Outdoor Play Strategy 2.0 Theory of Change:

Building adult capacity to impact outdoor play in early childhood education

Introduction
In 2019, the Lawson Foundation refined the focus of its Outdoor Play Strategy (OPS) to early childhood education
(ECE), specifically in licensed child care programs. The theory of change for the OPS 2.0 is based on: learning from our
first funded multi-sector cohort of outdoor play projects (2016-2018); our 2018 pan-Canadian symposium and the
resulting publication, Advancing Outdoor Play and Early Childhood Education: A Discussion Paper; and consultation
with a broad range of outdoor play and early childhood education colleagues.

Core premises of the OPS 2.0
•

The OPS 2.0 is aligned with the Foundation’s long-standing advocacy for universal, high-quality, publicly
funded ECE. Our renewed vision of high-quality ECE includes rich opportunities for outdoor play across the
nature continuum.1 By aligning the OPS 2.0 with our ongoing advocacy for expanding ECE systems in every
jurisdiction, we are working towards a goal of equitable access to outdoor play-based early learning for all
young children in Canada.

•

We believe that the greatest lever for change is to increase adult capacity to implement and support outdoor
play. Therefore, in the OPS 2.0, our focus is on building adult capacity to impact outdoor play in licensed child
care settings.

•

Our primary focus on licensed child care is nested within the understanding of outdoor play as part of a
complex ecosystem that requires multi-sector engagement (see Appendix). However, we anticipate that this
work may also benefit additional settings (including child care programs for school-aged children), multiple
sectors, and the broader outdoor play movement.

•

Shifting attitudes to play and risk are a necessary component of all efforts to build adult capacity.

•

We recognize that the Foundation’s approach comes from a Western or Eurocentric paradigm, however we
embrace the challenge of being inclusive of diversity. We seek to learn more about Indigenous land-based
approaches and Indigenous ways of knowing and being, both for our own learning and to advance
the OPS 2.0.

Visualizing the Theory of Change
The diagram on the next page was developed to communicate the strategies, target audiences and desired
outcomes of the OPS 2.0 Theory of Change.

1

The nature continuum represents the range and diversity of outdoor and natural environments from built environment settings, to nearby nature
in urban settings, to wild landscapes such as forests and prairies.
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TARGET AUDIENCES

STRATEGIES

FOUNDATION STRATEGIES

Make outdoor play explicit in post-secondary ECE
training & professional development

Fund projects with
potential inﬂuence to
demonstrate what is
possible and build
evidence

Develop outdoor play capacity in stakeholder
networks and systems
Implement pilot programs to support the
development of policy and practice

PROFESSIONAL
LEARNING PROGRAMS

• Post-secondary institutions
DESIRED OUTCOMES

• Faculty, students & administrators
• Lab schools

• Professional development providers

Outdoor play
embedded in
post-secondary
ECE training

PROJECT STRATEGIES

Outdoor play
professional
development
implemented

MULTI-SECTOR
INFLUENCERS OF
ECE PRACTICE

• Advanced education • Insurance • Municipalities
• Indigenous communities • Public health • Parks
• Playground design, management & inspection
• Child care licensing & curriculum • Media

Supportive
outdoor play policy
developed and
implemented

Sectors aligned
and inﬂuencers
advancing
outdoor play

SHARED STRATEGIES

Evaluate to establish credible evidence
Nurture a community of practice to advance
learning and leverage collective expertise
Build relationships & mobilize knowledge across
multiple sectors to inform public policy and
support systems change

LICENSED CHILD
CARE PROGRAMS

• Early Childhood Educators
• Supervisors/directors
• Boards of directors

Outdoor play
implementation
capacity increased
within programs

Practice & policy
informed by learning
from program
implementation

SYSTEMS CHANGED TO SUPPORT INCREASED OUTDOOR PLAY CAPACITY IN LICENSED CHILDCARE PROGRAMS
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Our approach
1.

2.

The OPS 2.0 focuses on demonstrating what is possible and building evidence.
•

Demonstrating what is possible: We are working with projects from across the country that collectively
contribute to establishing regional centres of outdoor play leadership and capacity, enabling stakeholders
to see and experience what is possible. Demonstration projects connect and integrate practice, policy, and
research as appropriate. Meaningful partnerships with governments and public policy influencers, where
appropriate, support systems change.

•

Building evidence: In order to demonstrate what is possible, the Foundation and the OPS 2.0 projects
undertake robust evaluation to ensure credible results can inform policy and practice and the application of
learning elsewhere in Canada.

The Foundation provides multi-year funding to grantee organizations for individual project implementation and
evaluation. In addition, we invest in technical support to projects to support and enhance project capacity via
consultants in strategic clarity, evaluation, communications, and knowledge mobilization.

