number of episodes spent in the specific category of play by the 
total number of play episodes recorded for that child.
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Role of Adults and Program Structure. In addition to collecting observational 
data on individual children using running records and the COF, several other 
methods of data collection were employed. This mixed-methods approach to 
data collection allowed for a comprehensive snapshot of play-based early learn-
ing environments. Continuous running records were also conducted at three of 
the seven sites while observing program management activities of teachers  
and early childhood educators.3 As was the case with individual children, 
running records were conducted during 10-minute blocks while the educator 
was involved in transition time, play, small group instruction and whole group 
instruction. Thus, each educator was observed for a total of 40 minutes. Follow-
ing a similar format as the COF, the Program Observation Framework (POF) 
was developed as a checklist measurement tool, used to assist in analyzing the 
running records. Divided into the following six sections, the POF provided 
detailed records of educators’ program related activities as well as more general 
aspects of the program: (1) Emotional Support, (2) Classroom Organization, 
(3) Instructional Support, (4) Play, (5) Fostering Self-Regulation and Social  
Development in Children and (6) Interactions with Other Adults. Educators 
also took part in informal interviews during the observational visits. 

We also documented the structure of programming and the physical learning  
environment using the Time Space Materials People (TSMP) instrument  
(Pelletier, Power, & Park, 1993). The TSMP includes a series of questions about 
how programming organizes children’s time, space, material and the adults 
who children interact with (e.g., What are the rules for the use of space/centres? 
What are the adults doing while the children are eating? What happens during 
outdoor play?), as well as a series of observational items (e.g., sketch and photos 
of the classroom, room dimensions, approximate ratio of adults’ space to  
children’s space) and checklist responses (quality of children’s books, etc.). 

What Does Self-Regulation Look Like in Full-Day Early Learning 
Environments?
Observers recorded a total of 434 episodes presenting opportunities or situa-
tional demands for the exercise of self-regulation. This works out to an episode 
approximately every three minutes (36 children × 40 minutes for a total of 1440 
minutes). Furthermore, children were judged to respond in a self-regulated way 
to the majority of these opportunities. Of the 434 instances observed, 75% (n = 
327) were categorized as “yes,” indicating a self-regulated response. The other 
25% were scored as “no,” indicating an absence of self-regulation.4 Overall, this 
indicates a degree of success in self-regulation that also leaves room to grow 
(Shanker, 2011). Nevertheless, it should be noted that degree of success varied 
widely across individuals, as described further below. Figure 1 lists each self-
regulation item in the COF in descending order according to the total number 
of children who had the opportunity to display that behavioural item during the 

3 Hereafter, teachers and ECEs will be referred to as educators. 

4 In episodes where there were multiple opportunities for self-regulation items to occur, an overall score 
of “yes” or “no” was determined on the basis of a predominance of positive or negative responses.



FIGURE 4.1 Each item from the COF is listed in descending order according to the 
number of instances it was observed (total number of “yes” or “no” responses). 
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40 minutes of observation, and for whom those opportunities were recorded as 
“yes” or “no.” For some children there was no opportunity to display the item, 
which was noted as “N/A.” 

As expected, and as shown in Figure 4.1, some items on the checklist were  
observed more frequently than others. Items in which all children had the  
opportunity to exhibit self-regulated behaviour included, focuses and shifts 
attention as required, interacts well with peers, follows directions and expectations 
and appears comfortable and confident in the learning environment. 
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As Figure 1 also shows, there were five items for which most children did not 
have the opportunity to display relevant responses, indicated as “N/A”: During 
socio-dramatic play is able to cooperate and negotiate roles with others, consid-
ers others’ points of view and adjusts own emotions and behaviour, flexible and 
adapts to changes, calms self when faced with an emotional situation and uses 
planning to achieve a goal. Although some of these may reflect limitations of our 
observational method, the relative rarity of these items is worth noting, particu-
larly for the first item involving negotiation of roles in dramatic play. Given that 
all observations occurred in play-based environments, and that socio-dramatic 
play is cited as an ideal context for developing self-regulation, there appeared 
to be no “steady drip” of this type of behaviour. However, it is possible that the 
limited instances we did observe could have developmental impact (see the 
“sisters” role play described later in this chapter).

Figure 1 also shows that the majority of children responded successfully to  
opportunities for self-regulation. The findings also show considerable variation  
across items. For example, at the lower end, 53 % of children responded posi-
tively in terms of focuses and shifts attention as required and 64 % responded 
positively in terms of follows directions and expectations. At the higher end, 
75 % appeared comfortable and confident in the learning environment. It is worth 
noting that the behaviour children appeared to struggle with the most, focuses 
and shifts attention as required, was an item that was observed across all children. 

As noted above, when presented with an opportunity to demonstrate self- 
regulation (e.g., being presented with an emotional situation, engaging in social 
play with peers, being provided with a challenging task or activity, etc.), the  
majority of children demonstrated the ability to regulate their emotions,  
cognition and behaviour. This finding was consistent across items, individuals, 
and sites. At the individual level, 32 out of the 36 individuals observed (89 %) 
received more “yes” than “no” responses. The mean self-regulation score (per-
centage of “yes” out of combined “yes and no” responses) for all children was 
74 % (Standard deviation of 22.5 %); individual SR scores ranged from 10 % to 
100 %. There were also noticeable differences in average SR scores across sites. 
Means ranged from 59.9 % at the low end to 88.6 % at the high end. 

Although differences in mean self-regulation scores across sites are likely 
caused by a host of interacting factors (e.g., intrapersonal, demographic, other 
neighbourhood differences, etc.), the potential contributions of early learn-
ing environments cannot be ignored. Recent evidence suggests that structured 
play-based programs can be successful in advancing the development of young 
children’s self-regulation (Bodrova & Leong, 2008; Diamond, 2011; Diamond, 
Barnett, Thomas, & Munro, 2007). Clearly, however, it is not enough to imple-
ment a play-based program and expect children to transform into self-regulated 
learners. Some characteristics of play-based learning environments are more  
effective than others at fostering the development of self-regulation. In an  
attempt to better understand aspects of programs believed to promote self- 
regulation, the TFD team reviewed field notes and summaries of interviews 
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with staff from across all sites. Key program features that may be related to self-
regulation are described below. 

The Role of the Educator(s). To facilitate the development of self-regulation, 
educators must be aware of individual differences in children’s ability to self-
regulate. When interviewed, one educator explained the inherent difficulty of 
this task, noting what one child needs to self-regulate may not be what another 
child needs to self-regulate. To illustrate this point, she made comparisons of 
various children in her class and described a broad range of differences in their 
temperament (e.g., “shy” versus “outgoing”), level of excitement or arousal (e.g., 
easily “engaged” versus “easily bored”), and cognitive factors (e.g., “high” versus 
“low” academic performance). She offered the concrete example of how one 
child in her class constantly needs reminders to “hold back his excitement” and 
“calm down” while another child needs encouragement to “get excited.” What 
became clear from talking to this educator, and what we subsequently came to 
recognize in other sites, is the important role of early learning educators as keen 
observers of children’s developmental and self-regulatory needs. 

As we observed at one site, the educators were explicitly aware of the degree to 
which children required assistance entering and maintaining play with their 
peers. In fact, at the beginning of the school year, the educators at this site met 
and designed individualized plans to address the social concerns they had 
identified in several children. In their regular meetings, the team of educators 
discussed individual progress and next steps for lessening the role of the educa-
tor and thus increasing the child’s ability to self-regulate. Early in the year, these 
educators recognized the need to help one boy by teaching him explicit ways 
of asking peers to join in their play (e.g., “May I please play with you?”). By the 
end of the year the boy no longer needed help asking peers to play, and with 
proper adult guidance along the way, had developed play habits that were no 
longer bothersome to his peers. 

As can be seen in the above example, self-regulation is not contained within 
the “self,” but rather develops in a social context, which includes more and less 
regulated peers or adults (i.e., other-regulation). To help children self-regulate, 
several early learning educators reported practices they felt were effective:

1. Gradually reducing the amount of adult guidance to help chil-
dren work independently toward a goal (see example above)

2. Modeling self-regulatory behaviour

An example of the latter occurred while observing one educator lead a small 
group of children in playing a game of math bingo. Throughout the game, the 
educator demonstrated examples of self-talk (“How many do I have? I have 
one, two, three, four. Four.”), self-monitoring (e.g., checking and re-checking to 
determine whether or not she had bingo) and inhibitory control (e.g., demon-
strating how to take turns and not shout out). In opportunities such as these, 



FIGURE 4.2 Interactions between children and educators were coded as being 
academic, social, self-management prompts (in which educators encouraged 
children to develop self-regulation), direct management of children’s behaviour 
(i.e., a direct command) or affection/praise. Nearly 40 % of children’s interactions 
with educators were academic in nature. Of the academic interactions observed, 
49 % were related to literacy, 23 % art, 20 % math and 8 % science. Nearly a third of 
child-educator interactions (32.46 %) involved management of children’s behaviour. 
Of this behaviour management, self-management prompts and direct management 
of behaviour occurred with similar frequency.
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children are provided with appropriate scaffolding in which to observe and  
subsequently practice organized thought and behaviour. Nevertheless, the 
actual number of self-management prompts that children received from indi-
vidual contact with their teachers was slim (on average, each child received 1.5 
self-management prompts during the 40 minutes of observation), so educa-
tors cannot rely on their own interactions with individual children as the sole 
medium for supporting self-regulation. Rather, they have to include program 
approaches that set up peer opportunities as well, such as those featured in the 
“Tools of the Mind” curriculum (Bodrova & Leong, 2008). 

As seen in Figure 4.2, nearly one third of all of the interactions that children 
had with their educators involved behaviour management. Behaviour manage-
ment techniques were separated into self-management prompts, in which the 
educator scaffolded the children’s ability to monitor and manage their own 
behaviour, and direct management techniques, which involved the educator 
issuing a direct command for a specific behaviour. In the situation of a child 
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playing noisily, for example, a self-management prompt would involve the 
educator commenting to the child that she could hear his voice from the other 
side of the classroom (and thus supporting him in recognizing and dealing with 
the problem). Alternatively, direct management of behaviour would involve the 
educator explicitly telling the child to lower his voice. Direct behaviour com-
mands occurred approximately as frequently as did self-management prompts. 
It’s possible that in the hustle and bustle inherent in early learning environ-
ments, educators find it challenging to manage children’s behaviour using 
self-management prompts, and instead offer direct commands. How ECEs and 
kindergarten teachers can blend expertise and training in understanding child 
development and employing play-based learning are considered in the BWELC 
case study in Chapter 3 of this report.

