











From the moment you walk in the door, it is all positive. The facilitators care about each child’s
development. In turn, parents care about each other’s child development

I have lived in this community for five years without a friend. | found my friend at StrongStart and even our
husbands are friends and so are our children

My daughter is less “colour-blind” — she does not notice other cultures any more and she is even speaking
a few words of Punjabi now

My daughter used to be extremely physical — now she is more loving and sharing with others

l used to be really shy when | came into the school; now | say “hi” to the secretary. | say “hi” to the principal.
I feel like this is my school

How could I justify being able to sit in preschool with my daughter when she cried all the time when | can
come here and we can laugh and play together for free

When my baby was born and | couldn’t attend to my other child, the other mothers washed my daughter’s
hands with her

Can we sign a petition - to keep this?

Parents and caregivers were asked to rank, on a five-point scale, their perception of their children’s
learning and the quality of experiences since attending the StrongStart BC program. The areas of
learning included language, physical and social-emotional development, and getting along with
other children. The experiences included a range of age-appropriate activities in areas of literacy, arts,
exploration and active play as well as snack and community outings. Respondents were asked to rank
how children felt about coming to StrongStart BC.
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In all but one area, more than 80% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that their perception was
that StrongStart BC encouraged development in all areas, provided high quality experiences for their
children, and that the children enjoyed coming to the program. The one area in which fewer than half
(40%) agreed or strongly agreed, was StrongStart providing high quality experiences with outings to the
community. Field trips were identified as an expectation in the Ministry’s stated expectation; however,
this was difficult to achieve given the nature of a drop in program. Unless all parents could be informed
in advance, they arrived to an empty classroom.

While general perceptions were positive, considerable difference occurred in responses depending on
how often the respondent and child visited the centre. Respondents were grouped into the following
categories: those who attended fewer than 4 times in the month, between 4-7 times, between 8-12
times, and more than 12 times (See Figures 17 and 18).

In every area of perceived learning and benefit, the percentage of those who “strongly agreed” increased
with more frequent attendance.

Perception of StrongStart by attendance per month (n=404)
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Figure 17: Parental perception of StrongStart by attendance per month
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Perception of program by frequency of attendance:
High quality experiences in exploratory play, active play, and snack (n=408)
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Figure 18: Parental perception of program by frequency of attendance: high quality experiences in
exploratory play, active play and snack

4.9.3 Benefits Described by School Staff and/or members of the Intersectoral Coalition

The community cannot offer the same service

The regular hours on a daily basis

The location in schools

The natural transition to kindergarten

The connection and referrals to other services

The initial concern about competition with other services has not occurred

The facilitator feels like a professional member of the school team

StrongStart BC has raised expectations in the community about the quality of programs

Increase in contact with 2- to 4-year-olds
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School staff are learning about early learning needs
A renewed child-centred atmosphere in the school
Other agencies are getting access to families through StrongStart BC

Some kindergarten teachers noted less separation anxiety, more familiarity with routines, better
transitions between activities, more parents attending parent conferences and more self-confidence;
she attributed this to participation in the StrongStart BC program

Written Responses to Open-ended Questions in the Survey

Note: Most parents (approximately two thirds) did not offer written comments, but only completed the
basic survey. Where written comments were provided, selected comments are chosen because of the
high frequency of similar responses. In order to ensure there is no bias in the presentation of written
comments, negative comments are presented where they exist.

StrongStart brings families a level of trust and comfort with the school system that opens the family up to
other agencies

EDI data has been useful in determining placement
Bringing children in early helps them to decide to enrol here for kindergarten

(ECD coordinator) There is no question it (StrongStart) has elevated community expectations about
quality service and increased awareness of ECD issues

(Parks & Recreation staff) StrongStart is a catalyst for many agencies to come together, to become more
collaborative and to find the gaps in services

...our hearts and our head:s tell us that this is a good thing for these kids and families

(Principal) Housing StrongStart in our school adds a layer of energy and enthusiasm. We can feel the
positive presence of early learning happening right in our building. Our exposure to StrongStart stretches
usall

(School trustee) At the anniversary celebration that we had a year after the opening, there was an entirely
good feeling - this is our place in our neighbourhood - the place was packed and no one left. Connections
have been made and not on a superficial level

(Intersectoral coalition chair) We have people at this table who can make the decisions and they say, “Yes
we can do that” instead of “First | will have to check with so and so, so and so and so and so and so and
get back to you.” We make decisions as needed

(School trustee) It is our responsibility as a school board and we are striving to improve literacy ... We are
proud of our start in StrongStart. Maintaining the centres — this makes a difference - let’s see some hard
data though, so that these SS centers can never be eliminated

(School librarian) This StrongStart centre is like a practicum. | see what | need to do and learn. | can do
this. Parents believe and feel they can do this for their children. They can try things at home that they have
learned at the centre. At StrongStart, parents are reaffirmed

(Superintendent) In these past four years, we have come leaps and bounds in understanding the
importance of supporting young children and their families here. There are so many more offerings for
families now in our community
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4,10 Parental, School and Intersectoral Views of Issues/Weaknesses In Focus Groups and
Interviews

The research team provided equal time in focus groups and interviews to inquire about concerns, issues
and the improvements respondents would like to see in the program. In focus groups and interviews,
the following concerns were expressed:

4.10.1 Parental Views about Issues

« The classroom is too crowded on occasion and this dilutes the service

« @Gas prices and access to transportation are issues

« More StrongStarts are needed - so parents do not have to travel and can stay in their neighbourhood
« Continue to mix socio-economic levels

« Thereis a need to find ways to include working parents

4.10.2 School System and Intersectoral Views about Issues
« Care needs to be taken not to compete with other community programs

« Some vulnerable families are not being reached; outreach staff or additional resources are needed to
help with this

- Transportation is a big issue
+ Access to water and bathrooms has been a problem,

+ StrongStart BC funding does not cover the increased demand on the secretary, principal, custodial
staff, librarian and other staff and services

Parent Survey Results

When asked how they would like to see the program changed, parents responded as follows:
+ 36.7% gave no response

+ 19.5% wanted more activities and activities changed frequently

+ 10.9% wanted an adjustment or change in hours

+  10% wanted to increase centre space

« 7.3% wanted more centres and locations

« 7.3% wanted to restrict numbers in the classrooms

The remainder of the responses were less than 5%.

Written Responses to Open-ended Questions in the Survey

Note: Most parents (approximately two thirds) did not offer written comments, but only completed the
basic survey. Where written comments were provided, selected comments are chosen because of the
high frequency of similar responses. In order to ensure there is no bias in the presentation of written
comments, negative comments are presented where they exist.
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Approximately:

One-fifth wanted the programs to be open different or additional hours; suggestions included being
open in the afternoons, in the summer, on the weekends, on school breaks, and in a few cases, where
the program was offered in the afternoons, that it be offered in the mornings

One-fifth mentioned the problem of too many children and adults in the room at one time.
Suggestions including limiting the number of children or splitting the age groups on different days
or at different times of the day

One-sixth suggested that the facility should be larger to avoid frequent overcrowding

Others (less than one sixth) wanted more facilities, in part to reduce the overcrowding, but to
reduce the distance they had to travel. They often arrived late and found the program full. They had
problems with transportation and wanted all families to have access to StrongStart BC

More frequent formal activities, such as longer circle time, more stories and more structured pre-
literacy additional time for gross-motor activities, by either increasing the gym time, or playing
outside

Healthier snacks

Occasional field trips on the schedule
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SECTION 5

Recommendations

5.0 The Recommendations

In spite of the inherent limitations in evaluating
a family drop-in program, the study points to a
number of key findings and conclusions. - /E;

In 10 pilot sites, the programs were oversubscribed =
and overcrowded some days but as the number of =
sites increases, this problem should be minimized,
because at the moment, many parents drive from >
all over town to attend the only centre available. =
The facilitators were highly valued by families. While
the pilot sites have generally been able to employ
effective facilitators, some concern remains about i
the perceived shortage of trained ECE staff and
that other programs will lose staff to the school
programs.

In the first year of operation at all sites, intersectoral

groups were concerned about the introduction of StrongStart BC, particularly because it was delivered
through the school system and without previous consultation. By the second visit, that concern was
being alleviated. The research team documented many examples of (a) strong working relationships, (b)
interdependence and better relationships between the intersectoral groups and the school system, and
(c) requests from other schools to host StrongStart BC sites.

Over 90% of parents surveyed were positive about the perceived learning and benefits to their children
as well as to their family. They identified important changes they had made in their home routines
after what they had learned from StrongStart BC. Parents in focus groups described how they knew
that some learning was directly connected to their experiences in the program rather than the result

of any other program or activity. Facilitators described changes in learning for some children through
documentation strategies, but not in a systematic way. While accepting that parents’and facilitators’
perceptions (and the evidence from their stories) were legitimate, the research team was unable to
document specific child outcomes due to the newness of both the program and attendance-gathering
mechanisms. In addition, an assessment of the effect of participation in StrongStart BC compared to
other programs was beyond the scope of this study. In the second year of the program, new attendance
procedures were put in place that will provide data for longitudinal studies related to child outcomes.
One of the recommendations is to support school district compliance with the contract expectation of
PEN (Personal Education Number) for each student.

