“Him flying at school”
Jordan draws a picture of what he
looks like with wings.
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Executive Summary

The Early Learning Centre was one of
seven centres across Canada selected
to participate in the TLC? project,
sponsored by The Lawson Foundation and

administered by The Hincks-Dellcrest
Institute.

ELC and its programs

Established in 1977, the Early Learning Centre
(ELC) is a community-based organization
whose mission is to work cooperatively with
low income families to provide programs that
foster the healthy development of children
from birth to five years of age. Funding from
TLC3, a five year project that began in 1997,
made possible the addition of:

* PAT, (Parents as Teachers) a home visiting
program geared to families with children
under the age of three

e the family literacy programs Come Read
With Me and PRINTS (Parents’ Roles
Interacting with Teachers) to the Family
Outreach program, and

e an augmentation of the already existing
Preschool program. The augmentation of
the Preschool program included an
increased emphasis on cognitive and
language development, enhanced child
assessment practices, increased staff skills,
and institution of regular parent-staff
supper meetings.

A fourth program area, Family Support (in-
home support such as life and home
management skills for families facing critical
issues), was not directly affected by TLC?.

ELC children and families

All children participating in ELC programs
were born in Canada and spoke English; over
three quarters of children had at least one
parent of Aboriginal ancestry. All children
came from low income homes. As well, some
of the children faced additional challenges
including neglect, physical, emotional, or
sexual abuse, behavioural issues, a diagnosed
developmental concern, and time spent in
foster care.

A single parent headed the largest proportion
of children’s families. Families were mobile,
and household income was low. The main
source of income for most households was
Social Assistance or Child Tax Benefit,
followed by wages or salaries, then
educational funding and other sources.
Compared to over-all figures for Regina,
mothers were young, and parents’ education
status was low.

A PAT parent and child share a quiet moment.

REGINA EARLY LEARNING CENTRE EVALUATION 3
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» ELC exemplifies the term “continuous
improvement” through its practice of
ongoing learning and reflection,
receptiveness to new ideas and innovation,
and constructive problem solving approach

* TLC?had a positive impact on ELC

o ELC activities benefit all children, but in
different ways, depending on the child and
his or her particular issues; ELC also
impacts positively on parents and the
broader community

» theories and beliefs fundamental to any
organization working in the area of early
childhood development range from the
belief in the need to support families to the
belief that relationships are key to learning

« suggestions for others range from the
importance of taking children where
they’re at to understanding how different
parts fit together and complement each
other

Best practices check-in

ELC teaching staff’s review of processes and
activities indicates a strong consistency
between their practice and underpinnings
(such as values), and practice and
understanding of the environment.

Conclusion

Evaluation findings were very positive. The
report concluded that TLC? program
components directly and indirectly
contributed to many benefits for children,
parents and the community. ELC, by using an
approach solidly based on continual
improvement, alignment of practice with
values, and good relationships at all levels, has
produced excellent results by implementing
the TLC? project.

These positive results have a number of
implications for ELC, policy makers and the
broader Saskatchewan community.

First, they validate the work of ELC and
suggest the importance of ELC securing a
more adequate funding base to allow the
program to continue delivering existing
programs. l|deally, funding should also provide
ELC with opportunities to refine and expand
upon its existing programs.

Second, these results join a growing body of
information that documents the effectiveness
of early childhood programs and provides an
illustration of a program within a
Saskatchewan context.

Third, the evaluation report presents findings
that have the potential to provide valuable
guidance and insight to other programs
working within a uniquely Saskatchewan
context.

REGINA EARLY LEARNING CENTRE EVALUATION 5
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Lending library

The lending library provides toys and books
for families to borrow. A toy catalogue is
available for parents to choose from.

Home visits

Once a month the parent educator spends
approximately an hour with each PAT family
(parents and children) in their home. Each
session includes:

» discussion about the child’s developmental
stage

 discussion regarding parents’ specific
questions and concerns

e an activity designed to encourage
development

e provision of handouts related to
development

» possibly a video, for example on children’s
language development

» observations related to language, social,
intellectual and fine or gross motor
development

« follow up suggestions for family activities
» follow up suggestions for parent educator

» exchange of toys and books from the
lending library.

While on a
visit, the family
enjoys a PAT
activity.

Group meetings

Open to all PAT parents. Group meetings
include:

» a guided discussion on a variety of
developmental issues;

» opportunity for parents to share learnings
and experiences with each other and take
part in parent-child activities; and,

 provision of transportation and childcare

Preschool Program

The preschool program is for children ages
three to five whose families fall below a low
income ceiling. There is a wait-list for
enrolment
in the
preschool
program.
Children
are
selected
according
to their
place on
the list, with two exceptions. Priority is given
to children participating in the PAT program
who are guaranteed a place in the preschool
program, and families with severe challenges
that might compromise the well-being of the
children (identified by professionals from
other agencies or ELC staff). A referral is not
required. The maximum enrolment is 96
children at any one time. The majority of them
attend for at least one complete program
year: in 2000-1, 81 of a possible 96 children
attended for a complete year and in 2001-2,
76 children completed the entire year.