Time, Space, Materials and People. Early learning educators also support the 
development of children’s self-regulation by effectively managing time, space, 
materials and people. To illustrate what this might look like, we offer the follow-
ing description of one of the programs observed: 

The children barely noticed as the researchers entered the room. 
They were deeply engaged in their own self-selected activities. 
A boy and a girl with headphones on sat next to each other on a 
small sofa, periodically breaking their silent concentration to look 
up at one another and laugh about the audio’s content. Nearby, two 
girls sat quietly next to one another at the art table, both holding 
pieces of paper close to their faces as they carefully manipulated 
their scissors’ paths. At the carpeted area, a group of children 
laughed, shouted and jumped up and down as they managed their 
own game of math bingo. In a private and cozy corner of the car-
peted area, a girl was sprawled out and busy assembling a puzzle. 
A small group of boys at the block area hurriedly moved around in 
a cooperative effort to construct the “perfect bobsled.” While this 
was happening, the early learning educators—including a student 
ECE—were observed walking from child to child, group to group, 
showing an interest in their activities by asking questions, prompt-
ing them with new ideas and periodically joining in their play. 

Within this classroom, there was little unproductive play behaviour (12.8 % 
of play episodes were coded as onlooker/unoccupied, while nearly half of the 
play was dramatic or cooperative), affording many opportunities for children 
to develop self-regulatory skills. Children were allotted large chunks of time 
to engage in an assortment of activities of their choice. As a result, there were 
fewer transitions and an increase in sustained attention on a single task. The 
room was used to its full potential as children were spread out and performed 
movements as the space encouraged. Activities varied and contained an ever-
changing selection of materials. The educators encouraged children to explore 
the materials in new ways and used the materials as a starting point for more 
intentional instruction and learning opportunities (e.g., How many different 
ways can those blocks be used to form a square?). The educators roamed the 
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room separately but appeared to work as a team with awareness of one another’s 
paths and instructional objectives. With effective management of time, space, 
materials and people, the classroom appeared to be a place in which all its 
members are happy, playing/learning, moving, socializing and engaged, with 
mostly successful opportunities for self-regulation. 

Nevertheless, there is still healthy and sometimes critical reflection on practice 
in these classrooms. An example of an area for continued analysis is how “free” 
choice of activities and emergent themes should be. In providing students with 
free choice in their selection of activities and play, educators face the issue of 
certain children self-selecting activities that “play” to their strengths (e.g., build-
ing) and not necessarily their weaknesses (e.g., literacy). Concerns with how 
to deal with this issue were voiced by several early learning educators: “There 
are always those children who play at the same centre over and over again.” In 
discussing ways to resolve this issue, possibilities emerged, as educators dis-
cussed various approaches they saw as helpful but not without limitations. For 
example, one educator explained how she sometimes feels obligated to assign 
children to different centres, but then feels guilty for taking choice away. This is 
yet another example of the challenge educators face in striking the appropriate 
balance between free play and structured or guided play. Indeed, early learning 
educators must be mindful of how their management of time, space, materials 
and people afford children opportunities to build on their strengths, but also 
allow for the development of news skills and strengths. 

Level of Engagement
Children’s engagement in the classroom depends largely on self-regulation 
skills (Pagani, Fitzpatrick, & Parent, 2012). In fact, classroom engagement, as 
defined by Pagani and colleagues (2012), shares many of the defining features of 
self-regulation, including: adapting to the classroom environment, self-control, 
persistence, the ability to work well independently and with peers, attentional 
and emotional regulation and cognitive flexibility. When comparing the key 
features of classroom engagement listed above with the self-regulation items in 
the COF (see Figure 4.1), one cannot help but notice the considerable overlap. 
Perhaps this is not surprising considering that both constructs are multidimen-
sional and attempt to define an aspect of self that underlies the mobilization of 
goal-directed or motivated behaviours. To be sure, the classroom is a dynamic 
and complex environment and at times calls for “up-regulation” (e.g., mobiliza-
tion of energy), while at other times calls for “down-regulation” (e.g., calming 
oneself). To maintain engagement in such an environment requires top-down 
control processes (cognitive control) that are intimately linked with the ability 
to self-regulate. As an overall measure of self-regulation skills and motivation, 
the TFD researchers examined children’s levels of engagement throughout the 
school day. 

To gauge children’s level of engagement, researchers used a three-point scale (1 
= not engaged, 2 = somewhat engaged, 3 = very engaged) based on degree of 
attentiveness and concentration, and assigned each child a score immediately 



FIGURE 4.3 Whole group instruction had the lowest percentage of children con-
sidered “highly engaged.” Self-regulation scores were not significantly related to 
engagement in whole group lessons, but were predictive of engagement in small-
group instruction. 
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following each observational block: transitions, small group instruction, whole 
group instruction and play (see Figure 4.3). Overall, children were most engaged 
during small group instruction, followed by play, transitions and lastly, whole 
group instruction. In comparing mean self-regulation scores with mean level of 
engagement scores, sites that ranked higher in self-regulation also tended  
to rank higher in levels of engagement. At the individual level, children’s self-
regulation scores were modestly correlated to their level of engagement during 
small group instruction (r = .42, p <.05), but interestingly, not during whole 
group instruction (r = .22, n.s.). All children in the study, regardless of whether 
their self-regulation score was at the low or high end of the spectrum, demon-
strated similar levels of engagement during whole group instruction. This is not 
to say that whole group instruction is inefficient as a means of engaging stu-
dents and developing self-regulation. What this finding might suggest, however, 
is the need to reconsider ways in which to raise and sustain children’s level of 
engagement during whole group instruction. 

Self-Regulation and Social Interactions
Although the term evokes images of egocentrism, self-regulation is just as much 
about others as it is about the self. Self-regulation is learned, practised and put to 
the test largely in interacting with others. In this study, children’s self-regulation 



FIGURE 4.4 The majority of children’s interactions were social-conversational. 
Nearly one quarter of all child–child interactions were academic, meaning that 
children were actively exploring concepts related to literacy, math, science or art. 
Of these academic interactions, nearly two-thirds were related to literacy (66 %), 
14 % were related to mathematics and 20 % were related to art. There were no 
science-related child–child interactions observed in this study. 
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scores (i.e., percentage of “yes” scores on COF items out of total number of “yes” 
and “no” items) were significantly related to their ratio of successful to unsuc-
cessful play attempts with peers. Children with higher self-regulation scores 
were more likely to successfully initiate and enter play with peers and less likely 
to be rejected (the correlation between self-regulation score and success rate in 
initiations was significant at r =.54, p <.001). In a similar vein, children’s self-
regulation scores were negatively correlated with the number of negative interac-
tions they experienced with peers. Children’s self-regulation scores were signifi-
cantly correlated with engagement in unoccupied and onlooker behaviour  
(r = –2.94, p < .05). Although not observed frequently, unoccupied behaviour 
was much more likely to be seen in children with the lowest scores of self- 
regulation. Indeed, the mean self-regulation score for children who engaged in 
unoccupied behaviour (M = 65 %) was significantly lower (t = –2.34, p <.05) 
than for those who did not demonstrate unoccupied behaviour (M = 78 %). 

As seen can be seen in Figure 4.4, the children in these play-based, full-day 
classrooms appeared to get along well with their peers and demonstrated many 
positive interactions. Disputes between children were rare, constituting less 
than 10 % of all child–child interactions. Moreover, the children in this study 
were highly successful at initiating play with their peers. Both explicit (i.e., 
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directly asking to play with a peer) and implicit initiations (i.e., engaging in a 
behaviour with a peer that leads to social play) were coded from the running 
records. Out of all of the initiations made by children in the study, nearly three-
quarters (74.8 %) were successful in leading to a social play scenario. 

What Does Play Look Like in Full-Day Kindergarten? 
Forming a cornerstone of healthy child development, play is also considered to 
be a vehicle that drives young children’s early learning. All full-day classrooms 
observed in this study use a self-described play-based curriculum; within these 
classrooms, play took place in many forms, potentially serving a wide variety 
of developmental needs. We know from previous TFD research that children 
value play above all other forms of activity in early learning settings (Corter et 
al., 2007). In the current observations, children were observed to be the most 
engaged during play and small group instruction (see Figure 4.3). 

Types of play observed. Play categories were developed for the Child 
Observation Framework by adapting the existing literature on types of play.  
We condensed the categories from Rubin’s (2001) Play Observation Scale to  
create six play categories: socio-dramatic, cooperative, parallel, solitary,  
onlooker and unoccupied. Table 4.1 provides definitions for each category. 

Category Definition

Socio-dramatic Child is playing with at least one other child in a manner that 
involves creating a dramatic situation and enacting roles in 
this situation, or attributing the roles to another object, such 
as a doll. Children are pretending to be something else, and 
their roles complement each other. Solitary dramatic play 
(e.g., playing in kitchen centre by herself) is not included.

Cooperative Child is playing with at least one other child in a game or 
activity that does not involve creating a dramatic situation. 
Examples include playing tag, playing together on a puzzle, 
working together to build something with blocks, etc. 

Parallel Child is playing in a close proximity to another child (or 
children), either with the same materials or different ones. 
Children may interact or converse, but do not actually join 
their play together.

Solitary Child is playing alone and is not interacting with peers. All 
types of solitary play are included in this category (e.g., a 
child playing alone with dolls, puzzles, going down the slide). 

Onlooker Child is watching another child or other children play, but is 
not interacting or contributing to the play situation. 

Unoccupied Child is not engaged in any play or other productive behav-
iour. May be engaged in “functional” behaviour (e.g., tapping 
pencil versus using pencil as a drum) or other behaviours 
such as wandering around the room, sitting alone, etc.