While the evaluation results demonstrated that the program is well received by its clients and is meeting
many family, school and community needs in its second year of operation, the research team has
identified the following recommendations in order to strengthen the program.

The study recommendations are listed in the order they appear in the headers of the Findings (Section
4) of the report. Page references are provided so that the reader can refer to a more detailed explanation

54 | EVALUATION OF STRONGSTART BC



of the reasons for the recommendation. In each header, the recommendations are made to the
Government, the Ministry of Education or School Districts, depending on the governing or legislative
responsibility related to the recommendation.

5.1 Context of the Sites (Refer to page 13 for details)

5.1.1 Expansion of the Program

This evaluation has presented strong evidence that StrongStart BC is welcomed, needed and valued by
parents, caregivers and community members involved with the program. Placement of the program

in schools has brought families into the school system where they are (a) learning new strategies for
working with their children, (b) linking to other community services, and (c) improving their attitude
towards the school system. The school system has integrated this new responsibility with varying
degrees of enthusiasm and has begun to build liaisons, partnerships and relationships with interagency
groups.

Recommendation1: To the Ministry of Education

Expand the StrongStart BC program into schools and communities across BC, in collaboration
with local community leadership. The needs that are being met by StrongStart BC can be
anticipated to exist virtually everywhere there are families with young children.

5.1.2 Location of the Site

All but one of the pilot sites was located in an area where there were perceived vulnerabilities, as
identified by the EDI (Early Development Instrument). Ten sites had high populations of Aboriginal
families, immigrants or refugees. Eight of the 10 sites registered a high attendance of these population
groups. In three cases, StrongStart BC programs were placed in neighbourhoods without consultation
with interagency groups. The result was a perception of threat to existing services and possibility

of duplication of services. Consultation with other service providers would be an investment in the
development of more harmonious and collaborative relationships.

Recommendation 2: To School Districts

Before designating sites, consult with intersectoral coalitions or interagency groups and other
child/family serving agencies in the area to (a) assess current offerings, and (b) consult on the best
school location for community needs.

5.2 Operations (Refer to page 13 for details)

5.2.1 Program Hours, Space and Facilities

i Program Hours and Space:

Most parents were happy with the morning/weekday designated hours but in some cases, sites altered
hours to accommodate a greater number of working parents by including Saturday and evening
openings. Four sites shared available space with other interagency professionals and preschool
programs in the afternoon. While general guidelines for program hours are useful, in some communities
there were legitimate needs for varied hours to accommodate seasonal workers, shift workers, the
attendance of fathers, other needs of parents, and cooperative efforts to accommodate other program
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offerings. In addition, some interagency professionals (such as speech pathologists and multicultural
workers) have appreciated the opportunity to use the space in off-hours.

Recommendation 3: To School Districts
3a. Encourage sites to vary (or supplement) their program hours to meet community needs.

3b. Encourage sites to share the classroom space with other community agencies when it is to the
mutual benefit of both programs. (Most sharing arrangements worked best when program goals
were compatible.)

ii. Facility improvements:

The funding from the StrongStart BC start-up grant enabled all StrongStart BC classrooms to be
renovated or painted and equipped for a family school-based drop-in program. Unfortunately, the
classrooms were not always in the best location in the school. An effective program requires clean-

up facilities for activities such as painting and water play. Health and safety factors necessitate
frequent hand washing and parental supervision of bathroom visits without interfering with other
school instruction. Outdoor large-muscle play and important opportunities for exploration in natural
environments can be facilitated by access to the outdoors. Some sites did not have either this access or
safe places to play. Start-up funding can be used for this purpose.

Recommendation 4: To School Districts

In determining the placement of the program in the school, ensure that the classroom has running
water, accessible outdoor play areas suitable for preschool children, and easy access to washrooms.

5.3 Human Resources (Refer to page 15 for details)

5.3.1 ECE Facilitators, Employment and Funding

i. ECE Facilitators’ Availability:

In every focus group, parents expressed admiration for the skill, compassion and caring provided to them
and their family by the facilitators. They saw the facilitators as role models, counsellors and teachers. In
survey results, parents identified the ECE facilitators as the greatest strength of the program. Communities
are worried that StrongStart BC will attract ECE staff away from community-based programs due to a
higher pay scale, additional benefits and, in some cases, an enhanced work environment.

Recommendation 5: To the Ministry of Education

Work with other Ministries and the ECE Articulation Committee to coordinate a strategy to ensure
a knowledgeable and stable early childhood workforce for early childhood programs in BC,
including StrongStart BC. Issues to be addressed include (a) the availability of early childhood
educators, (b) working conditions, and (c) access to professional education and development.

ii. ECE Training:

StrongStart BC drop-in centres require facilitator skills in addition to those now offered in ECE
postsecondary programs. Some facilitators that were interviewed by the team did not feel adequately
prepared. The skills they identified included: interacting with many parents who are participating in
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the program, modelling skills for parents, preparing resources for one-on-one adult/child interaction,
documenting child developmental progress in a drop-in program, building relationships with multiple
parents in a group setting, planning curriculum for a mixed age group from infants to 5-year-olds.
These same skills would enhance the capacity of ECEs to be effective practitioners in all early childhood
settings (Beach et al., 2006).

Recommendation 6: To the Ministry of Education

Work with ECE postsecondary institutions through MCFD and the ECE Articulation Committee
(program coordinators of ECE Training Programs) to discuss including facilitation skills specific
to [family] drop-in programs; this would also be applicable to those working with families in
regulated childcare, preschool and early intervention programs. Encourage the same initiative in
provincial and school district professional-development offerings.

iii. ECEs as Employees of the School System:

All the facilitators expressed their pleasure at working in the school system. At the same time, they were
unanimous in wanting a stable working environment for the long term. At different sites, inconsistent
employment arrangements involved a municipality, the school district CUPE union, personal contracts
and one exempt school district employee. StrongStart BC facilitators wanted a stable relationship and
reasonable compensation in a strong organization for security reasons. All those interviewed preferred
to be a member of the school district staff in some form.

Recommendation 7: To the Ministry of Education

Formalise the identity of the employer of the facilitator, the employer’s responsibility and role,
and the reporting relationship so that it is consistent throughout the province.

iv. Funding for Integration of StrongStart BC into Schools:

At nine sites, champions of the program had emerged in the form of district staff, school principals

or designated new early learning coordinators. Librarians had welcomed facilitators and contributed
resources, secretaries welcomed parents and prepared newsletters, and school resources were made
available to the programs beyond the designated StrongStart BC start-up funding. Effective programs
will require that the program be integrated in the school system to include professional-development
activities, classroom maintenance, collection of attendance data, supervision and evaluation of staff and
financial management. All items require attention from other district employees. The electronic school
data system (BCeSIS) has created a burden for facilitators and school secretaries. Because of the nature
of the drop-in program, it is possible that strangers are arriving in busy programs and the facilitator

has no knowledge of whether they have registered or not. School office procedures are interrupted by
unexpected arrivals because, unlike kindergarten, multiple new arrivals register throughout the year.
Continued efforts to collect birth certificates take up considerable time and discourage registrants from
attending.

Recommendation 8: To the Ministry of Education

Provide extra funding to acknowledge the additional workload placed on district staff and school
administrators and on clerical, maintenance and other school district services that provide critical
and important administrative support.
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5.3.2 Integration of the Program

Ten of the twelve facilitators who reported high levels of job satisfaction participated in school events
and felt supported by school staff, particularly the kindergarten teacher and the principal.

Recommendation 9: To School Districts

Engage the StrongStart BC facilitators as an integral part of the school staff’s internal activities.
Encourage StrongStart BC staff attendance at staff and school events, inclusion in professional-
development activities, use of other school professionals and sharing of facilities and resources.

5.4 Leadership in School Systems (Refer to page 17 for details)

5.4.1 The Role of the Principal

Leadership theory is explicit about the fact that programs in schools thrive when the principal supports
staff and provides program support. The StrongStart BC programs that were thriving were those in
which the facilitator (a) worked within clearly defined reporting relationships, (b) perceived that the
principal supported the StrongStart BC program, and (c) was given guidance by school district staff. At
three sites, little support for the facilitator was apparent. The result was a sense of isolation for these
facilitators.

StrongStart BC facilitators require two types of leadership:
1. Program and pedagogical leadership
2. Organizational or systemic leadership

Program and pedagogical leadership will best be provided by a trained ECE coordinator who may or
may not be the principal but both types of leadership need to be provided.

Recommendation 10: To School Districts

Designate responsibility for program leadership and supervision to a district staff member and
the principal of involved schools. Provide them with professional-development experiences so
they can work with the facilitator to integrate the StrongStart BC program into the school system.
Designate clear reporting relationships.

5.5 Attendance (Refer to page 19 for details)

5.5.1 Temporary Registration Procedures and Presentation of Data

i Temporary Registration Procedures ( To the Ministry):

Many parents were unable or unwilling to provide the required birth certificate or equivalent
identification and, as a result, did not return to the program. Program staff reported that, in many cases,
these might have been families most in need of the program.
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Recommendation 11: To the Ministry of Education

Develop ways to help centres comply with the StrongStart BC contract requirement to assign PEN
numbers. Some districts have found creative ways to achieve this. Canvas the 12 pilot sites (and
others implemented in the 2007/2008 school year) for creative solutions to explore options.

ii. Presentation of BCeSIS Data (To the Ministry):

The new BCeSIS applied this year at most sites improved the information collected on attendees and
frequency of attendance. In order to sustain the program, evidence of success must be shown in the
form of continued parental support, reduced vulnerability and child developmental outcomes. The data
gathered by the parents’ survey suggests that, in the perception of the parents, learning increases if the
family attends twice or more per week on a regular basis.