TLC? funding augmented the already existing
preschool program by making possible:

« enhanced cognitive programming through
the introduction of High Scope strategies
(the plan-do-review process in particular)
and the integration of Reggio Emilia
approaches into classroom activities

e enhanced language programming through
an increase in speech language pathologist
services

* enhanced child assessment practices

REGINA EARLY LEARNING CENTRE EVALUATION 7
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assessments during the first month of the
school year, the speech language
pathologist works directly with the
children in the classroom setting; by
modelling, imitating and expanding their
language.

Family involvement

Families are involved with the preschool
program in several ways. Parents are
encouraged to share their hobbies and skills in
the classroom.
Each family
receives four
home visits a
year for
information
sharing.
There are

; regular
parent/teacher social and educational
evenings, which include a potluck supper and
guest resource people.

Transportation and childcare are provided.

Screening and Assessment

Screening and assessment occurs in the
classroom in a number of different ways,
including:

* ongoing observation by teaching staff
» use of the PES by teaching staff
s review of portfolios

» assessment by speech and language
pathologist

+ dental screening by public health dental
health educators who come into the
classroom once a year. Family Outreach
follows up if treatment is required, and
Four Directions provides fluoride
applications

REGINA EARLY LEARNING CENTRE EVALUATION 9

Professional Development

Professional development for teaching staff
also occurs in a number of different ways:

» speech and language pathologist is available
for consultations with teaching staff. She
works with staff to improve their ability to
create a language rich environment, to
develop strategies to increase children’s
language skills, and to plan for and respond
to children’s language needs

the program has weekly scheduled time
for teaching staff to read journal articles,
brainstorm ideas, and generally reflect on
effective practices to use in the classroom

* staff participate in a variety of workshops
throughout the year

Transition strategy

Teaching staff meet with Public and Catholic
School Board personnel every year in late
winter or early spring to discuss the needs

of children who will be entering kindergarten
in the fall. School Board personnel then
arrange special assistance for children who
will require it.

September

J &
January

Children’s self-portraits demonstrate the growth
and development that occur in preschool
children over the course of a year in the
preschool program.
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Plans for the "bird nest” table.

The finished product.

“Chocolate cake with grape icing.”

“Hot chocolate.”

The children copied
words and drew pictures
of the foods that they
would serve in their café.

“A cookie.”

REGINA EARLY LEARNING CENTRE EvaLuaTian 11
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Description of ELC Children and Families

Il children participating in ELC
Aprograms were born in Canada and

spoke English; over three quarters of
children (84% of those for whom ancestry

was reported) had at least one parent of
Aboriginal ancestry.

While all children came from low income
homes, specific challenges faced by individual
children participating in the preschool
program included:

« behavioural issues (14%),
* neglect (14%)
+ physical, emotional, or sexual abuse (6%)

« a diagnosis for developmental issues (3%),
and

» some time spent in foster care (I 1%).

children's ethnicity

84%

OAboriginal Eother

A single parent headed the largest proportion
of children’s families (45%, compared to 17%
for all of Regina in 1996).

percent of single parent families

497

50%-
40%-
30%-
20%-
10%-

0%-

EBELC Regina

Children’s families were mobile. A third of
families for whom data was available indicated
they had lived for less than a year at their
current residence.

Household income was low. 78% of
households reported an annual income of less
than $20,000.

The main source of income for most
households (55%) was Social Assistance or
Child Tax Benefit, followed by wages or
salaries (26%), then educational funding and
other  sources.

income level

$30,000 or
$20,000-  more
29,999 9%
13%

$20,000 or
less
78%

A sizeable proportion of mothers were young.
44% (of those for whom data was available)
were |9 years old or younger when their first
child was born (compared to | |% of women
giving birth in Regina in 2000). Parents’
education status was low. Only 21% of
mothers and 16% of fathers (of those for
whom data was available) had some post
secondary training (compared to 54% of
people in Regina in [996).
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* The middle year for cognitive thinkingand ¢
expressive language areas showed the least
amount of change (there were only two
years of data for social emotional rather
than three); it appears likely that this
second year dip was because of the higher
proportion of children with delays starting
the second year (2000-2001) with issues
such as behaviour problems,
developmental diagnoses, abuse, neglect,
and living in foster care.

* Two associations between children’s
change to another level and other variables
were positive and statistically significant: as
parents’ level of education increased the
likelihood of positive expressive language
change increased, and there was less
likelihood of positive cognitive thinking
change when the child had experienced B
abuse or neglect.