TABLE 4.1 Definitions for play categories used in the COF



FIGURE 4.5 This chart shows the breakdown of play behaviour for the 160 play 
episodes observed across all six sites.
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Play episodes were coded into one of the six categories, and were then converted 
into percentages to determine how often these categories were represented 
in children’s play (see Figure 4.5). Children appear to balance the majority of 
their time between parallel play and social play (i.e., cooperative and socio-
dramatic). Indeed, social play and parallel play each comprised 37 % of the play 
episodes, while solitary play comprised only 15 %. Onlooker and unoccupied 
behaviour occurred very rarely, together comprising only 11 % of the play epi-
sodes. 

Types of play behaviour were related to children’s self-regulation scores and var-
ied in relatively frequency across the sites. Children with lower self-regulation 
scores engaged in more unoccupied and onlooker behaviour (r = –.38, p < .05). 
A child’s percentage of dramatic/cooperative play episodes was not significantly 
correlated with individual self-regulation scores, indicating that self-regulated 
children may be engaging in activities other than socio-dramatic or cooperative 
play that serve to promote self-regulation. 

Research suggests that socio-dramatic play is important for promoting positive 
development, including self-regulation and language (Bodrova & Leong, 2008). 
However, only 15 % of the episodes observed in this study were coded as  
socio-dramatic. Nevertheless, we observed opportunities for cognitive growth 
and self-regulation in other forms of play. For example as Rubin (1982) noted 
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years ago, solitary play may provide opportunities for learning and develop-
ment. In the episodes we observed, it is important to note that in some cases 
of solitary and parallel play, children demonstrated positive self-regulation 
and prosocial behaviour to maintain the play episode (see text box #1). Thus, 
it appears that a deeper examination of the types of play behaviour that occur 
in full-day classrooms and how these behaviours connect to developmental 
outcomes is needed. It is possible that in the context of a full-day classroom, a 
balance of different play types might afford the optimal range of development 
opportunities for children. In addition, children may also have more “space” to 
self regulate by balancing their time between peer interaction and more indi-
vidual play depending on their individual needs.

It is important to note that when cooperative or socio-dramatic play occurred, 
children demonstrated self-regulation and prosocial behaviour to maintain 
the play episode. Dramatic play may be powerful when it does occur, even 
though it occurs relatively rarely. For example, while pretending to be teenage 
sisters, two girls resolved a small dispute regarding who got to “go to school” to 
maintain their play (see text box#2). In resolving this dispute, the two practised 
suppression of their immediate desires to achieve their shared goal. Examples of 
goal-sharing occurred during cooperative peer play, as well. 

TEXT BOX #1

Examples of developmental opportunities in non-social play

A 4-year-old girl, Olivia*, sits in the puzzle centre of her full-day classroom, 
quietly selecting activities from the shelf, completing them and returning 
them where she found them. She responds with a smile when a peer hands 
her a plastic purple wand, but continues to play independently. When a 
group of boisterous boys begins engaging in rough-and-tumble play beside 
her, she picks up the book that she was flipping through and moves a few feet 
away from them. It’s clear that she is focused on her book, and she occasion-
ally can be seen mouthing the words as she is reading them.

Patreem* and another child are playing at the water table. Although the two 
are both using the containers, tubes and funnels in the water table, they do 
not interact or speak to each other much. Patreem carefully fills up a small 
container with water and transfers it to a larger jug without spilling. It takes 
him several times to fill the large jug in this manner. When he’s finished, he 
pours out the water from the large jug back into the water table. Patreem 
gets excited when he realizes that he can use the jug to pour water into the 
corner of the table and watch it flow down the side. He pours a little too 
quickly, however, and some of the water spills over onto the floor. His peer at 
the water table watches him as he pours water into the corner, and begins to 
copy this behaviour. Both boys pour water into their respective corners of the 
table without much direct interaction. 
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In both vignettes, the focal children are playing independently from their 
peers. Both children, however, demonstrate prosocial behaviour when 
peers enter their solitary play. Furthermore, while playing independently, 
these children demonstrate self-regulated behaviour by identifying and 
carrying out their own personal play goals. Olivia is engrossed in a book 
and gives herself space when some loud children get too close to her.  
Patreem appears to be developing concepts of volume and capacity as he 
experiments with the larger and smaller jugs. Furthermore, although he 
and his peer borrow ideas from each other for water play, each child main-
tains his own goal-oriented activities. Overall, both Patreem and Olivia 
demonstrate that solitary and parallel play offer important opportunities 
for positive development, especially when alternated with plentiful oppor-
tunities for peer interaction.

TEXT BOX #2

Examples of peer-interaction in socio-dramatic play

The pretend play scenario begins with the statement, “Let’s act sisters.” The 
two girls being observed begin walking and talking with an attitude that is 
stereotypical of female adolescents. Pretence is suddenly brought to a halt 
when one of the girls breaks character to attend to a practical need: “Wait! 
What is your name? I need to know your sister name.” Without giving her 
playmate enough time to respond, she impatiently solves the problem herself 
by stating, “Ok well my name is Sarah and your name is Jill. So come on let’s 
go now.” 

For the next few minutes the girls are observed walking around the class-
room. As they approach the drama centre they stop alongside a table. Sarah 
looks to Jill, and asks her “What do you want to get?” Jill promptly replies, 
“I’m going to get a sandwich and a vanilla latte.” After a few seconds of wait-
ing for their food to be served, they reach across the table and pick up their 
imaginary food. The two girls look up and smile at the “person” who handed 
them their food. One after another they say “Thank you,” before turning their 
backs and entering the drama centre. 

Once in the drama centre their make-believe play becomes a little more dra-
matic. Sarah turns to look at Jill and says “I’m going to school now,” and Jill 
replies, “Me too.”

“But I am 16 and you’re not.” 

“Yes I am 16 too.” 

“No you are 14 and I am 16 so you stay here and I go to school.” 

“But I want to go to school too.” 
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“Fine, forget it. We both won’t go to school.”

The two girls stop talking and for several seconds do not look at each other or 
engage in conversation. Their facial expressions and body language indicate 
that they are upset. After some time of staring down toward a pile of drama 
props, Sarah reaches for a suitcase, picks it up and begins looking inside. She 
returns her attention to Jill and says, “I’m going to pack my suitcase. Hmmm. 
What do I need?” This gesture is all that is required to break the silence as 
the two girls return to playing the roles of teenage sisters. 

This observation shows some of the opportunities that dramatic play  
affords for the development of self-regulation in terms of executive func-
tions, such as working memory and flexibility (Bedrova & Leong, 2008). 
The girls need to maintain the memory around their assigned/negotiated 
roles. Sarah needs to flexibly adapt her proposal for the role of being the 
older sister and going to school. At the same time, these self-regulation 
skills flow into social regulation and social skills or character development, 
as they may be called in classrooms at higher-grade levels in the education 
system (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2008).

TEXT BOX #3

The educators’ role in scaffolding children’s play 

A group of four boys is playing in the block area, with the educator observing 
nearby. Each boy has a large block in hand and they take turns pretending 
to use the blocks as bobsleds. They slide their block, or “bobsled,” on the car-
peted floor and pretend to race down the track. After several complaints that 
one of the boys is not racing on the proper imaginary track, they begin to 
discuss ways to build one. They quickly decide where to build it, but struggle 
with the issue of how to build it. The ECE approaches and prompts them 
with the question, “What can we put on the carpet that would stick to it?” 
A boy shouts out, “Tape!” A few minutes later, with the help of the ECE, the 
boys have designed a race track by placing two long pieces of masking tape 
parallel to one another along the surface of the carpet. The ECE is observed 
exiting the play scenario and approaching another small group of children. 
The boys take turns racing their bobsleds down the track, but are soon 
confronted with another issue of how to best determine the winner. Again, 
the ECE senses that this is an appropriate time to facilitate and approaches 
the boys. She asks them, “How do they know who wins the bobsled races in 
the Olympics?” The boys stop to think about this for a moment before one of 
the boys enthusiastically responds, “Oh about the time. They time it.” For the 
next half-hour, without further prompting from the ECE, the boys take turns 
racing their bobsleds down their custom-designed track, counting aloud each 
other’s race times and recording them on a nearby whiteboard. 
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By carefully observing the play behaviours of this group of boys, the ECE 
was able to offer a few prompts that helped the boys enrich and extend 
their play experience, providing them with opportunities to explore 
concepts related to mathematics (e.g., through measurement of time) and 
literacy (e.g., through recording their scores on the whiteboard). The ECE 
made herself available to the boys during periods of struggle, but when 
it was clear that the boys were capable of playing independently she was 
quick to exit the play scenario and make herself available to other children 
in other play areas. 

The example in text box #3 helps to illustrate an important finding regarding 
the nature and quality of children’s play, and furthermore, what educators can 
do to extend children’s informal understandings. In keeping with the example 
of children’s block play, consider how various types of play with blocks might 
afford different learning opportunities. Research shows that during unstruc-
tured or free block play, children demonstrate mathematical understandings of 
spatial relationships and the physical properties of objects (Kamii, Miyakawa, 
& Kato, 2004), concepts that have been shown to predict later school achieve-
ment in mathematics (Wolfgang, Stannard, & Jones, 2001). In short, free play 
with blocks encourages children to think mathematically. However, the  
opportunities for learning do not end here. There is an emerging consensus 
that “play alone does not guarantee mathematical learning will take place” and 
that although children do learn from play, “they can learn much more with 
artful guidance and challenging activities provided by their teachers” (Seo & 
Ginsburg, 2004, p. 103). In a study by Casey and colleagues (2008), structured 
play with blocks was found to be superior to free play with blocks in facilitat-
ing children’s spatial reasoning abilities. Features of this description also can be 
seen in the example in text box #3, in which the educator artfully introduced 
the boys to new ideas and directions that they were then able to incorporate 
into their own independent play. Without this skillful intervention, it is easy to 
imagine how the boys’ rich social, imaginative and mathematical play might 
have ceased to exist. 

Overall, the findings from the play observation component of the Child Obser-
vation Framework indicate that play indeed drives learning and development 
in full-day classrooms. When playing, children are highly engaged and dem-
onstrate self-regulation, positive peer interactions and cognitive development. 
Moreover, when children are playing, the majority of their episodes are produc-
tive in that there are very few episodes of onlooker or unoccupied behaviour 
(see Figure 4.5). Finally, children tend to be quite successful in their bids for 
social play amongst peers. Taken together, these findings suggest that full-day 
classrooms can be positive environments for children to engage in the very seri-
ous business of play.
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Conclusions and Future Directions
K E Y  F I N D I N G S

Children in full-day kindergarten are generally able to self-regulate, 
but with appropriate levels of challenge; variations are found across 
children, sites and type of classroom activity.
• Children tend to respond positively in situations requiring self-regulation. 