Recommendation 12: To the Ministry of Education

Consult with experienced researchers to determine the best way to organize the attendance data
into databases to establish useful patterns for the collection of longitudinal data. Inform and
monitor school districts about the patterns so that the data collection will be consistent. Begin to
put longitudinal studies into place, especially using the EDI data as the main outcome of interest,
perhaps using matched comparison groups to estimate the effect. Even if numbers are small in
the first year, it may be a useful pilot project for improving the methods used.

5.5.2 Overcrowding and Hard-to Reach-Families

i Overcrowding:

At some sites, when the room became overcrowded, a “closed” sign was put on the door. This resulted
in competitive parent line-ups half-an-hour before the door opened so they could ensure their place
for the morning. Closure of classrooms due to overcrowding has been a problem for parents who have
made an effort to travel with their children only to find the program unavailable. Some sites have used
different measures to resolve the problem (refer to p. 91 for examples).

Recommendation 13: To School Districts

If overcrowding is a problem, create different attendance patterns for groups of families or
daycare groups to avoid closure of the classroom.

ii. Accessing Hard-to-reach Families:

School staff report that some families in low socio-economic circumstances are attending the program.
Of the survey respondents, 49.5% reported a family income of less that $39,999 and half of those
reported an income of less than $30,000 (below the Statistics Canada poverty line for a family of four);
18.7% did not respond to the question. While vulnerability exists at all levels of the SES spectrum, a few
sites (as documented in interviews and focus groups) were not reaching the full range of demographics
in their neighbourhood. Other sites have used creative strategies to find those in need, using volunteer
groups and interagency staff to assist with outreach efforts. In particular, Aboriginal families are not
attending most programs regularly even though programs are offered in neighbourhoods with high
numbers of Aboriginal families.
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Recommendation 14: To School Districts

Encourage a comparison of attendance data with local demographics to monitor who is (and

is not) using the site. A genuine effort needs to be made, site by site, to determine what would
make the program more attractive to those who are choosing not to attend. Develop creative
marketing strategies for StrongStart BC to reach those who are not aware of the offering. These
may include low SES populations (refugees and immigrants, and multicultural and Aboriginal
populations). Work with local Aboriginal leaders, with their existing programs and with other
agencies to develop partnerships that are sensitive to Aboriginal culture, and encourage families
to attend.

5.6 Program [Quality] Effectiveness (Refer to page 30 for details)
5.6.1 Relationships with Intersectoral Coalitions and Referrals

i. Intersectoral Coalitions:

The literature review explains the importance of (a) early childhood programs being interconnected,
and (b) collaborative relationships being developed among the intersectoral coalitions. The research
team agreed that the most effective StrongStart BC sites are those that have developed interdependent
relationships with interagency groups. These sites have developed new interagency communication
systems among staff and shared other resources and facilities, while planning collaboratively.

Recommendation 15: To School Districts

Establish a formal relationship with the local intersectoral coalition (if not already in place) to
collaborate on early learning initiatives. Establish partnerships, share resources and develop
interagency referral processes that can be implemented through the StrongStart BC program.

ii. Referrals from StrongStart BC to Other Agencies:

One of the greatest advantages of collaborative relationships among family support groups is the
opportunity to apply interventions to help children or families at the earliest possible stage. While a
high number of referrals and interventions have already been made through StrongStart BC sites, few
structured systems have been established to support the facilitators who are uncertain about local
expectations. The referral process would be enhanced at each site by clearly defined protocols in (a) the
school system, and (b) the community.

Recommendation 16: To School Districts

Establish internal policies and procedures for referrals of families and/or children with special
needs or who may be considered to be living in a condition of risk. Define roles, responsibilities
and processes for referrals both in the school district and to interagency groups, particularly
health authorities and social services, using formal and informal channels of communication.
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5.6.2 Descriptors for the Program

Most programs were following the Ministry-stated expectations for program offerings in accordance
with the new provincial Early Learning Framework. The team, however, documented some practices in
the programs that were not consistent with recent research and would not be considered exemplary
practice. A more elaborate description of exemplary practice is required to ensure a consistent program
throughout the province. Descriptions might include the importance of (a) open-ended activities,

(b) language development and symbolic representation strategies, (c) flexible spaces, (d) natural
environments and outdoor play, (e) the visual arts, (f) literacy, (g) intellectual engagement, (h) skills
related to modelling for parents in a classroom setting, and (i) the role of the facilitator in establishing
such an environment.

The research team documented examples of practices that were not consistent with the program
philosophy and prevailing research as described above.

Recommendation 17: To the Ministry of Education

Develop and publish descriptors of StrongStart BC exemplary program practices (curriculum and
pedagogy) that are consistent with the Early Learning Framework and the literature review.

5.6.3 Professional Development Offerings

As early learning programs become more commonplace in schools, the system needs to create new
professional-development programs that include principals, kindergarten teachers and facilitators. This
initial investment is important for the long-term integration of early learners into the school system.

Recommendation 18: To School Districts

Provide professional-development activities for principals, kindergarten teachers and facilitators
of StrongStart BC programs, based on the descriptions referred to in Recommendation 17.

5.6.4 Provincial StrongStart BC Evaluation Procedure Guidelines

School programs, especially new ones, need to be monitored in order to improve the program and
staff. Child outcomes are a different issue; they will be maximized only if the program offerings are of
consistently high quality. School district staff is accustomed to program evaluation processes but will
need guidance on the new provincial early learning mandate as it applies to program practices.

Recommendation 19: Evaluation Guidelines with Descriptors (Recommendation 17) for
StrongStart BC Programs

Develop and publish a recommended process and guidelines for the evaluation of the
StrongStart BC program consistent with the Early Learning Framework, the literature review, the
descriptors referred to in Recommendation 17 and the prevailing research on the evaluation of
early learning programs.
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5.6.5 School District StrongStart BC Evaluation Systems

StrongStart BC evaluations should become part of the evaluation of school district programs and of the
accountability processes at the local and provincial levels.

Recommendation 20: To School Districts

Develop local policies and procedures consistent with the Ministry of Education guidelines to
evaluate StrongStart BC programs at the school district level.

5.7  Strengths and Limitations of the Study

5.7.1 Strengths of the Study
The evaluation results were based on the work of the research team, including:
+ A preliminary year of documentation of the sites

+ Preparation of a literature review on pertinent topics related to school-based family drop-in
programs and preschool programs in general

« Two-day research team visits to each site in the second year

+ A collection of documentation on eight key topics that sites were required to present as evidence
« Site interviews with a total of 126 members of intersectoral groups and school district staff

« Focus groups at each site, including 132 parents/caregivers, and

« Over 600 surveys of parents who had attended the program (three different surveys)

(In all, 864 adults expressed their views to the research team either in person or by survey.)

The analysis of the data was triangulated by comparing the findings from the research team, the
surveys, the collection of documents and the principles that emerged in the literature review. Based
on the results, the research team concluded:

+ Placement of the program in schools has brought families into the school system where they are (a)
learning new strategies for working with their children, (b) linking to other community services, and
(c) enhancing attitudes towards the school system

« The program is highly valued by parents and families

+ The agencies and intersectoral groups that work with StrongStart BC also value the service it
provides

+ Families from a wide variety of socio-economic backgrounds are using the sites, and

+ The research team documented many examples of positive social impact as a result of the program
as described by grateful families, particularly those living in poverty and isolation as new immigrants
and refugees
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5.7.2 Limitations of the Study

Researchers’ Visits to Sites: Time Issues

The researchers were limited to two days at the sites in research teams of two. In this time, the teams
were able to observe the program, interview as many as 20 individuals, conduct two focus groups,
attend briefing and de-briefing meetings, visit off-site (intersectoral) facilities when relevant, and
collect documents. Additional time would have been used to work with the facilitator on program
development. The facilitators indicated they would have liked to spend more time with the ECE experts
on the team to discuss program issues.

Generalizability of the Findings

The evaluation included only 12 pilot sites. Since the evaluation started, as many as 80 additional

sites have been implemented. It is not known at this time whether the findings of this study are
generalizable; however, implementation of the recommendations contained in this report will support
the delivery of a standard program across the province.

Data Collection
There was no base-line data with which to begin the process because the program was new.

The first year of data collection was conducted manually in the classroom. In the second year, sites were
expected to be using BCeSIS. This became problematic for two reasons: (1) some sites were not able to
be on-line until late in the year; (2) the data were presented in inconsistent formats, making it difficult to
compare and interpret attendance.

Source: School System Data

For some information, such as statistics about Aboriginal and multicultural populations in school
communities, the research team relied on information provided by the school district and community
coalitions, which may or may not have been accurate.

Surveys

Over 600 parents were surveyed (three surveys). Surveys were translated into 11 languages at a cost
of $5,000; however, only 12 translated surveys were returned. Focus groups and private interviews,
however, included a good representation of multicultural groups and provided the research team with
the information required.