Portfolios

Portfolio analysis confirms PES findings. The
portfolios of 16 children (who appear to be
representative of the other preschool
children) were analyzed and showed
improvements in the following areas:

Age: 4 years and

8 months
A simple portrait is drawn
at the beginning of the
year. The main circle
includes the head and
body with the arms and
legs extending outwards.

ears.

Age: 5 years and
2 months

By the end of the year, the
same child can draw in
detail. The portrait is far ;
more complex. The head and
body are separated by a
neck, and the body parts are
two dimensional. Clothes
have been added as well as
eyelashes, eyebrows and

cognitive development

Children increased their drawing abilities
and knowledge of body parts, knowledge
of colours, knowledge of numbers, and
literacy/writing skills.

language development

Children improved their syntax: measured
in this case by number of words and
morphemes per sentence (morphemes are
the smallest unit of meaning). Semantics
(the ability to express nuances of meaning)
also improved. Children’s use of
pragmatics (using language with purpose)
was evident from the beginning. At age 5,
ELC preschool children’s number of words
spoken per sentence was, on average, very
close to the standard level.

social emotional development

Children began saying “please” and “thank-
you,” became more extroverted (for
example, more willing to answer a
question in front of the class, perform in
front of others, join others in dramatic
play, and contribute their ideas), and
learned how to take turns. In addition,
noticeable improvements were observed
among those with initial difficulty
concentrating.

REGINA EARLY LEARNING CENTRE EVALUATION 15
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needed, was doing things for herself, and
learning to find appropriate solutions to her
problems rather than getting angry. Teaching
staff felt that she had a deep core of strength,
and that she was “one of those who’s going to
get back up and give as good as she got.”

Dakota

Dakota was a loveable, happy child. He lived
with his mother, who was a student, two older
sisters, and two younger brothers. According
to his PES scores, he began his first year in the
preschool program with severe delays in
cognitive thinking, expressive language and
social emotional areas. By the end of his
second year, his PES scores indicated he had
no expressive language or social emotional
delays, though he still had a severe cognitive
thinking delay.

According to the speech language pathologist,
in Dakota’s second year, his sentences
increased in length and he was better able to
put sentences together. According to teaching
staff, in his first year the other children didn’t
want to play with him; by his second year,
however, he had learned to go more gently
and not only made friends easily but had
become something of a leader.

Dakota’s attention span increased during his
time in the preschool program to the point
where he was able to finish activities. Dakota
made improvements cognitively. His portfolio
provides an example of the links Dakota
started to make between books and play. In
March 2002 (his last year in the preschool
program), when playing in the sand, Dakota
told the teacher he was making a spider. After
the teacher pointed him to the spider books
and he looked through them, he ran back to
the sand table saying he needed to make a
web, like the one in the book. While working
in the sand box he kept going back to the table
to consult the books.

Prairie-Dawn

Prairie-Dawn was a cooperative, extremely
quiet little girl. Among her strong points were
her artistic abilities and fine motor skills — she
was good at drawing and printing. According
to PES scores, Prairie-Dawn initially had a
moderate delay in her social emotional
development. This improved to the point of
no delay by the end of her last year in the ELC
preschool program. Her portfolio indicates
she grew in confidence and developed
friendships. Teaching staff commented that she
wasn’t as shy as she had been at the beginning
of the program. Also, her severe cognitive
thinking delay (as measured by PES scores)
improved to a moderate delay. Her portfolio
provides the following example of change in
her language. Prairie-Dawn moved from
identifying plans only by pointing to the area
where she wanted to play, to the point where
she was able to verbalize her plans and then,
after following through on them, provide a
description of what she had done. Teaching
staff felt that while she scored in the low range
of development, in general she was working to
her full capabilities.

REGINA EARLY LEARNING CENTRE EvAaLuaTION 17
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Key informant interviews

Following is a summary of points raised by one or
more key informants. Informants were both
internal and external to ELC.

Conditions in the external
environment

Young children and their families are affected
by complex issues like poverty, which ELC
cannot change.

ELC in general and program
specifics

ELC is doing an excellent job with limited
resources. There would be a gap if ELC didn't
exist. Its programs have many strengths. As
one respondent commented:

“we were so impressed and amazed
by so much around the ELC and their
dedication and commitment, just the
respect, and the high esteem that
they held the children and their
families in...they're modelling good
early childhood development policy
and programming, it’s not just
something on a piece of paper,

they re cuiturally affirming and alf the
rest of it”

Staff

ELC staff are extremely dedicated and caring.
They continue to work at ELC, despite the
low wages and heavy workload that result
from a low level of funding. They feel they are
making a positive contribution to children and
their families and they experience a sense of
community at EL.C.