The overall average for children was 75 % of positive responses, indicating 
general success but with room for development.

• At the same time there are large individual differences in percentages of 
successful negotiation ranging from 10 % to 100 %, as would be expected in 
classes with a two-year age range.

• There was also variation across classroom samples; site averages for chil-
dren’s self-regulation scores ranged from 60 % to 89 %.

• The self-regulation item on the COF with which the most children had dif-
ficulty was Focuses and Shifts Attention as Required, with just over half of the 
children (53 %) assigned a “yes” for this item. 

• Children exhibited the highest levels of engagement in play and small-group 
instruction and lower engagement in whole group lessons. While chil-
dren’s self-regulation scores were positively correlated with engagement in 
small-group settings, there was no relationship between self-regulation and 
engagement in whole group lessons.

Educators play an important role in developing self-regulation.
• Educators reported intentionally adapting their practice to help children 

regulate their behaviour, thoughts, emotions and social interactions.

• Educators appear to use self-management prompts as frequently as they use 
direct behaviour commands; one-third of all interactions between children 
and their teachers were coded as behaviour management.

• Although educators set the stage, the time that they directly interact with 
each individual child is limited, suggesting that how they set the stage for 
peer interactions is crucial and that the development of self-regulation will 
depend on both adults and peers.

Children in full-day kindergarten tend to have positive interactions with 
their peers and engage in productive play behaviour.
• Overall, the majority of children’s peer interactions were positive with 

relatively few disputes. Children were successful in initiating play with their 
peers. Those with higher self-regulation scores were more likely to success-
fully initiate and enter play with peers and were less likely to be rejected. 

• Unoccupied behaviour occurred very rarely, but was more likely to be seen 
among children with low self-regulation scores.
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• Children appear to balance their time between social play (socio-dramatic 
and cooperative) and non-social play (parallel and solitary). 

• Socio-dramatic play occurred relatively infrequently (15 % of play episodes) 
and opportunities for self-regulation occurred in other types of play.

Implications and Future Directions
• While the majority of children appeared to consistently self-regulate, 

approximately one-tenth of the children in the study responded with self-
regulating behaviour to fewer than half the opportunities. Future research 
should look at the impact of early interventions on children who struggle 
with self-regulation, or to rearranging the demands for some children to 
increase opportunities for success. 

• Given the lower levels of engagement in whole-group instruction, educators 
can look for ways to better engage students during whole-group activities 
(e.g., by reducing time spent on more mechanical aspects such as taking 
attendance etc.), and can consider employing more small-group activities 
when providing instruction.

• One method through which educators may promote self-regulation is by 
using self-management prompts rather than direct behaviour commands 
when managing children’s behaviour. Given the relative lack of self- 
management prompts observed, however, educators may need to make a 
more conscious effort to use mindful talk and provide behaviour manage-
ment instructions that better scaffold children’s developing self-regulation.

• More research is needed on exploring the link between types of play and out-
comes for children’s self-regulation. Specifically, given the relatively low levels 
of socio-dramatic play observed in this sample, more research is needed  
on how children develop self-regulation through other types of play and 
activity. Additionally, future work is needed to address how early learning-
kindergarten classrooms can promote more social-dramatic play.
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Beyond School-Based Hubs in 
Toronto Best Start: Observations 
of Community Service Clusters 
and Collaborative Approaches for 
Young Children and Families
Tomoko Arimura   •   Saba Mir   •   Carl Corter    •   Karen Guthrie1 

Overview
The general goal of this study was to look at how different services in three 
Toronto communities work together in clusters or networks, as distinct from 
integrated work through well-defined hubs as in the case of Toronto First Duty 
sites. The research was meant to add to understanding of local collaborative 
partnerships as background for the movement to integrate more service in the 
early years. At the provincial level, this movement has been advocated over 
the last decade through Ontario’s Best Start with extensions into future plan-
ning of Child and Family Centres (CFCs) as envisioned in the Pascal report 
(2009). This study was carried out as a partnership between the City of Toronto 
Children’s Services division and the Toronto First Duty team, partly to pro-
vide context for Toronto’s Best Start planning as it relates to CFCs. It also had 
the general aim of providing a different perspective on service integration to 
complement the school-based hub model in TFD.

Background
The specific aims of the study were both descriptive and conceptual. We set out 
to describe behaviours, activities and attitudes that promote collaboration or 
integration among services and with families, and the potential of more inte-
grated approaches to improve the lives of children and families. These descrip-
tions were based on interviews with key informants from different service 
sectors including schools, child care and family support programs. 

1 Children’s Services Division, City of Toronto

5
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At a conceptual level, we hoped to clarify the meaning of collaboration/integra-
tion as practiced in the communities we studied and to relate it to the social 
ecology of the differing neighbourhoods. Terms such as “communication, 
cooperation, collaboration and integration” are sometimes used interchange-
ably, but can also be seen on a continuum. Integration generally implies a more 
advanced and formalized approach to working together. “Service partner-
ships” is another broad term that implies more than “communication.” Given 
the diversity of terminology, conceptual clarity is important as services seek to 
improve the ways they work together.

As a way to measure program capacity on a continuum of integration, TFD 
(2006) developed the Indicators of Change, a measurement tool to support 
movement toward full integration. Even with the fairly detailed TFD definition 
of integration in the school hub model along five dimensions (staff, program-
ming, access, governance and parent-community engagement), there was initial 
confusion around how to implement and increase integration as TFD sites got 
off the ground. The Indicators tool and the clarity it gave to conceptual integra-
tion (see Colley, 2006) was one of the most positively received supports to sites 
in implementing integrated work in the development of the integrated hub 
model across the five sites in TFD Phase 1.

Conceptual Integration means arranging time for practitioners and community 
members to understand, develop and maintain integration (Corter & Peters, 
2011). Findings from TFD showed that the process of using the Indicators 
helped staff and management at the sites to reach a shared understanding of 
integration and how it was working. A simplified version of this tool has been 
developed to gauge integration in the Ontario-wide roll-out of Full-Day Early 
Learning Kindergartens with a focus on benchmarks for integrated staff team-
work, programming and parent engagement (see Appendix 2 in this report).

An inherent challenge in understanding integration, both practically and con-
ceptually, is its complexity. Integration can take place at different levels, from 
service delivery in the community—the focus of this study—to higher levels of 
system integration, across large-scale service delivery organizations, levels of 
government and different ministries. Integration also takes different forms at 
the community level, such as hubs, centres, networks and service navigation/
referral models. Informal networks are common in community-based coordi-
nation of services for children and families (Siraj-Blatchford & Siraj-Blatchford, 
2009). In the present study, it was not clear at the outset how services might be 
connected in the three communities, so we adopted the term service clusters to 
denote that multiple services were available. Although each community had an 
Ontario Early Years Centre, they were not grand organizers of services across 
other agencies.

There is some way to go before practitioners and stakeholders 
develop a clear understanding of integrated services. The evidence 
suggests that the current guidance and terminology associated with 
integrated service provision need greater clarity (Report on UK 
service integration from Siraj-Blatchford & Siraj-Blatchford, 2009).
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Community Case Studies 
The descriptive work we intended to do was to clarify how services are pursu-
ing integration goals and how working together was seen to improve service 
for young children and families. We employed a case study methodology and 
carried out semi-structured key informant interviews. Twenty-four interviews 
were carried out across three communities with service leaders in child care, 
family support, multi-service agencies, Ontario Early Years Centres (OEYCs) 
and schools. 

The communities were chosen on the basis of several criteria. Each community 
served children who came from low-income families, many of whom were  
recent immigrants; and each had an OEYC and multiple services clustered in 
the community in sufficient numbers to provide the potential for collaboration.

At the same time, there were important differences in community ecologies. 
One neighbourhood included more middle-class families; one was a priority 
neighbourhood as defined by the United Way; and the third had a public school 
with Model Schools support determined by the TDSB Learning Opportunity 
Index. In the first neighbourhood there is lower population density, the schools 
are smaller and transportation is generally needed to access services, whereas 
in the other higher-density neighbourhoods families are often able to walk to 
the services. Furthermore the communities had different histories of service 
work that were reported to contribute to current levels of working together. In 
the first community, the OEYC had been established in a way that appeared to 
concentrate services in that centre, whereas service leadership for collabora-
tion was more widely distributed in the other two communities with higher 
levels of collaboration. Nevertheless, existing collaborations were valued in all 
three communities and more collaboration in the future was seen as desirable. 
Cross-site analysis of the key informant interviews revealed additional com-
mon themes that emerged despite the differences in community ecologies and 
current levels of collaboration. The results presented below reveal some of these 
patterns. Within each community, key informants were sampled from leaders in 
categories of child care, family supports, multiple service organizations includ-
ing OEYCs and schools.

Findings
All informants reported that their organization had working relationships with 
other services, with the number ranging from 3 to 18. What constituted “work-
ing together” varied in the reports. For example, in terms of number of con-
tacts, the range was from yearly, to every week, or even daily in a few cases. 

In descriptions of the nature of important partnerships, a number of dimen-
sions were named by at least a quarter of the informants. These included 
information sharing, community/client needs, frequent contact and close 
relationships. Shared space or funding were also common bonds. Other kinds 
of sharing were rarely mentioned (sharing power, goals, history, learning and 



FIGURE 5.1  This figure shows how participants describe the nature of “important” 
partnerships; a number of dimensions were named by at least a quarter of the infor-
mants. These included information sharing, community/client needs, and frequent 
contact and close relationships.  Shared space or funding were also common 
bonds.  The majority of participants described information sharing as definitive of 
important partnerships. Notably, collaborative program delivery was mentioned by 
only two of 24 informants.
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staffing). Figure 5.1 shows the number of informants mentioning these catego-
ries out of the sample of 24.

We also asked about the impetus for developing partnerships. The most  
common reason was to enhance capacity to meet changing community needs. 
Other reasons included collaboration initiatives and a history of working  
together. For example:

With every change you recognize a new partnership. A partnership 
may not last for life. It may just be to address a certain need and 
once that need is addressed, your partnership may change.