Registration

Registrants were expected to provide birth certificates or the equivalent. Reportedly, some registrants
dropped-out of the program as a result. Registration processes were cumbersome and time-consuming
for facilitators and/or school secretaries. The researchers received some attendance data that included
only official registrants with PEN numbers while other sites provided registered and unregistered
counts.
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Program Quality/Effectiveness

There was no established curriculum or pedagogy so the research team was restricted in its capacity to
measure effectiveness other than to rely on the literature review and the methods that experts advocate
as promising practice.

Evidence of Child Outcomes

It was not possible to document child-development outcomes at this stage of the program’s
development. Given the new attendance procedures in development through BCeSIS, it was not
possible to calculate the frequency of visits or the duration of each visit at this stage of the program’s
development.

Lack of Policies and Procedures

School districts rely on policies and procedures to manage their systems, maintain standards and guide
practice. Few districts had attempted to develop guidelines for StrongStart BC centres, resulting in
confusion about roles and responsibilities.
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Conclusion

Evaluating the 12 StrongStart BC pilot programs was a complex two-year assignment for the StrongStart
advisory committee and the research team. StrongStart BC was an emergent program, the first of

its kind in the school system with some vulnerable families as clients. The sites were diverse and
geographically disparate. The challenge was to:

« Capture the views, experiences, benefits and concerns of family clients and invested community
members

+ Measure the growth, improvements and changes in the 12 sites from Stage (Year) 1 to Stage (Year) 2
« Design processes so that future use of the data could be maximized

«  Document the implementation of promising practices so they could be communicated to school
district staff, the Ministry of Education and future StrongStart BC sites in order to enhance the
effectiveness of the program

« Encourage interconnectedness and knowledge transfer among all services connected with early
learning programs

+ Raise awareness of the multiple needs of early learners and their families in order to advise policy
makers

The results were consistent from all 12 sites. In interviews, focus groups and surveys, over 95% of
parents and caregivers expressed appreciation for the program offerings. Between Stage 1 and Stage
2, the researchers documented improvements in attendance and systemic record keeping, program
effectiveness, school district ownership of (and pride in) the program and creative extensions to the
program. The research team recorded many promising practices in effective early learning and play
environments. The team verified growing connections between interagency groups, which resulted in
collaboration between programs, sharing of resources, new relationships and increasing referrals for
young children and families. The team recorded numerous stories of families who described a need,
received support and were grateful in return.

The data collected from over 700 parents, caregivers and community members confirm the results of
this case study. StrongStart BC is highly valued by those who attend and is serving a need for hundreds
of young families. The data describe (a) effective ECE facilitators modelling skills that enhance child
development, (b) parents and children learning to work together in a literacy environment, (c) family
transferring skills and knowledge from the classroom to their homes, and (d) intersectoral coalitions
building early child development bridges together.

Implementation of the recommendations contained in this report will strengthen the quality of the
StrongStart BC program and support families and their preschool children in BC communities.
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Appendices

Appendix A: Literature Review
(Authored by Jane Bertrand)

Strong Start Review of Literature
June 2008

In the 2006-2007 school year, the British Colombia Ministry of Education funded 12 school districts to
pilot 12 Strong Start British Columbia (StrongStart BC) centres for families/caregivers and preschool-
aged children (Ministry of Education, 2006). StrongStart BC expanded to 85 sites in 2007-08 and a total
of 400 are planned for 2008/09/10. StrongStart BC centres are located in schools and may be co-located
with other early childhood programs such as childcare or parent resource centres, as part of emerging
school-based hubs. They are intended to support early learning, i.e., the knowledge and skills that
young children acquire through physical means, language, communication, and in social and emotional
domains. StrongStart BC centres help (a) parents to participate in their children’s early learning and
development and (b) children establish school-family relationships before they enter kindergarten, and
(c) enhance their home environment.

StrongStart BC is one type of family support program. StrongStart BC centres are defined by four
characteristics:

1. Location in school settings and operated by school districts

2. Participation of primary caregivers (usually parents) in activities that encourage children’s early
learning and development

3. Participation of young children (0- to 5-years-old)

4. A program designed to support children’s early learning, emergent literacy, readiness for school
settings and parents’ active participation in their children’s early development.

The Human Early Learning Partnership (HELP) is conducting the evaluation of the StrongStart BC. The
evaluation of the 12 StrongStart BC pilots proceeded in two stages.

The first stage

+ Assists in documenting the environmental circumstances, implementation process, program
offerings, and client base and responses in each site

+ Determines what can be evaluated during a program-development stage
« Advises on the processes and tools to be used in Stage 2 of the evaluation

«  Proposes a structure for the evaluation and final report - Stage 2 (Mort, 2007).
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The second stage of StrongStart BC evaluation is intended to:

+ Document the implementation of StrongStart BC in the initial 12 pilot sites in the second year of its
implementation

« Capture and use the self-reported views, experiences, benefits and/or concerns of parents,
caregivers, community intersectoral groups and staff

« Collect data based on the information from Stage 1 but design Stage 2 so that use of the data is
maximized

« Compare progress from Stage 1 and Stage 2 to identify areas of growth and/or problems

« Meet district staff to provide them with current perceptions so that changes can be implemented in
a timely fashion

«  Communicate promising practices to all pilots and to the Ministry of Education so that the learning
process is continuous in Stage 2 (the Ministry may choose to extend this communication process to
all sites through its own mechanisms)

+ Encourage intersectoral knowledge transfer
- Raise awareness of the multiple needs of families

The Review of Literature of current knowledge on the effectiveness and evaluation of [family] drop-
in programs like StrongStart BC is intended to support the documentation in Stage 2, and to provide
recommendations for StrongStart BC program-design principles and future evaluation strategies.

Background

The general question of whether early childhood programs can make a difference [to children’s outcomes]
has been asked and answered in the affirmative innumerable times. This generic query is no longer worthy of
further investigation. The central research priority for the early childhood field is to address more important
sets of questions about how different types of interventions influence specific outcomes for children and
families who face differential opportunities and vulnerabilities (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000, p. 379).

Schools across Canada are responding to current needs by implementing early childhood program
initiatives (Mort, 2004; McCain, Mustard & Shanker, 2007; Friendly, Beach, Ferns, & Turiano, 2007). The
commitment to school-run early childhood programs is a combination of (a) the growing awareness of
the importance of early experiences to learning in the school system (Whiteland, 2006), and (b) access
to federal funds that can be allocated to school-based early learning initiatives (Friendly, Beach, Ferns, &
Turiano, 2007). It builds on the emergence of community or full-service schools in the United States in
the 1990s (Melaville & Blank, 1999; Schorr, 1998; Moss, Petrie, & Poland, 1999) and increases cooperation
between schools and early childhood programs (OECD 2001, 2006) in most industrialized countries.

In British Columbia, the education sector’s commitment to early childhood programs before entry to
Grade 1 is expanding. Progress has been made through the Human Early Learning Partnership (HELP)
Mapping Project, under the direction of Dr. Clyde Hertzman of the University of British Columbia (Mort,
2004). Kindergarten teachers in 60 BC school districts, as well as many independent and band schools,
have assessed the developmental characteristics of their students at school entry in five domains using
the Early Development Instrument (EDI): physical health and well-being; social competence; emotional
maturity; language and cognitive development; and communication skills. Subsequently, HELP

maps neighbourhood EDI results to understand the role that community factors play in helping early
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childhood development. Results are discussed in public forums to give communities information about
the school readiness of preschool populations.

Used with local demographic characteristics, EDI results can help a community assess the utilization and
impact of local early childhood programs (for example, see Yau, 2005; Corter et al, 2006; Wolanski, 2008)
and plan new programs that meet the needs of vulnerable populations (Mort, 2004; Wolanski, 2008).
Many British Columbia school districts note that (a) EDI reporting was their first exposure to hard data
indicating that they should become involved in discussing the preschool agenda, and (b) they now felt
confident to apply the findings to the reallocation of funding for early years programming (Mort, 2004).

Since the introduction of EDI reporting in British Columbia, over 200 new community-driven, early
childhood projects are intended to strengthen social capital and family capacity. Many schools are
playing a major role; some initiatives are pilot projects in schools. Projects are often based in family
centres that allow participants to access library resources, experience creative play, become familiar
with community resources, and meet other families in the neighbourhood. Parenting centres offer
instruction on literacy activities, nutrition, and behaviour management. Babies and younger children
enjoy play and literacy activities with their parents. School-based programs for Aboriginal children
include activities specific to cultural needs. Recreation programs are designed to ameliorate physical
vulnerabilities. Health-related programs include immunization and nutrition programs; dental, hearing
and sight screening are provided on-site. The BC Ministry of Education has funded a province-wide
Ready, Set, Learn program, which has resulted in the promotion of books for babies, parent literacy fairs,
and community awareness programs. The expansion of early years programming within in schools has
been accompanied by a number of challenges (budget cuts, reduction of postsecondary ECE programs,
labour shortages and high staff turnover) faced by programming offered through British Columbia’s
child care centres, preschools and family resource programs (Friendly, Beach, Ferns & Turiano, 2007).

Methodology

The Review of Literature evaluates [family] drop-in programs connected to school delivery, like
StrongStart BC. It begins with a series of questions:

1. What are the benefits for children?
2. How do parents and families benefit?

3. What are the program elements that are likely to contribute to effective delivery of family drop-in
programs?

4. How do family drop-in programs align with other school programs and with other community early
childhood programs?

5. How can family support drop-in programs be evaluated?
« What is the purpose of evaluation?
+ What do we want to evaluate?
«  What measurement tools should we use?