“the collaborative approach is
empowering, creates a community,
where everyone has a role, something
to offer, each is recognized as equally
important and feels vital to the ELC
community”

Relationship between EL.C and parents

There is a close relationship between ELC and
parents. Parents are formally involved with ELC
through:

* the parent-controlied board

« programs specifically for families

» contact with teaching staff during home visits
» parent-teacher supper meetings, and

* visiting and participating in the classrooms.

Parents are comfortable at the ELC because of
the qualities exhibited by staff, program qualities
and supports, past experience with ELC and what
they have heard from families and friends about
ELC.

Community profile and links

The ELC is highly respected locally and nationally.
For example, ELC received the Canada Post
Literacy Award in 1999. In addition, ELC is well
integrated into a network of community
organizations ranging from participation in inter-
agency committees to working relationships with
a number of organizations such as Four
Directions Health Centre, Child and Youth
Services, SIAST, and Public and Catholic School
Boards.

Funding

Lack of stable, ongoing funding at an adequate
level is a critical issue for EL.C.

Continual improvement

ELC exemplifies the term “continual
improvement” through its practice of ongoing
learning and reflection, receptiveness to new
ideas and innovation, and constructive problem
solving approaches.

"ELC staff are always receptive to listening
to and trying new ideas, to learning and
changing; they have an emergent program
where their whole structure incorporates
this approach”
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Discussion of Evaluation Results

Evaluation results are discussed below.

TLC? objectives

All of ELC’s general TLC? objectives were
met. In addition, the results of the evaluation
(for the time period 1999-2002) indicate that,
as far as can be told given available data, short
term objectives for TLC? components were
also met:

PAT

PAT addressed children’s developmental
needs and capacities through ongoing
screening, referrals to community resources,
and identification of strategies for parents to
use with their children. Children participating
in PAT were prepared for a smooth transition
into ELC’s preschool program. Parent survey
responses indicate that they increased their
knowledge and understanding of children’s
developmental stages, and of activities they
could do with children to support their child’s
development.

Preschool

Evidence is strong that the preschool program
assisted children with cognitive and language
delays to increase their skill levels. In addition,
findings indicate that all children improved in
at least some ways. Child assessment practices
were enhanced through use of PES, refining of
portfolio documentation, and ongoing
professional development. The program also
facilitated children’s entrance into the school
system by increasing children’s developmental
levels and through its transition strategy

Family literacy

Parent responses on Come Read With Me and
PRINTS evaluation forms indicate that parents
successfully applied the knowledge they
learned from the two programs in terms of

participating in specific literacy activities with
their children and in general interactions with
their children. They gained knowledge in the
importance of language and literature, the
value of play, and specific literacy activities to
engage in with their children.

Overall impact

The TLC? project was responsible for a
number of positive impacts:

Impact on ELC in general

TLC? impacts on ELC programming were
noted in the the previous section describing
the program. TLC® also impacted positively
on the organization as a whole through an
increase in:

« credibility
* networking opportunities
« financial stability

» focus on accountability and evaluation
issues

*  staff development

Impact on children

As discussed above PAT, the preschool and
family literacy programs had positive impacts
on children.

Impact on parents

Impacts on parents directly attributable to
TLC? program components included an
increase in knowledge through PAT and family
literacy programs, and application of that
knowledge (at least in the case of family
literacy). The ELC impacted on parents in
these ways:

« general increase in parenting knowledge
and skills

* achange to a positive attitude towards
education

REGINA EARLY LEARNING CENTRE EvaruaTion 21
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The ELC provides a program model that CO“CIUSiO“
works extremely well in a Saskatchewan

context. Some of the salient features of
the ELC that could be considered by
other agencies include:

valuation findings were very positive.
The major conclusion of this report is
_ ) that TLC? program components were
°  consistency between practice and  girectly and indirectly responsible for many

fac.tors such as values and benefits experienced by the children, parents
evidence and the community. ELC, by using an approach

e continual improvement through solidly based on continual improvement,
ongoing reflection, evaluation and  alignment of practice with values and other
modification and through keeping important factors, and good relationships at all
abreast of current research in the levels, has produced excellent results through
field its implementation of the TLC? project.

. positive relationships at all levels.
This includes taking direction
from, being sensitive to, and being
supportive of the community the
organization is mandated to serve
(in ELC’s case, the families who
participate in its programs)

These positive results have a number of
implications for ELC, policy makers and the
broader Saskatchewan community.

* First, they validate the work of ELC and
suggest the importance of securing a more
adequate funding base to allow the

°  astrengths-based approach views program to continue to deliver existing
children and families as full and programs. ldeally funding should also
active partners in learning and provide ELC with future opportunities to
SNing, continue to refine and expand upon its

existing programs.

* Second, these results join a growing body
of information that documents the
effectiveness of early childhood programs
and provides an illustration of a program
within a Saskatchewan context.

¢ Third, the evaluation report presents
findings that have the potential to provide
valuable guidance and insight to other
programs working within a uniquely
Saskatchewan context.
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