A series of questions explored benefits of developing partnerships for the orga-
nization, for children and parents and for the community in general. 
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Benefits for the Organization
Commonly cited benefits for developing partnerships clustered around several 
different kinds of benefits for staff and easier referrals. Staff benefits included 
building capacity for working with other services and information exchange, 
as well as opportunities for joint professional development. Together the vari-
ous types of staff benefits represented about 40 % of all types of organizational 
benefits mentioned.2 Making referrals easier was the next highest subcategory 
at 12 % of all benefits mentioned for the organization. General organizational 
benefits also mentioned by a few informants included easier access to informa-
tion and more access to funding. Other benefits, such as shared outreach to 
families and collaborative programming, were mentioned by only one or two 
informants. 

Benefits for Children and Families
The major benefit to developing partnerships cited for children and families 
clustered around improved referrals and smoother access to services (see Figure 
5.2). In fact, more than half of the cited benefits (51 %) fell into a referral/access 
subcategory. Direct benefits for parenting were less common at 32 %, includ-
ing parent engagement with services and other benefits for social networking 
and empowerment. Direct benefits for children at 16 % were less common 
still; these included more learning opportunities and more consistency in 
routines. The benefit of joint programming to meet individual child needs was 
mentioned by a single informant, although referral to specialized services was 
mentioned by six informants. For example:

Because I have working relationships with community agencies,  
I can tell parents who they will connect with if they need to access 
services at a particular agency. You can reassure them that they 
don’t need to be afraid. 

Interestingly, one informant suggested that service collaboration contributed to 
better access for parents through the networking of parents themselves: 

It was of great importance for us to demonstrate to parents that we 
are willing to work together. Parents then would do outreach for 
us, spreading the word about a program in the community, which 
would result in other parents joining our programs.

Benefits for the Community
The major benefit of cluster service partnerships was seen as being enhanced 
community cohesiveness/sense of belonging. This subcategory represented  

2 Because the interviews were open-ended, informants could cite multiple benefits. For example, 
the 24 informants mentioned 41 benefits for the organization. Thus, percentage of total benefits 
mentioned is used as one metric of the importance of subcategories, along with the total number of 
informants mentioning a subcategory.



FIGURE 5.2  Key informants cited a number of benefits of partnerships for children 
and families. Improved referrals and smoother access to services was the most 
common benefit.
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58 % of the cited benefits. Additional benefits included strengthening the com-
munity capacity to respond to community needs (13 % of cited benefits) and 
social support networks for families (11 % of cited benefits). As one key infor-
mant said:

It’s giving people a sense of belonging and purpose. And I think it 
strengthens what a community is and how people respond in an 
area or community, if people are committed or feel a sense of com-
mitment from partners.

Indicators of Benefits
Much of the reporting on the benefits to developing partnerships was based on 
anecdotal reports in the community or hearing from families personally (49 % 
of cited indicators). Some informants reported using client satisfaction surveys, 
participation levels and community level EDI (Early Development Instrument) 
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reports. Percentages of cited indicators were 19 % for client surveys, 14 % for 
participation and 11 % for EDI. Overall, these results show that just as there is 
no overall unifying platform for collaboration in the communities, there is no 
unifying approach to assessing how collaboration is working.

Overcoming Challenges and Supporting Collaboration
The familiar refrains of funding, leadership, time to meet and space were fre-
quently mentioned as both challenges and supports to sustaining and deep-
ening collaboration (69 % of cited challenges and supports). Organizational 
mandates were also seen as crucial to improved collaboration (10 % of cited 
challenges and supports).

Discussion and Conclusions
The descriptive findings from this study show that early childhood service lead-
ers value working with other services and organizations. In the diverse commu-
nities we sampled, working together is seen as important in meeting child and 
family needs since individual services “can’t do it alone” and communities are 
constantly changing. Every key informant reported that their organization had 
service organization partners in the community and that these partnerships had 
a variety of benefits. The direct benefits of developing partnerships for children 
and families were mainly seen in terms of improved referrals and access. Other 
benefits for parenting were noted, including improved parent engagement with 
services. The service organizations themselves were reported to benefit in a 
number of ways, including making the referral process to other services easier. 
Direct benefits to staff of developing partnerships were the most common form 
of organizational benefit, including opportunities for joint professional develop-
ment and learning to work with other professions. Beyond the direct benefits 
for children, families and service organizations, many of the informants believe 
that community cohesion improves when services work together, with ripple 
effects out through parent networks fostered by collaborative approaches. 

Despite this positive picture, there are also cautions in the findings. It should be 
noted that the variety of suggested benefits for existing partnerships could be 
viewed as a weakness as well as a strength if it means there is no consensus on 
the central aims of collaboration. Furthermore, there are limits to what working 
together means in the current service context, where system support, funding 
and space for collaboration are limiting factors. Communication and informa-
tion sharing are common partnership activities, and may enhance referrals or 
directing parents to other services, but joining up programming appears to be 
rare. In addition, systematic tracking of referrals and monitoring of the benefits 
of working together are not happening. For example, although access to services 
may be improved through working together, there is no systematic tracking of 
outreach for preschool services. Organizational mandates for working together 
are missing, so history, good will and relationships keep the collaboration going 
here and there. 
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Community ecologies can also enhance or limit the ease with which services 
work with each other and with families. For example, when families can walk 
to services and services are close to each other, joining up can happen more 
naturally. Also, when services have a history of working together in a respectful 
way, it maintains momentum for working together. 

Overall, the findings in this study replicate the goodwill and readiness to collab-
orate found in the Toronto Best Start (2007) survey to assess the level of collabo-
ration among the three core early years streams: child care, kindergarten and 
family supports. Nevertheless, overall levels of collaboration are low in both the 
2007 survey and in the informants’ reports in this study. In the earlier survey,  
77 % of the respondents scored at the co-existence level, 16 % at the  
coordination level and only 7 % scored at the highest level-collaboration or  
integration. In the current interviews, most reports of working together reflected  
communication and coordination more than higher levels of collaboration and 
integration such as joint programming. Communication sometimes simply 
meant learning about other kinds of child and family services in the commu-
nity. Coordination sometimes meant referrals that were informal suggestions to 
parents about accessing additional services, which may or may not be related to 
special needs. 

The current study also documents that there is room to develop conceptual 
clarity on what working together means, why it is worth doing and how to 
benchmark levels of collaboration and systematically assess its benefits.  
Recognizing this, both the City of Toronto Children’s Services Division (2011) 
and the Ontario Ministry of Children and Youth Services (2011) have recently 
developed documents to help clarify what collaboration or integration might 
look like in Best Start Child and Family Centres, how to develop it and how to 
benchmark it. 

The research literature suggests clarity on the aims of integration are crucial 
both in terms of how integration can improve the quality of programs and 
how integration and quality can improve particular outcomes for children and 
families (Siraj-Blatchford & Siraj-Blatchford, 2009). However, as noted before, 
the findings in this study gave little or no indication of programs changing or 
improving as a result of working together. Nor was there unanimity on a few 
key benefits for children and families. Another suggestion from the research  
literature is that informal community networks and referral or service naviga-
tion models of integration are less effective than distributed community centres 
that can provide a platform for more advanced forms of collaboration and inte-
gration (see Corter & Peters, 2011; Melhuish, Belsky & Barnes, 2011; St Pierre, 
Layzer, Goodson, & Bernstein, 1999). 
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Toronto First Duty Program at 
Bruce WoodGreen Early Learning 
Centre: Time, Space, Materials  
and People
Heather Finch

Overview
The Bruce WoodGreen Early Learning Centre (BWELC) has functioned as the 
continuing demonstration site and test bed for the Toronto First Duty model, 
blending child care, kindergarten education and family support programs. 
BWELC has been based on a community partnership between Bruce Junior 
Public School and WoodGreen Community Services, a multi-service com-
munity agency supporting young children and families. In this partnership, 
WoodGreen employs early childhood educators who collaborate with class-
room teachers employed by the Toronto District School Board at Bruce School 
during the school day and who provide child care before and after school, with 
connections to other community agencies and supports. This appendix focuses 
on the structural arrangements for the full-day early learning kindergarten pro-
gramming at BWELC, delivered by the integrated staff team of early childhood 
educators and kindergarten teachers. Descriptions of these arrangements were 
recorded using the Time, Space, Materials and People Framework (adapted 
from Nash, 1979; Astington & Pelletier, 1996). These descriptions were gathered 
in 2011.1 Note that the TFD and BWELC model stressed continuous improve-
ment and a dynamic approach to programming; as a result, this is a snapshot of 
the BWELC program at one point in time. 

There are two kindergarten classrooms at Bruce Junior Public School, Room 3 
and Room 9. The program in Room 9 is a morning-only kindergarten class, and 
Room 3 houses the Full-Day Early Learning – Kindergarten Program. In each 
room, at least one early childhood educator (ECE) and a classroom teacher 
work together to implement an emergent curriculum that blends the Full-Day 

A P P E N D I X  1

1 In September 2012, the BWELC transitioned into the Full-Day Early Learning Kindergarten model 
being implemented province-wide as Bruce School became a FDELK site.



FIGURE APPENDIX 1.1 This figure is a curriculum planning template. It embeds the 
principles from ELECT and the goals from the Full Day Early Learning Kindergarten 
Program (Draft).  Educators develop the plan based on observations, and interests 
demonstrated by the children, adding new ideas for curriculum implementation.
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Early Learning-Kindergarten Program Draft and Early Learning for Every Child 
Today, 2007. In the morning, three ECEs and one classroom teacher work as 
a team in Room 3. At lunchtime, 14 children and the ECE from Room 9 join 
the Room 3 program. For the afternoon portion of Full-Day Learning at Bruce, 
three ECEs and one classroom teacher care for and work with 40 children in 
Room 3. 