The Review of Literature reviews studies of school-based family drop-in and related programs that are
reported in the academic literature in Canada and internationally. It examines the use of individual
child assessment, program evaluation and community monitoring. Both quantitative and qualitative
methodology is included. The review identifies the strengths and limitations of program evaluations to
date.

68 EVALUATION OF STRONGSTART BC APPENDICES



The review includes programs that meet the four defining characteristics that define StrongStart BC
programs. They are school-based; primary caregivers and children participate; they have an early
learning program with defined goals.

Findings

The review identified evaluations for eight school-based family drop-in programs.

1.

215t Century Schools are a community-school model. It incorporates early childhood programs,
after-school care, and other family support services designed to promote the optimal growth and
development of children beginning at birth (Henrich, Ginicola, & Finn-Stevenson, 2006). Family
drop-in programs were one element present in several of the community schools. 21C was first
implemented in Independence, MO, in 1988. Since then, more than 1,300 schools in several states
have implemented the program and continued its operation.

Better Beginnings, Better Futures, began operation in 1994 as a 25-year longitudinal demonstration
project targeting children living in at-risk communities (Peters et al., 2000). There are eight sites in
different communities; five have children from birth to four years and the other three have children
aged four to eight. While each site offers a family drop-in program, the specific mix of services varies
from site to site. Local schools and school boards are partners in all the sites.

The Chicago Child-Parent Center (CPC) Program is a centre-based early intervention that provides
comprehensive educational and family-support services to economically disadvantaged children
from preschool to early elementary school in central Chicago (Graue, Clementys, Reynolds, & Niles,
2004). The goal of the program is to promote children’s academic success and facilitate parent
involvement in children’s education. Children were enrolled in a daily program for one or two years
prior to kindergarten. Parents or other family members participated in the program about once

a week. The Chicago CPC program was not a family drop-in program, as children were registered
and parents were not always together. However, the elements of family participation and school-
based and the extensive research that has followed children into their adult life, make it a valuable
candidate to include in this review.

Family and Schools Together (FAST) is an early intervention and parent involvement program

(Caspe & Lopez, 2006). FAST aims to strengthen families and children and reduce the incidence of
problems such as school failure, substance abuse, child abuse, and delinquency. The program takes
a preventative approach that requires interagency collaboration. FAST now operates successfully in
over 500 schools in 33 states, overseen by the Alliance for Children and Families.

Peel District School Board readiness and hub centres operate in the board’s highest-needs
communities to help families make the transition to school easier (Pelletier & Corter, 2005; Wolanski,
2008). Both hubs and centres are designed to accommodate children from birth to four years who
are accompanied by their caregivers. Families are welcome to attend any of the hubs or readiness
centres, regardless of where they live in Peel.

Peer Early Education Partnerships (PEEP) programs in the United Kingdom help parents and caregivers
to develop three aspects of learning with their children: literacy and numeracy, self-esteem and
learning dispositions. This early intervention program aims to benefit children’s development,
particularly in disadvantaged areas. PEEP may be delivered in community centres, children’s centres
and schools (Evangelou, Brooks, Smith, & Jennings, 2005). Parents and their children (from infancy to
age 6) attended at least once a week.
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Toronto District School Board Parenting and Family Literacy Centres operate in 50 neighbourhood
schools where children are deemed vulnerable. They offer parent/caregiver and child play-based
group programs with trained staff who provide activities to develop social, language and problem-
solving skills and give information and support to parents/caregivers (Yau, 2006)

Toronto First Duty initiative set out with broad child-development and parenting-support goals and
a vision of core-integrated services located in schools. Funding and support for five sites came from
multiple sources including the municipal government, a foundation, and the school board (Corter et
al., 2006).

. The findings from the studies of the eight school-based family drop-in programs and reports from

related research studies are summarized in five program and evaluation design principles as:

Children benefit from frequent, regular participation in effective child-focused programs with other
children, including those with parental participation.

Parents and other caregivers benefit from participation in their children’s programs.

Elements of program quality (including curriculum and pedagogy, daily schedule and routines,
use of physical space, accessibility and adult-child interactions) should be defined and used to guide
program practices.

School locations and involvement provide supportive infrastructure, encourage family
involvement and promote collaboration with other schools and early childhood programs.

Program evaluation includes measurement of program quality; child and family outcomes; and
connections with other early childhood programs in the community.

Children benefit from frequent, regular participation in child-focused, quality
preschool programs with other children.

Family drop-in programs are more likely to benefit children if the goal is good early childhood education
(Brooks-Gunn, 2003; Cleveland et al., 2006; Layzer, Goodson, Bernstein, & Price, 2001; Shonkoff & Phillips,
2000). A review of studies of parenting programs shows that two-generational programs outside the
home where the child spends considerable time are more likely to improve the child’s capacity than
parenting-education programs that target parents only (Shaw, 2006). This is consistent with the research
literature on all early childhood programs - program intensity (quality) and the frequency (how often)
and duration (how long) of child attendance are critical elements (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000; Ludwig &
Sawhill, 2007; Mitchell, Wylie & Carr, 2008).

Peers Early Education Programme (PEEP) is based on the growing body of evidence linking the early
development of language, literacy, and personal and social development with outcomes relating

to higher educational attainment, improved behaviour and crime prevention. In a comparative
study, early findings show improved verbal comprehension, vocabulary, concepts about print,
phonological awareness, writing, early number concepts, and perhaps most importantly in terms
of the prevention of preschool behaviour problems, improved self-esteem (Evangelou et al., 2005).
Children and parents attended sessions at least once a week, from infancy.

Five-year-olds who had participated in one of the Parenting and Family Literacy centres before
school entry were found to be 8-28% less likely than the comparison children to obtain scores in the
lowest percentile on any EDI scale (Yau, 2000). The greatest difference between the two groups was
in social competence and language/cognitive development. Reading and numeracy tests in the third
grade indicate that the benefits persisted through the primary grades (Yau, 2005).
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« Children attended the Chicago Child-Parent Center Program for different lengths of time. Those who
attended for two years have been found to be significantly associated with higher levels of school
achievement into adolescence compared to those who only attend for one year (Reynolds, Temple,
Robertson & Mann, 2002).

The findings from family drop-in programs are consistent with the recent review of the effect of

early childhood programs reports. It was noted that a positive influence on vulnerable-children’s
development is best achieved when (a) targeting children directly with structured, centre-based
programs, and (b) involving their parents in the process (Doherty, 2007). “Programs that offer both a
parent and a child component appear to be the most successful in promoting long-term developmental
gains for children from low-income families” (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000, p. 345).

Although parent/family-focused interventions may benefit parents by increasing self-confidence or
social networks, targeting children’s development indirectly (attempting to change parenting style and/
or improve parental education) have negligible effects on children’s development. The review notes that
two-generation initiatives vary in their emphasis on parental and child-focused programming. Programs
with the greatest child-development gains provided the most direct programming for children.

Evaluations of Canada’s Community Action Plan for Children (CAPC) reported similar results. The pan-
Canada evaluation involved (a) families from different CAPC sites across Canada, and (b) a comparison
group of matched families. No statistically significant differences occurred in the health and functioning
of the families (Boyle & Willms 2002). CAPC sites vary in their primary objectives, the mix of services
they provide and the degree of emphasis they put on each service, which was not taken into account

in the analysis. A subsequent analysis of the same data (Palacio-Quinton, 2002, in Doherty, 2007) found
that CAPC programs in which children participated (either on their own or with their parents) were
associated with enhanced child development. In contrast, CAPC programs directed at parents had the
least effect on children’s developmental outcomes.

The UK Sure Start parenting programs included those with a focus on children’s early learning. The
evaluation report notes that some of the child-focused programs were based on recognised methods of
intervening. Most had developed locally, covering group-based activities and had no agreed structure
or specific format. Those that had good outcomes for children did have a specific focus and program
structure to support early learning goals (Barlow et al., 2007).

2, Parents and other caregivers benefit from participation in their children’s programs.

Research shows that (a) what young children learn, (b) how they react to events around them, and (b)
what they expect for themselves and others are affected by their relationship with their parents, the
behaviour of their parents, and their home environment (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000; Gomby, Larner,
Stevenson, Lewit, & Behrman 1995). Parenting is defined as the attitudes, values and practices of parents
in raising young children. Enhanced parenting skills anticipate improved child outcomes in subsequent
years (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000; McCain, Mustard, & Shanker, 2007). Home-school relationship Refers

to the formal and informal contacts and communications between families and their children’s early
childhood settings and later educational institutions. The home-learning environment depends on

the emphasis the family places on activities that encourage children’s readiness for school learning,
particularly language and literacy. The home-school relationship contributes to children’s academic
achievement (Weiss, Caspe, & Lopez, 2006).

Family drop-in programs that include specific goals for early learning and for parent involvement
seem to encourage changes in parenting abilities, in the home-environment and in later home-
school relationships. An extensive review of parenting outcomes (associated with participation in
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early childhood programs) found evidence of the following. Improved (a) interactions with the child,
including greater acceptance of the child’s behaviour and positive parenting, (b) activities to help the
child learn at home, (c) father involvement in the early childhood setting and in parenting, and (d)
parental knowledge of early child development (Mitchell, Wylie & Carr, 2008).