Staff Designed Programming 
Twice per week, the ECEs and classroom teacher meet to plan the program, 
using children’s interests and the continuum of development outlined in Early 
Learning for Every Child Today (ELECT) for guidance. Throughout the week, 
the team of educators observes the children during free play and makes note 
of the children’s interests and progress. During planning, the team uses this 
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information to collectively plan activities for various domains of learning (e.g., 
literacy, math, music, visual arts, etc.). These activities are recorded on poster-
sized paper that is displayed in the room (Figure Appendix 1.1). The document 
includes the principles of ELECT and the goals of the kindergarten program 
to ensure synergy between both frameworks. One planning sheet is used for a 
two-week period, at which point a new sheet is posted on top of the old, allow-
ing for quick and easy reference to past activities. While the team of educators 
has two designated planning sessions, planning is ongoing and dynamic. At the 
same time, TDSB teachers have 220 minutes of designated planning time, while 
the ECE time for planning is designated by the program coordinator, creating 
challenges to ensure consistency in time available to implement a blended pro-
gram. As new observations are made, the educators add to the existing plan and 
casually discuss new ideas with each other. The educators refer to this plan daily 
when arranging the room and setting up materials at each centre. 

The Learning Environment
Room 3, at approximately 800 square feet, is the school’s former gym and is 
therefore quite spacious (Figure Appendix 1.2). It easily accommodates sev-
eral centres as well as tables and chairs that seat all of the children at one time. 
These multi-purpose tables are used for half-group writing lessons, various 
small group activities, snack and lunch. Approximately 95 % of the space in the 
classroom is for the children, while the remaining 5 % is for adult use, includ-
ing a desk for each of the educators, a filing cabinet and kitchen space for food 
preparation. Children’s artwork, graphs and charts from their investigations, 
and instructional aids such as the alphabet, weekly and monthly calendars and 
the daily schedule adorn the walls. The weekly program plan, the ELECT docu-
ment, educators’ schedules and expectations and a birthday board with all of 
the children’s birthdates are posted above the ECE’s desk. 

Gathering Space and Classroom Library
At either end of the classroom lie two large carpets—the red carpet and the 
blue carpet. Both carpets allow for a comfortable gathering of at least half of the 
children, while the red carpet is large enough to seat the entire group of 40 chil-
dren. At each carpet space there is a big chair for the educator, an easel and a 
bookshelf filled with a wide variety of fiction and non-fiction books. The books 
rotate according to the children’s current interests. Some books represent the 
diversity of children in the classroom and include characters of varying abilities, 
different races and ethnic backgrounds and diverse family structures.

At the red carpet there is one computer that is sometimes open for one or two 
children to play educational games. There is also one laptop and printer the  
children use when working with an educator on a project. One project, for  
example, used photographs an ECE took of children acting out a story to create a 
storybook. Once the photographs were uploaded to the computer, children and 
the ECE worked together to make a book. As each child told his or her story,  
the ECE typed the words that accompanied the corresponding photograph.
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FIGURE APPENDIX 1.2 This figure provides the physical layout of the space in the 
learning environment at BWELC.  It shows the variety of interest centres, areas for 
individual and group play, learning spaces and space for the educators. 
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Books for a Book Exchange Program are housed in the hallway just outside the 
door of the classroom. The books are levelled readers, and parents are free to 
take and return books as they like. Above the Book Exchange bin is a Parent 
Information board where school and community events as well as parenting 
resources are posted for caregivers. Another vehicle for communication and col-
laboration with parents and caregivers is a mailbag for each child. The mailbags 
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are mounted at children’s eye level on both sides of the hallway leading to the  
entrance of the classroom. In these mailbags, the educators place children’s 
projects and artwork as well letters to parents and caregivers. Often on their way 
home at the end of the day, the children excitedly check to see if they have “mail.” 

Activity Centres
At each centre, a sign is posted with the maximum number of children allowed 
to play there at any given time. 

Dramatic Play and Block Centres
In the centre of the classroom there is a large area for dramatic play that 
includes paper and pencils, a puppet theatre, a kitchen play set, dolls and a cup-
board that is stocked with fabric, scarves and dress-up clothing. The educators 
have strategically set up the Block Centre adjacent to the Dramatic Play Centre, 
which allows for block creations to be used in pretend play. The Block Centre 
includes large and small wooden blocks and clipboards, paper and pencils for 
strategic planning and illustrations if the children so choose.

Science Centre
A shelving unit with tubes, beakers, containers of varying sizes and shapes, 
magnifying glasses, tongs and science books stands at the entrance to the Sci-
ence Centre. Within this half circle alcove, tables of collected materials from 
outdoors, plants and a sensory table are available for observation and explora-
tion. During our visits, a butterfly terrarium was set up in the Science Centre 
where children observed the chrysalis stage of the butterfly life cycle. The 
butterflies were scheduled to be released three days after our visit, an event the 
children anxiously awaited.

Math Centre 
Next to the two tables and the hundred square carpet are the math manipula-
tive materials, which include pattern blocks, multi-link cubes, puzzles, tape 
measures and playing cards. The book collection at the red carpet and near the 
Math Centre includes books conducive to discussing numeracy, data manage-
ment and geometry. Board games such as Snakes and Ladders are located in the 
storage closet, which are available upon request from an educator.

Writing Centre
Adjacent to the Math Centre, the children have access to a plethora of writing 
supplies at all times. In labelled drawers, the children can find blank and lined 
paper, pencils, crayons, pencil crayons, markers, chalk and magnetic letters. 
Writing Without Tears kits are used during small group lessons and are also 
available to children during free play. On the wall near the Writing Centre is a 
large magnetic chalkboard mounted at the children’s height for easy accessibility.

Art Centre
On either side of the long table, two shelving units overflow with various kinds 
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of paper, well-sorted odds and ends, glue, scissors, markers, oil pastels and 
crayons. If a painting activity is not set up, the children may ask for paint and 
paint brushes from an educator. Inspired by their butterfly findings as well as 
Barbara Reid’s stories and illustrations during story time, children were making 
clay scenes in the Art Centre during our visits.

Calming Centre
Near the large carpet, a sign reading Calming Centre is posted on a bulletin 
board. Directly underneath the bulletin board is a beanbag chair where children 
can go when they are feeling angry or frustrated and need time to themselves to 
calm down. Children were observed going to the Calming Centre on their own 
accord as well as at the suggestion of an educator.

Cloakroom, Washrooms and Storage
There are two cloakrooms, a large one at the east end of the room and a smaller 
one at the west end. The eastern cloakroom houses cubbies and hooks labelled 
with children’s names and a bench in front of them for children to sit while 
they change their shoes. There is also a closet for the educators’ belongings, a 
refrigerator and a large storage unit with one side filled with children’s books 
organized by subject and the other side with extra art and office supplies. Two 
private, non-gendered toilets and a sink occupy the remaining space.

Just outside the eastern cloakroom is a long counter with a sink and cabinets 
above and below. The countertop serves as space for food preparation and  
includes a microwave and draining rack for washing dishes before they are sent 
to the kitchen for sanitizing.

The western cloakroom has cubbies, hooks and a bench labelled with the names 
of children who join Room 3 in the afternoon. There is also space to store 
large outdoor items that are not being used (e.g., a plastic kitchen set). This 
cloakroom has a door that goes outside to the southern schoolyard. For safety 
reasons, an adult must accompany children when storing or retrieving their 
belongings from this room. 

Next to the western cloakroom is a large storage closet stocked with toys, board 
games, puzzles and math manipulatives that are rotated in and out of the class-
room based on the children’s interests.

The Program

Extended Day: Before and After School Programs
The extended day program opens in the kindergarten room at 7:30 a.m. and 
children check in with WoodGreen ECE staff before participating in program 
activities. The School Age children are combined with the kindergarten chil-
dren first thing in the morning from 7:30–8:15 a.m. and then an SA staff takes 
them outdoors. They are combined again at the end of the day from 5:45–6 p.m. 
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The second ECE staff arrives at 8 a.m. and the programming continues. At 8:30 
a.m., the children go outdoors with the ECE staff until 9 a.m.

The official school day begins at 9 a.m. when the children are supervised by the 
TDSB ECE and teacher team until 3:15 p.m. At this time, the WoodGreen ECE 
staff members arrive and set up the after-school program in the kindergarten 
room. The children participate in outdoor programming from 5–6 p.m. 

The school day begins at 8:45 a.m.. Children of all ages (any age from preschool 
to Grade 6) who arrive prior to 8:45 a.m. begin their day in the preschool room. 
About five to ten minutes before outdoor play begins, the Room 9 ECE arrives 
and takes the kindergarten-aged children to Room 3 where they put their  
belongings away. The children get dressed for outside, and the Room 9 ECE 
leads them to the northern schoolyard for outdoor play.

Arrival and Outdoor Play
As children arrive for full-day learning at Bruce Junior Public School, they 
are greeted by the five educators of Room 3 and Room 9 (three ECEs and two 
classroom teachers) in the northern school yard. They join other kindergarten 
children who just arrived from the preschool room where their parents dropped 
them off for Before Care. The children explore the schoolyard as they choose: 
playing on the climber surrounded by woodchips; riding bikes on the pave-
ment; reading books on a blanket; playing tag; hopping their way along the 
hopscotch mat; or engaging in dramatic play, often using the wood chips for 
anything from ice cream to building blocks. Some children choose to search for 
insects or investigate the makeup of the wood chips or the leaves and crabapples 
that have fallen from the tree just outside the schoolyard.

While the children are playing, the educators engage with both the parents and 
the children. Some parents stay to interact with the educators, using this oppor-
tunity to briefly inquire about their child’s development as well as the program. 
Parents also use this time to socialize with other parents and to observe their 
children playing with their peers. At all times, the educators ensure children are 
playing safely, and when they are not speaking with parents, they become the 
children’s playmates by invitation, extending the children’s learning with ques-
tions or suggestions. 

After approximately 30 minutes of outdoor play, the teacher calls out, “Hands 
on top,” and the children stop what they are doing, look at an educator with 
their hands on their heads and respond, “That means stop.” The teacher tells 
the children they have five more minutes to play. The children quickly return to 
their activity of choice. When five minutes have passed, the teacher blows the 
whistle to a rhythm. The children respond by clapping the same rhythm, take 
the toys with which they were playing to the shed and line up near the entrance 
to the building. The children find a partner and line up in the appropriate line, 
Room 9 along the fence and Room 3 along the building.
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To the Classroom
The Room 9 classroom teacher and ECE lead their class on into the build-
ing first. With one educator at the front of the line, one in the middle and the 
other at the end, the Room 3 teacher and ECEs then lead their class from the 
northern schoolyard through the main hallway of the school to Room 3. When 
they arrive at the classroom door, the educator at the front of the line officially 
greets the class as a whole and asks, “What are the first three things we do 
when we go into the classroom?” Several hands shoot up, and the educator 
chooses one child. The child answers, sometimes with the assistance of a peer 
or an educator: First, hang up your jacket. Second, wash your hands with soap. 
Third, sign in. When the child has finished reminding the class of their tasks, 
the teacher gives the Question of the Day (e.g., how many legs does a centipede 
have?). The children sign in by answering the Question of the Day with their 
name next to their answer. 

While the children complete their entry tasks, the educators mark attendance, 
make last minute preparations for activities, assist children when necessary 
and check up with each other regarding the schedule and any change of plans 
for the day. The Question of the Day is written on two pieces of chart paper, 
one near the red carpet and the other near the blue carpet. The 28 children are 
divided into two groups for Circle Time, one led by the ECEs and the other by 
the classroom teacher, to make this group time more effective. Once the chil-
dren have signed in, they go to their respective carpets and choose a book for 
independent reading as they wait for their entire half group to gather. Fifteen 
minutes after the class began its transition from Outdoor Play to the class-
room, the half groups gather on the two carpets and Circle Time begins. 

Free Play
The educators bring 20 minutes of Circle Time to a close by announcing the 
centres that are open for the day and any new activities or materials that have 
been added. The children quickly make their way to their centre of choice. 
Their options include:

• Dramatic Play • Block

• Writing • Science

• Listening • Math

• Classroom Library • Snack

TABLE APPENDIX 1.1 - CHOOSING PLAY 
This figure shows the variety of options the children have during free play.  
Children move freely from one centre to another without formal transitions.

Depending on the day, children spend between 30 and 60 minutes in free play, 
and the time spent at each centre varies for each child. Children move freely 
from one centre to another without formal transitions. Each centre has a sign 
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that tells the children how many of them can play there at one time. Children 
write their names on a sign-up sheet when they arrive and erase their names 
when they leave. This capacity limit serves as a preventative measure for conflict 
among children and, with support from of the educators, encourages children 
to try out different centres throughout the day and week.

Snack is set up as a centre. During free play, children may eat snack whenever 
they feel hungry and may have one serving. There are signs at the snack table 
that tell children how many pieces of each food make a serving. For example, 
a sign indicates one piece of cheese (with a picture of cheese) and another 
sign reads two pieces of vegetables (with a picture of carrots and celery). The 
children help each other read the signs, and if they need assistance, they ask an 
educator.

Real Food for Real Kids, a local catering company that prepares food using 
fresh, local and organic ingredients, provides snack. The food is delivered to the 
school each morning, and an educator plates the food in a manner conducive 
to children serving themselves. “Last call for snack” is given 15 minutes before 
tidy up time.

Free play comes to a close much like outdoor play. One of the educators gives 
a five-minute warning, and after five minutes she turns off the lights and asks, 
“What time is it?” The children respond, “Tidy up time!” Each child helps 
tidy up the room, beginning in the centre where he or she was last playing. 
Once children have tidied up the area in which they are playing, the educa-
tors encourage them to help their peers tidy up other areas of the room. When 
everything has been put back into its place, the children go to the same carpet 
they went to for opening Circle Time, choose a book and read independently 
until all children have gathered for Sharing and Story Time.

Focused Lessons
Throughout the week, small groups of children rotate through focused writing 
lessons with the classroom teacher. Children’s writing is displayed on a bulletin 
board near the Writing Centre in a way that shows each child’s writing develop-
ment over time. Other focused lessons include Physical Education in the gym 
and Computers in the Computer Lab once per week. In addition, the Grade 
5/6 class visits Room 3 each week for Reading Buddies with the kindergarten 
children. 

Other lessons and small group activities begin from children’s interests. For  
example, one child was disappointed to find the Block Centre at its maximum 
capacity. As she walked away from the Block Centre, the ECE noticed she 
seemed a bit sad. The ECE walked over to the child, saying, “You seem like 
you are sad.” The child told her what happened, and the ECE suggested they sit 
together and do a handclap. After the handclap, the ECE hugged the child, gave 
her a book of experiments and sat her on her lap to read together. As they were 
reading, the child began to ask questions about the pictures in the book and 
wanted to do an experiment exploring pressure and force. The teacher gathered 
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the necessary materials and set them up at one of the large tables. Within a few 
minutes, eight children were gathered around the table. The ECE asked the chil-
dren what they think will happen. With gestures and sentence fragments, the 
children collaboratively offered a prediction of what will happen. The children 
took turns performing the experiment and some offered explanations of how 
the air from a balloon makes a straw move from one end of a string to the other. 

Sharing and Story Time
For the last 20 minutes before lunch, the children gather in half groups on their 
respective carpets for Sharing and Story Time. During this activity, children 
share stories of their play and learning from the morning, and depending on 
the time availability, the educator or a child reads a book aloud to the group. 
The educators then dismiss the children individually who stay only for the 
morning. These children get their jackets from the cloakroom and wait on a 
bench near the door for their caregivers to pick them up. 

Lunch: Health and Learning Together 
At this time, the classroom teacher has a lunch break. Children from Room 
9 who stay for the afternoon program and the ECE from Room 9 join the 
children and ECEs in Room 3. Two children from a nearby French Immer-
sion morning program arrive by bus and also join the group for lunch and the 
afternoon program. A fourth ECE brings lunch from the kitchen where it has 
been kept warm since Real Food for Real Kids delivered it earlier in the day. 
The children read independently or in pairs while the ECEs prepare lunch and 
set the tables. When lunch is ready, an ECE sends children in pairs to wash 
their hands. The children are assigned to groups for lunch. They sit at the tables 
where they find the placemat with their name and group colour. 

Lunch is set up buffet style and consists of a protein, grain, vegetables and milk. 
Substitutions are made for children with allergies or special diets, and fruit is 
served family style to each table for dessert. Each table is called by colour to 
come to the buffet and serve themselves, with the help of an ECE if needed. The 
three ECEs in the room sit with the children during lunch, modeling good table 
manners and appropriate topics of conversation during a meal and encouraging 
discussion of ideas. In addition, the educators encourage children to try new 
foods and take advantage of teachable moments on topics such as health, shar-
ing and etiquette.

Lunch lasts for approximately 50 minutes. As with most transitions through-
out the day, call and response are used to get the children’s attention. An ECE 
calls out “Stop, look, and listen,” and the children reply, “Okay!” A five-minute 
warning is given before the end of lunch. As children finish eating, the ECEs 
dismiss them one by one to scrape any unwanted food into recycling and put 
their plates and cups in the sink. The children wash their hands and get ready 
to go outside. Once ten children are ready, an ECE takes this group outside. The 
remaining children follow in the same fashion, with the last ECE and group of 
children responsible for cleaning. The children take turns being lunch helpers, 
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wiping the tables and sweeping the floor. The ECEs’ lunch break is scheduled 
during the children’s lunch hour and shortly after the teacher returns from her 
break.

The Afternoon
Like the morning, the afternoon begins with Outdoor Play but this time in 
the southern schoolyard. The children are again free to explore the space and 
equipment, as they desire. Instead of a climber, the southern yard has more 
open space—two grassy areas, three trees, a raised garden bed and a large con-
crete surface. A long shed contains similar toys and equipment to those found 
in the northern shed. 

Children who attend the kindergarten program in the afternoon arrive during 
this time. When parents and caregivers drop off their children in the afternoon, 
they tend not to stay to chat or observe their children like the parents do in the 
morning. However, the educators are available to caregivers to briefly discuss 
any concerns if they so desire, as the classroom teacher has returned from 
lunch and there are now two ECEs to accommodate the increase in number of 
children.

The afternoon schedule mirrors the morning time blocks as well as offers varied 
content and extensions of previous activities. 

Time Block (minutes) Activity

30 Outdoor Play

10-15 Transition to the Classroom

20 Circle Time

30–60 Free Play

20–30 Focused Lesson

20 Shared and Story Time

TABLE APPENDIX 1.2 - PLANNING THE DAY 
This figure shows how the children’s day is planned, maintaining flexibility to 
ensure the children experience opportunities that offer a balance of free play and 
structured activities.  Planning of the children’s day is similar in the morning and 
the afternoon.

The afternoon ends with Sharing and Story time. The educator leading the 
group dismisses the children who go home by name. They get their jackets from 
the cloakroom and wait for their caregiver on the bench near the door. The chil-
dren who stay for After Care read a book on the carpet until the other children 
have left, at which point the classroom teacher is finished for the day and the 
Room 3 ECE stays with the children.
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Transitions
The children move through major transitions from Before Care to kindergar-
ten or kindergarten to After Care extremely smoothly, as these programs are 
housed on the same floor of one building. To streamline these major transi-
tions even further, ECEs follow the children from one part of the program to 
the next. For example, one of the ECEs in Before Care follows the children to 
Outdoor Play, the first activity of the kindergarten program, and the ECE who 
closes the kindergarten program in the afternoon follows the children to After 
Care. With shared space and an overlap of educators, the points at which the 
kindergarten program begin and end are nearly unidentifiable, providing a 
seamless experience for children.

Conclusions
This program description represents the implementation of the full-day early 
learning kindergarten program by the blended staff team of early childhood 
educators and kindergarten teachers at BWELC (see Chapter 3 in this report). 
Joint staff planning is a key to the implementation of this seamless program. 
The program takes advantage of activities that fall outside of traditional class-
room activities. For example, the day begins outside with physical play for 
children mingled with engagement with adults; educators and parents are also 
engaged with each other, mingling and talking. At lunch, Early Childhood 
Educators eat with children and contribute to naturally occurring opportuni-
ties for social and intellectual exchanges. In the classroom, a structured play-
based approach contributes to self-regulation (see Chapter 4 in this report) and 
academic learning. Regular team planning ensures that critical areas of learn-
ing and development receive continuing attention and monitoring. Previous 
TFD research (Corter et al., 2009) has shown that this program has moved to 
high levels of quality as assessed by the ECERS-R instrument, and that qual-
ity depends on the level of integration among classroom professionals and the 
administrative team.
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A P P E N D I X  2

All figures in Appendix 2 are adapted from Toronto First Duty 
Indicators of Change (Eric Jackman Institute of Child Study/ 
Atkinson Centre at OISE, University of Toronto); March 2011.