+ Inthe UK, PEEP had a strong impact on the quality of parent-child interactions when the children
were one- and two-years-old (Evangelou, et al., 2005).

« Toronto First Duty reported positive changes in parenting, home-school involvement and home-
learning environment, including increased reading at home and communication with kindergarten
teachers (Corter et al.,, 2006; Patel & Corter, 2007).

« Twelve years of evaluation of FAST program cycles in a variety of settings found a consistent pattern
of positive outcomes (Nix, 2004). Parents report that their interactions with their children have
improved and that they feel more appreciative of teachers and school staff.

+ School-based family drop-in programs in Peel reported that parents seemed to be more engaged in
language and literacy activities and in play with their child at home. They emphasized engaging
(Wolanski, 2008). Most parents indicated improved parenting skills and greater confidence in their
parenting abilities. Parents gained knowledge about available community services, early child
development and the school curriculum.

Parents seem better able to assume responsibility for their child’s development if (a) they are aware

of the effect of a positive and nurturing home environment, and (b) they feel confident of their

ability to parent and to contribute to their children’s learning. A program’s ability to increase parental
engagement with their children’s out-of-home education may be equally important predictors of long-
term success (Weiss, Caspe & Lopez, 2006).

In the evaluation of a variety of parenting programs in United Kingdom’s Sure Start initiative, a number
of groups in early learning and literacy concentrated on the relationship between the mother and child.
A key area for these groups was the inclusion of both parent and child (Barlow, Kirkpatrick, Wood, Ball,
& Stewart-Brown, 2007). The effective parenting programs provided structured play/early learning
sessions as a strategy to promote good parenting. Parents reported that they valued opportunities to
watch the way workers interacted and communicated with children.

Family involvement and parenting skills are enhanced when families have a good time playing with
their children. Nurturing relationships, active participation in child-centred play and early literacy
activities (storytelling, reading, songs and phonetic word play) improve children’s social, emotional and
cognitive development before formal schooling (Cleveland et al., 2006; McCain, Mustard, & Shanker,
2007; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000). A “learning parenting by doing” approach provides peer support for
parents. It has shown great improvements in parents’ attitudes and knowledge (Layzer, Goodson,
Bernstein, & Price, 2001; Brooks-Gunn & Marhkam, 2005). Home environments are influenced when
activities and routines are taken home. A program’s ability to increase parental engagement with their
children’s out-of-home education may be equally important predictors of long-term positive results.

3. Program quality elements (including curriculum and pedagogy, daily schedule and
routines, use of physical space, accessibility and adult-child interactions) should be
defined and used to guide program practices.

The quality of a child’s early learning environment is associated with his or her later success (for
example, National Research Council, 2002; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000; McCain, Mustard, & Shanker,
2007, etc). Early childhood program evaluations show the importance of explicit programming for
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young children in subsequent comprehensive preschool programs (e.g., Pelletier & Corter, 2002).
Some program curricula deliberately encourage purposeful play with other children. The play includes
opportunities to sustain, extend and enrich child-directed play.

+ The family drop-in programs in this review that reported benefits for children and their families were
structured to (a) provide an opportunity for children’s early learning, and (b) encourage parenting
skills. Curricula and pedagogy vary but common elements include:

+ Consistent circle or group time: Parents, caregivers and children are led in a variety of
carefully chosen songs and rhymes. Families may be offered an audiotape and/or a
songbook containing the songs and rhymes used in the program.

« Structured conversations: An opportunity for adults to discuss information and ideas, to
share experiences and help each other.

« Story time: Daily sharing of books typically modelled by the staff who demonstrated
stimulating ways of sharing books with children. Picture books without words are usually
included so that parents who are not literate can participate in story time with their
children.

« Book sharing: Children’s books are available for families to borrow.

- Take-home activities: Practical suggestions and materials for games and activities are
available. They are closely related to and encourage specific early learning goals.

« A study of curriculum approaches in Chicago Preschool Centres programs concluded, “Teacher-
directed basic-skills preschool program promotes early literacy skills that make the transition
to kindergarten and kindergarten achievement easier. Longer-term child outcomes, especially
high-school completion, come with the benefits typically attributed to child-initiated activity
- engagement based on child interest, social learning, and learning how to learn.” (Graue, Clements,
Reynolds, & Niles, 2004)

« In Toronto First Duty, the quality (as measured by ECERS-R) improved in the parenting centres as staff
organized the environment for increased pretend and constructive play (Corter et al., 2006).

+ The family drop-in programs in the PEEP (Evangalou, 2005), Chicago Child-Parent Centers (Graue
et al., 2004) Toronto Parenting and Family Literacy Centres (Yau, 2005) and Peel District School Board
Readiness Centres (Pelletier & Corter, 2005) programs accommodate children’s active engagement in
purposeful, child-guided play, interspersed with short periods of group ECE or teacher-led activity.

4, School locations and involvement can provide a supportive infrastructure,
encourage family involvement and promote collaboration with other school and
early childhood programs in the community.

Schools can play a pivotal role in creating and sponsoring early childhood programs in concert with
other community organizations (Mort, 2006; Williams, 2006; NAESP, 2005; McCain, Mustard, & Shanker,
2007). With school enrolment declining in most of Canada, the neighbourhood elementary school is a
logical site for the establishment of local early childhood centres (Wolanski, 2008; Whiteland, 2006).

Locating family drop-in programs in schools and aligning their operation to schools encourages family
involvement and frequent use. The link between early childhood programs and schools is a major step
in involving parents in the early childhood arena and in building capacity for life-long home-school-
service community relations (Patel & Corter, 2007). School-based programs are usually accessible to
families in their neighbourhood.
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« Toronto First Duty reported that most families learned about family drop-in programs through
neighbourhood word-of-mouth and through school communications (Corter et al., 2006).

« Better Beginnings Better Futures reported that school-based drop-in programs were more widely
accessed by young children and their families than the same programs delivered in other settings
(Peters et al., 2000).

Schools can promote collaboration and integration. School-based family drop-in programs can increase
their success by collaborating with other school and early childhood programs in the same building

or community. When family drop-in programs link with other early childhood programs, the staff
benefit from the harmonization of professional education and development (Colley, 2006; Corter et al.,
2006; Child and Youth Advocate BC, 2005; Ontario Best Start Panels on Quality and Human Resources
and Early Learning, 2007). Service integration increases families’ access to the services that they need,
when and where they need them (Corter et al., 2006). Parent education that builds parenting skills,
information, and Referrals to specialized resources can be offered through stable program platforms
that also offer good early childhood programs. The integration of family drop-in programs with other
programs designed for young children and families is viewed as a strategy to create a more holistic
approach. Schools are able to deliver a range of services including public health and early intervention
services (Williams, 2006; McCain, Mustard, & Shanker, 2007; Schorr, 1998).

« The findings from Toronto First Duty reported that all staff (including kindergarten teachers, early
childhood educators, parenting workers, family resource program staff and educational assistants)
found professional benefits, including role redefinition and exposure to broader knowledge, through
integrating child care with other early childhood settings (Corter et al., 2006).

« Toronto First Duty found that the early childhood programs linked to schools and the delivery of
preschool, childcare and/or kindergarten programs are more effective portals for parent education
and information and Referrals (Corter et al., 2006).

+ The Peel school-based family drop-in programs became hubs that were able to connect families with
other services and programs in the community and to connect children and families to additional
services available through the school (Wolanski, 2008).

Research suggests that principals play a powerful role in improving teaching and learning. Principals
are expected to be (a) leaders of learning, (b) knowledgeable about curriculum and pedagogy, and

(c) to assess and develop teacher skills (Phillips, Ratham, & Reniham, 2003; NAESP, 2005; Mort, 2006;
McElgunn, 2006). Principals must generate and analyze data to (a) guide instructional and program
decisions, and (b) establish and monitor specific performance targets. They must energize the school
community about higher student achievement through shared decision-making and less authority on
the principal’s part. They are expected to provide working conditions for teachers that allow them to
practise their profession. When principals do not have early childhood curriculum expertise, that can be
provide by other school specialists. This kind of leadership is needed by early childhood educators.

« TFD reports that the role of principal is a critical element in the successful integration of early
childhood programs in the school setting and that early childhood curriculum expertise from
school consultants can support the development of effective early learning environments and early
childhood staff teams (Corter et al., 2006).

+ The 21st Century schools reported the importance of both principals and early childhood
coordinators in providing leadership to early childhood programs, including family drop-in programs
(Heinrich, Ginicola & Finn-Stevenson, 2006).
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5. Program evaluation can include measurement of program quality; child and family
outcomes; and, connections with other early childhood programs in the community.

Although studies differ in the evaluation’s sample, design, and methods, they commonly conclude
that family drop-in programs can benefit children’s development (Barlow et al, 2007; Cleveland et

al, 2006; Evanglelou et al, 2005; Wolanski, 2008) . One conclusion is that such research requires a
multidimensional design to examine the relationship between (a) program characteristics and quality
(including teacher-child interactions), and (b) child and family characteristics and child outcomes.

Designing measures and methods to assess growth and development and evaluate program quality is
a complex task. Measuring how children are doing is a first step. Early child-development measurement
must go beyond monitoring human development to understanding the multiple factors that influence
the development. Measuring early child development includes (a) assessing developmental outcomes,
(b) evaluating children’s environments and (b) monitoring the effect of various early environments on
the development of all children, locally and province-wide. The program evaluation should use a mixed
methodology that includes continual quantitative and qualitative measures of process and outcomes.

5.1 During the development stage, program evaluation could monitor the process and
provide regular feedback to participants

A program-development stage is essential before assessing any effect on child outcomes. The
implementation of early childhood and family programs takes time. Several studies have reported that
findings of quality improve as program implementation matures (Weiss, Caspe, & Lopez, 2006).

+ Evaluation studies of the Schools of the 215t Century initiative report that as schools implement early
childhood programs, they need time, assistance and resources to sustain them for several years so
that programs have an opportunity to develop. Although program evaluation should begin with
implementation start-up and indicate what is being implemented and how, no program should be
evaluated for outcomes until it has achieved stability (Henich, Ginicola, & Finn-Stevenson, 2006).

« The Toronto First Duty report showed improvements in quality as measured by ECERS-R during the
three-year implementation stage (Corter et al., 2006).

Involving early childhood practitioners and families in the evaluation process (during the design and
implementation stage) contributes to a learning community. Participants reflect on how to construct a
program that benefits a particular group of children living in a particular community.

« Toronto First Duty research team used parent surveys to measure changes in family involvement and
asked families to respond to satisfaction and needs surveys on a regular basis (Corter et al., 2006).

« The Chicago Parent-Child programs measured parent involvement by aggregating ratings of parent
participation in school by children’s first-grade teachers (Graue, Clements, Reynolds, & Niles, 2004).

« The evaluation of Families and Schools Together program designed a parent-teacher involvement
guestionnaire to assess the amount and type of contact that occurred (Hernandez, 2000; Nix, 2004).

+ The Peel Readiness Centres used parent surveys to assess parents’involvement, motivation and
engagement in the program (Pelletier & Brent, 2002).
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5.2  Child outcomes are a central, but complex component of program evaluations that
are best gathered once a program is established and stable

It is a complex matter to assess the relationship between early childhood program participation and
children’s development. The differences in cognitive and social-emotional outcomes among the
subgroups of children discussed in this report show the importance of collecting data on relevant

child and family characteristics. Young children are developmentally unreliable test takers. They have a
limited ability to understand assessment cues such as verbal instructions, aural stimuli, situational cues,
or written instructions (Meisels, 2006).

+ The evaluation of the Arkansas school of the 27 Century concluded that child outcomes should
be considered in the context of program factors and community ecology. (Ginicola, Yekelchik, &
Stevenson, 2007)

« Toronto First Duty, Toronto Parenting and Family Literacy Centres and Peel Readiness Centres’
evaluations used community-based Early Development Instrument (EDI) data (Corter et al., 2006;
Janus et al., 2007; Pelletier & Corter; 2005; Yau, 2005). The EDI provides population data about all
kindergarten-age children in a neighbourhood or community. EDI data can be considered in the
context of numerous socio-economic and demographic factors as well as in early childhood program
factors. Community-wide EDI data avoids some of the limitations of individual child measures.

The Kindergarten Parent Survey is a companion tool to the EDI that provides information on children’s
use of early childhood programs prior to kindergarten to help communities interpret EDI data (Janus
et al,, 2007). The survey is completed by parents and is not a standardized instrument; its psychometric
properties have not been studied. However, information from the survey does provide a better
understanding of children’s health, economic background and use of early childhood programs. It also
allows schools to measure parent satisfaction and engagement in schools.

5.3  Tracking individual child and family attendance is essential to longer-term
program evaluation

Evaluating a program to determine its effectiveness requires a study of the long-term effect of children’s
participation. To do the study it is essential to collect the data on individual participants and their use

of the program. The national evaluation of the U.K’s Sure Start Local Programmes (SSLPs) compared
families in SSLPs with families in Sure Start-to-be communities (National Evaluation of Sure Start Team,
2005). They tried to measure the effect of supportive parenting components of family drop-in programs.
However, because they did not track individual use, the research team was not able to distinguish which
parents living in the community were actually accessing the services.

« Better Beginnings Better Futures was limited in its ability to analyze the effect of a community-based
initiative because individual data on “who got what” was not collected (Peters et al., 2000).

» Toronto First Duty instituted an intake and tracking system to track use across program activities at
each site. Failure to provide the necessary support for data input and report generation resulted in
incomplete attendance records, which limited any long-term follow-up (Corter et al., 2006).

« The final report of the Peel District School Board’s readiness and hub centres reports that it was
difficult to track the numbers of families in the program. Participation fluctuated; many families were
not officially registered and not all families signed in on the daily attendance sheets. Therefore the
research was limited in reporting on the actual numbers of families, how often children attended
and the potential relationship between frequency and duration of attendance (Wolanski, 2008).
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Measuring family participation and attendance, and gathering baseline information on families are
necessary for evaluation (Caspe & Lopez, 2006; Corter et al., 2006). Early childhood programs connected
to the school system are often able to track children through their school years. In order to study

the contribution of early childhood programs, it is essential to track individual children’s use of early
childhood programs (Corter et al., 2006). The length of the program and the service provided give
some measure of the level of “treatment” or “dosage” that families received. This may be helpful in
understanding findings on program or service outcomes. Another aspect of “dosage” is the intensity
with which services are used. For example, the experience of 400 hours of a service spread over three
years may have a different effect from the same number of hours concentrated in a shorter time. A
limitation of several family drop-in studies is a lack of attendance information. It is not possible to
compare the outcomes for children who occasionally attended and those who participated on a regular
basis (for example, see Peters et al, 2000; Yau 2005; Evanglou, 2005).

5.4 Connections to other early childhood programs can be monitored on a continuum
from co-location to integration

The Early Years Study 2 (McCain, Mustard, & Shanker, 2007) reinforced the importance of setting a goal
to consolidate the array of early childhood programs into a comprehensive program. The same goal is
proposed by the OECD (2006) review of early childhood programs in Europe, North America, Australia
and New Zealand.

« Toronto First Duty created a tool to measure service integration. The “Indicators of Change” assess
progress on a continuum from co-existence to integration, for items in five categories: governance,
access, parent participation, early learning environment and staff team (Corter et al., 2006, 2007).

5.5 Program effectiveness is an important component of program evaluation

Effective programs are those that achieve the identified outcomes. Scaling up successful early
childhood programs into effective universal programs is a challenge that can be dealt with through
quality standards and monitoring service delivery on a regular basis (Center on the Developing Child
at Harvard University, 2007). Regular feedback about quality and service delivery should be used in
conjunction with professional development and technical assistance to ensure that the central vision
and goals are implemented (Corter et al., 2006). Standardized measures of program quality such as
the Early Childhood Environmental Rating Scale (Harms, Clifford & Cryer, 1998) have been applied in
family drop-in contexts (for example, Corter et al, 2006; Wolanski, 2008). Another approach emerging in
the literature is a measurement of quality teaching that measures the quality of interactions including
dimensions of emotional support, organizational support and instructional support in school-based
prekindergarten to grade 5 classrooms (Pianta, 2008; Pianta et al, 2007) and could be introduced into
program evaluation of family drop-in programs.

Early childhood programs, including family-support drop-in programs, will be most effective at
producing better cognitive and social-emotional results for children when they function in harmony
with their families, communities, schools, and other educational institutions. Properly conceived, early
childhood program evaluations and accountability procedures should help programs achieve the
challenging but useful task of playing a major role in children’s lives.
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Appendix B: Parent/Caregiver Survey

StrongStart Program

PARENT/CAREGIVER SURVEY
(Spring, 2008)

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this survey. Your participation will help us learn about how to
work with young children and families in British Columbia.

This is a survey that asks about you, the child(ren), and your perceptions of the StrongStart Program.
Here are some things to remember as you answer the items on the survey:

e Please read each item carefully before responding. It is important that you answer each item as
thoughtfully and honestly as possible.

e There are no right or wrong answers to any of the questions as this is not a test.
« Even though you signed the consent form, your participation in the survey is completely voluntary.

« Allinformation you provide will be treated in accordance with Canadian and provincial privacy laws
regarding the protection of personal information. The information collected will be used for research
purposes only. We will ensure that all individual responses are held in confidence and that people
cannot be identified from the reporting of results.

e You are not obligated to answer any question that you do not wish to answer.
e The survey will take approximately 10 minutes to complete.

Thank you for your help!

The Human Early Learning Partnership (HELP)
A research institute based at the University of British Columbia (funded by the Ministry of Education)

INSTRUCTIONS

THERE ARE 4 SECTIONS TO THIS SURVEY.
Section 1: Parents/Caregivers Perceptions of the StrongStart Program
Section 2: Parents/Caregivers Perceptions of the Children’s Learning
Section 3: Open-ended Questions
Section 4: Centre Use and Awareness

YOU ARE ASKED TO RESPOND IN ONE OF THREE WAYS
1. By circling the number that best represents you/the child(ren).
2. By writing a response to a specific question.
3. By checking a circle or box that best describes you, the child(ren), or your family.