Indicators of Change for Full-Day Early Learning  
Kindergarten Program
Tracking Practices of Integration
Susan Anderson

1 Co-location ECEs and teachers work 
as individuals in separate 
programs. 

2 Communication ECEs and teachers share/
discuss planning and obser-
vations with each other. 

3 Coordination ECEs and teachers organize 
program planning and imple-
mentation to complement 
each other. 

4 Collaboration ECEs’ and teachers’ roles 
and responsibilities overlap 
with each other.

5 Integration A single common program—
ECEs and teachers are an 
early learning team with 
interchangeable roles and 
responsibilities.

TABLE APPENDIX 2.1 Definitions for play categories used in the COF
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Early Learning Environment

1 Co-location 2 Communication 3 Coordination 4 Collaboration 5 Integration

Curriculum 
Framework 
&  
Pedagogical  
Approach

ECEs and teach-
ers plan separate 
programs.  

ECEs and teach-
ers communicate 
plans with one 
another.

ECEs and teachers 
coordinate plans 
with one another, 
ensuring that the 
program is holistic. 

ECEs and teach-
ers work together 
on significant 
elements of the 
curriculum. (e.g., 
share a common 
approach to early 
literacy).

Early learning team 
uses a common 
curriculum  
approach and 
similar pedagogical 
strategies.

Daily Sched-
ules  
& Routines

ECEs and teachers 
follow separate 
routines and 
schedules.

ECEs and teach-
ers communicate 
their routines and 
schedules across 
separate time 
periods.

ECEs and teach-
ers coordinate 
their routines and 
schedules with one 
another. 

ECEs and teachers 
establish routines 
and a schedule 
that includes joint 
responsibilities.

Early learning 
team establishes 
common routines 
and schedule, for 
which both are 
responsible.

Use of Space ECEs and teachers 
are in separate 
spaces within the 
school/community.

ECEs and teachers 
communicate their 
plans for the envi-
ronment; however 
it is the responsi-
bility of one staff.

ECEs and teachers 
organize the space 
to complement one 
another’s program-
ming. 

ECEs and teachers 
together organize 
common spaces 
within the class-
room and outdoor 
environment.

Early learning team 
designs and sets 
up the program 
space including  
indoor/outdoor 
early learning 
environments. 

Children’s 
Development 
& Progress

ECEs and teachers 
track and docu-
ment children’s 
development and 
early learning 
using tools and 
approaches.

ECEs and teach-
ers discuss their 
respective tools 
and approaches 
to monitoring and 
assessing child 
development.  

ECEs and teachers 
complement one 
another’s tech-
niques and strate-
gies for observing 
and documenting 
children’s prog-
ress.

ECEs and teach-
ers work together 
to use the same 
observation tools 
to monitor some 
areas of children’s 
developmental 
progress.

Early learning team 
conducts on-going 
observations and 
assessment of 
students using 
common tools and 
strategies. 

Program 
Quality

ECEs and teachers 
assess program 
quality using their 
own approaches 
and measurement 
tools.

ECEs and teach-
ers assess each 
other’s program 
quality tools and 
related regulatory 
requirements.

ECEs and teachers 
use approaches 
to monitor pro-
gram quality that 
complement each 
other. 

ECEs and teach-
ers combine their 
individual program 
quality approaches 
and information for 
a holistic view.

Early learning team 
monitors program 
quality together 
using a common 
approach.

Extended 
Day Program

Extended day 
program is located 
in school or nearby 
school. Teachers, 
ECEs and princi-
pal are unaware 
of extended day 
program content or 
routines.

FDELK and extend-
ed-day educators 
discuss respective 
program content 
and schedules with 
each other and 
are aware of what 
each other does.

FDELK educators 
in full-day and 
extended-day 
programs coordi-
nate their separate 
programs, space, 
schedules and 
routines with each 
other.

FDELKP and 
extended-day 
program have des-
ignated separate 
spaces and shared 
spaces. Full-day 
and extended-day 
educators estab-
lish complemen-
tary schedules, 
routines and peda-
gogical strategies.

FDELKP and 
extended-day 
program share 
the same space 
programming 
across core and 
extended day. 
The early learning 
team uses a com-
mon approach to 
monitor children’s 
early learning and 
development 

TABLE APPENDIX 2.2 - INDICATORS OF CHANGE: TRACKING PRACTICES  
OF INTEGRATION - EARLY LEARNING ENVIRONMENT 
The Indicators of Change measure was developed to evaluate and support the 
process of moving from separate to integrated program delivery. This Figure 
shows components of this process in the early learning environment.
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Early Learning Team

1 Co-location 2 Communication 3 Coordination 4 Collaboration 5 Integration

Program  
Planning & 
Implementation

Either ECEs or 
teachers are 
responsible for 
the planning and 
implementation 
of program. The 
other plays a sup-
porting role. No 
joint planning time.

ECEs and teachers 
share plans with 
each other. Either 
teachers or ECEs 
may be the lead 
for planning and 
implementation of 
program.

ECEs and teach-
ers coordinate 
individual planning 
with each other. 

ECEs and teach-
ers plan and 
implement some 
aspects of the 
program together 
and some parts 
separately. Joint 
planning time.

Early learning 
team plans and 
implements a 
common program.

Behaviour  
Guidance

ECEs and teach-
ers establish their 
own individual 
expectations for 
children’s behav-
iour.

ECEs and teachers 
share and discuss 
their behaviour 
expectations with 
each other. 

ECEs and teachers 
have complemen-
tary behaviour 
guidance proto-
cols.  

ECEs and teachers 
share common 
approaches during 
most of the day.

Early learning 
team establishes 
a common 
behaviour 
guidance protocol.

Roles &  
Responsibili-
ties

ECEs and teach-
ers are assigned 
separate roles and 
responsibilities.

ECEs and teach-
ers are aware of 
and discuss each 
other’s roles and 
responsibilities.

ECEs and 
teachers have 
complementary 
responsibilities 
and coordinate the 
implementation of 
activities.  

ECEs and teachers  
share significant 
responsibilities to 
plan and imple-
ment the daily 
program.

Early learning 
team members 
have common 
roles and respon-
sibilities.

Staff  
Development

Teachers partici-
pate in education-
based learning 
and organizations. 
ECEs participate 
in early childhood 
professional learn-
ing and organiza-
tions.

ECEs and teachers 
communicate with 
regard to each 
other’s staff devel-
opment activities.

ECEs and teach-
ers take part in 
staff development 
opportunities that 
complement each 
other. 

ECEs and teachers 
plan staff develop-
ment opportuni-
ties that support 
the goals of the 
program. 

Early learning 
team takes part in 
common, profes-
sional growth/ 
networking and 
staff development 
opportunities.

Extended Day Educators in 
FDELKP and 
extended-day pro-
gram plan sepa-
rately, take part in 
separate PD and 
report to different 
supervisors.

Educators in 
FDELKP and 
extended-day 
program commu-
nicate regarding 
program planning 
and review each 
other’s activities.

Educators in 
FDELKP and 
extended day take 
part in occasional 
common PD and 
coordinate some 
joint activities.  
Extended  
programs are 
informed of the 
behaviour guid-
ance strategies in 
the FDELKP.

Educators in 
FDELKP and 
extended-day 
program plan 
together and take 
part in common 
PD. Extended day 
programming is 
complementary to 
FDELK.
Team and extend-
ed programs share 
some common 
behaviour guid-
ance protocols.

Early learning 
team from FDELKP 
and extended 
day program plan 
together, take part 
in common staff 
development, etc.

TABLE APPENDIX 2.3 - INDICATORS OF CHANGE: TRACKING PRACTICES  
OF INTEGRATION - EARLY LEARNING TEAM 
This figure shows components of the professional partnerships between educators 
working toward a common goal of an integrated early learning environment.   
It provides an opportunity for ECEs and teachers to evaluate how closely their 
pedagogical practice, approach to behavior guidance and opportunities for profes-
sional learning are aligned. 
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Parent Participation

1 Co-location 2 Communication 3 Coordination 4 Collaboration 5 Integration

Parent Input & 
Participation in 
Programs

ECEs and teach-
ers have separate 
communication 
with parents and 
provide separate 
opportunities for 
parental engage-
ment (e.g., individ-
ual conversations, 
in-class participa-
tion).

ECEs and teachers 
discuss parental 
concerns, con-
versations and 
participation with 
each other.

ECEs and teach-
ers use common 
occasions (e.g., 
school registra-
tion, orientation, 
family nights) to 
engage parents.

ECEs and teachers 
use ongoing joint 
opportunities to 
engage parents in 
the program and 
seek their feed-
back about the 
program.

Early learning 
team has com-
mon strategies to 
engage parents’ 
participation in 
the program and 
solicit their input 
about the pro-
gram.

Parent  
Knowledge

ECEs and teachers 
individually talk 
to parents about 
resources for par-
enting supports. 

ECEs and teachers 
share information 
with each other 
about resources 
for parents.

ECEs and teachers 
complement each 
other’s information 
to and resources 
for parents.

ECEs and teach-
ers establish joint 
opportunities to 
share information 
and resources 
with parents.  

Early learning 
team establishes 
common informa-
tion and resources 
for parents.

Relationships 
with Families

ECEs and teachers 
develop separate 
relationships with 
families.

ECEs and teach-
ers discuss their 
interactions with 
parents with each 
other.

ECEs and teachers 
complement one 
another’s interac-
tions with families.

ECEs and teach-
ers work together 
to establish their 
individual rela-
tionships with 
families.

Early learning 
team has a com-
mon, pro-active 
approach to build-
ing connections 
and relationships 
with families.

Extended Day FDELKP and 
extended-day staff 
have separate 
communication 
with families.

FDELKP staff and 
extended-day 
staff share their 
communications 
with families as 
needed.

FDELKP and 
extended-day 
staff coordinate 
specific events 
and activities (e.g., 
joint registration 
and orientation 
session).

FDELKP staff and 
extended-day 
staff establish 
ongoing events 
and activities to 
engage parents’ 
input and 
participation.

Early learning 
team has common 
strategies to  
engage and  
support parents.

TABLE APPENDIX 2.4 - INDICATORS OF CHANGE: TRACKING PRACTICES  
OF INTEGRATION - PARENT PARTICIPATION 
This figure provides measures of parent participation in an evolution from  
separate parent communication by early childhood educators and teachers  
toward an integrated and seamless parent engagement strategy.
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