The following are EXAMPLES of the types of questions you will be asked and how to respond. You DO NOT
need to respond to these questions.

gitsrgg?;}é Disagree Neutral Agree Sggrr:aggy
1. | have met new families since I've attended the 1 2 3 4 5
StrongStart Program
2. What is the child(ren)’s favourite activity in the StrongStart Program?
3. What is your relationship to the child(ren)? O Mother O Father
Page 1
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O no cost
O friends with others coming

O to meet and socialize with other people
O because the child has special needs
O other (please specify)

O close to my home
O to learn with the child
O to practice English
O kids have new things to play with

O convenience

SECTION 1: Parents/Caregivers Perceptions of the StrongStart Program

What are the top 3 reasons you started attending the StrongStart Program? (please do not check more than 3)

O play time for the child
O to get help

The next area asks you to answer a different kind of question. Please indicate your response by circling the
number that best describes you and/or the child(ren).

gitsrgg?ga Disagree Neutral Agree SX;;%V
a) What | really like about StrongStart is:
= play activities 1 2 3 4 5
= snack time 1 2 3 4 5
= circle time 1 2 3 4 5
= teacher 1 2 3 4 5
= talking with other people 1 2 3 4 5
= toys and materials for the child 1 2 3 4 5
= other 1 2 3 4 5
b) | feel comfortable in the StrongStart Program 1 2 3 4 5
c) The parenting skills presented at the StrongStart
1 2 3 4 5
Program were ones | already knew.
d) | feel comfortable talking to the people who work 1 2 3 4 5
at the StrongStart Program.
e) | Ie_arn activities that | can use at home with the 1 2 3 4 5
child(ren).
f) |learned about other community programs (e.g.,
Public Libraries, Public Health, Family Resource 1 2 3 4 5
Programs, Recreation) that | didn’t learn about
any where else.
g) | am uncomfortable coming to the School. 1 2 3 4 5
h) By participating in the StrongStart Program, | am
more aware of the importance of providing 1 2 3 4 5
healthy snacks to the child(ren).
i) The StrongStart Centre has too many children. 1 2 3 4 5
j) llearned by watching how the teacher worked 1 2 3 4 5
with the children.
k) |feel like | have made new connections through
the StrongStart Program (e.g., teacher, other 1 2 3 4 5
adults...)
1) |feel supported by the school principal. 1 2 3 4 5
Page 2
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The next area asks you to answer questions about the child(ren)’s learning sine you have been attending the
StrongStart Program. Please indicate your response by circling the number that best describes the child(ren).

gitsrgg?gé Disagree Neutral Agree Sggrrgely
a) | think the StrongStart Program has encouraged
the child(ren)’s:
= language development 1 4
= physical development 1
= social-emotional development 1
b) The child(ren) learns to get along with other 1 ° 3 4 5
children at the StrongStart Program.
c) The StrongStart Program provides the child(ren) 1 2 3 4 5
with high quality experiences with:
» books (e.g., storytime, looking at books) 1 2 3 4 5
* music and singing 1 2 3 4 5
= arts and crafts 1 2 3 4 5
= play 1 2 3 4 5
= exploratory activities (e.g., water, sand, etc.) 1 2 3 4 5
* jumping, climbing and active play 1 2 3 4 5
= snack time 1 2 3 4 5
= outings in community 1 2 3 4 5
d) At the StrongStart Program, the child(ren) feels 1 2 3 4 5
proud of things they do and/or make.
e) The child(ren) likes coming to the StrongStart 1 2 3 4 5
Program.

IF YOU ARE NOT THE PARENT, PLEASE DO NOT COMPLETE THIS AREA.
GO TO THE NEXT PAGE.

Has anything changed at home as a result of you and your child(ren)’s participation in the StrongStart Program?
Please check the box that best describes you and/or your child(ren).

23 | 34 | Less 23 | 34 | Less
BEFORE coming to Every | times | times :::;2 AFTER coming to Every | times | times ;?11’;
StrongStart Day a a a StrongStart Day a a a
week | month month week | month month
Read with my child(ren) Read with my child(ren)
Sang with my child(ren) Sing with my child(ren)
Went to the playground Go to the playground
Went to the library Go to the library
Had playtime with other Have playtime with other
children children
Got together with other Get together with other
parents parents
Ate healthy snacks Eat healthy snacks
Participated in painting, Participate in painting,
drawing, arts and crafts drawing, arts and crafts
Page 3
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SECTION 3: Open-ended Questions

PLEASE WRITE YOUR RESPONSES BELOW THE QUESTIONS.

1. What are the greatest strengths in the StrongStart Program?

2. If you could change some things about the Program, what would that be?

3. StrongStart Programs are something new in BC. What suggestions can you give us to make the Centres

better?

4. Do you have any other comments?

Page 4
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SECTION 4: StrongStart Centre Use and Awareness

The following questions pertain specifically to the children attending the Centre.

1. How many children do you usually bring to the Centre?

2. Please record their ages and whether they are boys or girls.
AGE BOY GIRL

3. What is your relationship to this child (children)?

O Mother O Father O Grandmother O Grandfather
O Other Relative O Guardian O Care Provider
O Other (please specify)

4. Areyou: O Male O Female

5. How many adults live in the child(ren)’'s home?

6. How do you describe the child(ren)’s family:

O Two parent family O One parent family O Blended family O Extended family
O Other (please specify)

7. What best describes the annual household income of the child(ren)’s family?
(If you are uncomfortable answering this question it is ok to leave it blank.)

O Less than $14,999 O $15,000 - $19,999 O $20,000 - $29,999 O $30,000 - $39,999
O $40,000 - $59,999 O $60,000 or more

8. What is the highest level of education for each of the following people in the child(ren)’'s home?

Mother: Father:

O Less than Grade 9 O Less than Grade 9

O Less than High School Diploma O Less than High School Diploma

O High School Diploma O High School Diploma

O Some college, trade school, university O Some college, trade school, university

O Diplomal/Certificate college/trade school O Diplomal/Certificate college/trade school

O Bachelors Degree O Bachelors Degree

O Post-Baccalaureate Diploma or Graduate Degree O Post-Baccalaureate Diploma or Graduate Degree

Page 5
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

Please describe the current employment status:

Mother: Father:

O working full-time O working full-time

O working part-time O working part-time
O full-time student O full-time student

O part-time student O part-time student
O not employed O not employed

Is English the primary language spoken in the household? O Yes O No
Does the child(ren) speak English? O Yes O No
Is the child(ren) of Aboriginal descent? O Yes O No
Is the child(ren) a recent immigrant to Canada? O Yes O No
Are you of Aboriginal descent? O Yes O No

The child(ren) also attends (check all that apply):

O Preschool

O Recreation Programs at Community Centre

O Family Resource Programs

O Child Care

O Private Lessons (e.g., music, dance, art, gymnastics, etc.)
O Other Community Programs

To your knowledge do any of the children you bring to the Centre have any special needs? O Yes O No

How do you get to the Centre?
O car O bus O taxi O walk O bike O carpool O other
How many times have you and the child(ren) visited the Centre in the last month?

a) Total number of times visited: (estimate)

b) Approximately how many hours did you spend at the Centre each week over the past month (Enter & if
you did not attend during that week)?

Week 1: (hours) Week 2: (hours) Week 3: (hours) Week 4: (hours)

Did the StrongStart staff refer you or the child(ren) to other agencies? O Yes O No

Page 6

APPENDICES EVALUATION OF STRONGSTART BC 87




Appendix C: Questions

The following questions were used for the interviews and focus groups during the visits at the
StrongStart BC sites.

Questions for parents (or caregivers)

(Note: Throughout this document, the term parents will be used because they were the predominant
adult visitors to the program but the term also implies caregivers.

+ How did you hear about the program?

+ How frequently do you attend with your child? Would you like to attend more frequently?
«  What makes it possible for you to attend? What keeps you from attending?

« Have you and/or your child benefited from the program? If so, how?

« What are your (your child’s) favourite activities?

+  What is the most important skill you (and your child) have learned?

+ Please describe any changes you have seen in your child developmentally—socially, emotionally,
language-related, physically or others.

+ Has attending the program changed how you are or what you do with your child at home? Explain.
« Has your view of the school changed? If so, how?

«  What is your greatest criticism of the program?

«  What is your highest praise for the program?

+ If the program could be enhanced, what would you recommend?

Questions for school district staff

« Do you have a collection of documents for us? Will you review them with us?

« How was your school chosen?

« Describe the start-up issues you encountered.

+ Describe what the program offers and how it works. Is there any integration with other programs?
« Are any interagency services co-located with StrongStart? Please describe.

« How have local ECE groups responded to the program? Have they been involved?

+ How have you marketed the program to the community? Please share examples.

«  Who attends the program? Please review your records of attendance with us.

«  What benefits have accrued to children and families, to the school, or to the community?
« Do you have any evidence of benefits?

«  What have been the biggest roadblocks to a successful program?

« What has been the biggest success? In your opinion, is this a positive move? Why or why not?
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Questions for community members
«  What is your involvement with the StrongStart BC program in your community?

« How does StrongStart BC (in your community) relate to other early childhood programs in the
community?

« How do families with young children find out about StrongStart BC?

« Can you identify whether StrongStart BC is meeting some of the needs of families with young
children in your community, and how?

« Can you describe what you think a successful StrongStart BC program would be?
+ What do you see as the challenges facing StrongStart BC?
« How well do you think your community supports young children and their families?

«  What do you think are the most important abilities and skills for the StrongStart BC facilitator to
have?
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