3. The OPS 2.0 targets the three core components of our outdoor play ecosystem lens (see Appendix): professional
learning; multi-sector policy & standards; and play opportunities for children (specifically in licensed child care
programs for young children). Given the complexity of the ecosystem, many projects are engaged in multiple
components.
A. Professional learning. We believe that much more outdoor play can be provided for young children within
existing policy contexts for licensed child care through enhanced professional learning. However, we
believe that existing systems do not train and support early childhood educators (ECEs) adequately to
support outdoor play. In addition to providing outdoor play theory and training, emphasis must be placed on
translating theory into practice. Therefore, we support the demonstration of professional learning models
and the creation of professional learning systems and infrastructure by:
•

shifting post-secondary curriculum and training systems to prepare ECE students for outdoor play.
This is the key long-term, systemic lever for change. Our funded projects demonstrate how postsecondary curriculum can include specific attention and learning outcomes relevant to outdoor play
pedagogy, as well as outdoor teaching and learning strategies with practicum experiences focused on
outdoor play programming and learning outcomes. These changes at the post-secondary level may
involve advocacy efforts with provincial and territorial departments of advanced education.

•

developing effective models of quality professional development and coaching to support sustained
outdoor play practice by educators in existing child care programs. With our target audience as ECEs
with formal certificates or degrees, additional program staff can benefit indirectly through peer sharing
and support. This short- and medium-term strategy harnesses the passion of ECE graduates seeking
outdoor play training while supporting avenues for long-term, ongoing professional learning and
support.

•

increasing leadership capacity (i.e., executive directors, supervisors, managers, Boards, administrators,
etc.) to support outdoor play and to support changes in organizational culture and practice. This strategy
complements the efforts of individual champions to deliver programming in child care centres or to
provide training in post-secondary ECE programs.

Recognizing that family support for outdoor play is critical in ECE programs, we believe that educators, who
work directly with families, are ideally positioned to translate their knowledge about outdoor play. Therefore,
we expect that families will benefit indirectly from our focus on educator capacity building.
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B. Multi-sector policy & standards. Although we believe that much can be accomplished within existing
licensed child care programs, we believe that external multi-sector influences (e.g., child care legislation and
regulations, play space design, playground inspection, public health policy, etc.) constrain the full potential of
programs to deliver high-quality outdoor play experiences. Therefore, we support projects that:
•

work in collaboration with multiple sectors to deliver messaging in a consistent and aligned way across
sectors.

•

work with multi-sector professionals who influence ECE practice (eg., policy makers, inspectors,
designers, managers, etc.) to ensure they understand and support outdoor play programming and
policies.

•

support the clarification and consistent implementation of existing policies to support ECE practice.

C. Play opportunities for children (specifically in licensed child care programs for young children).
Professional learning and multi-sector policy and standards come together in the daily implementation of
programming which is influenced by local context. Quality programming requires access to high-quality built
and natural environments across the nature continuum. Particularly, there are differences within the fence
(i.e., the licensed outdoor space) vs. beyond the fence (i.e., in community spaces, parks, and wild landscapes)
that require exploration to inform sound policy and quality practice. Therefore, we support projects that:
•

implement pilot programs to inform the development or revision of policy (e.g., play space design, child
care licensing, public health) and practice to support quality outdoor play within and beyond the fence.

4. The OPS 2.0 is implemented in partnership between the Foundation and a cohort of funded projects with
individual leadership and expertise, outstanding organizational capacity, and a shared commitment to advancing
outdoor play nationally. To that end, the Foundation plays a thought leadership role in supporting a community of
practice among the cohort participants to advance learning and leverage collective expertise.
5. We measure the progress of the OPS 2.0 by projects’ individual and collective contributions to building evidence
and learning that can lead to systems change to support quality outdoor play in licensed child care programs for
all young children in Canada. Indicators may include:
•

evidence from new models or proof of concept;

•

evidence about how change happened and was supported;

•

evidence of learning about quality in building capacity;

•

evidence of increased multi-sector understanding and relationships across the ecosystem; and

•

evidence that pilot initiatives lead to further changes and influence systems change.

6. We mobilize evidence to share learning and communicate with stakeholders to ensure this work contributes
to advancing the field and benefits a wide audience. The Foundation fosters ongoing knowledge exchange and
multi-sector relationships among the OPS 2.0 cohort and broader outdoor play stakeholders to inform public
policy and systems change.
7.

We believe that the OPS 2.0 will contribute to a tipping point for outdoor play and early childhood education
in Canada by: building evidence through demonstration projects with potential influence; supporting regional
centres of outdoor play leadership and capacity across the country; building relationships with stakeholders; and
mobilizing knowledge to influence systems change.
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INSURANCE

insurance providers
policymakers

CHILD RIGHTS
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This diagram identifies
multiple key sectors (in
white capital text) and
roles (in blue text) that
are relevant to supporting
children’s access to and
opportunities for outdoor
play.

risk managers

administrators, managers &
senior decision makers

SOCIAL WORK

ENVIRONMENT – PARKS

advocates

EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION AND CARE
funders

faculty & students

PHYSICAL ACTIVITY

community members

RECREATION

families

POST-SECONDARY
EDUCATION & RESEARCH

K-12 EDUCATION
inspectors

children
researchers
Indigenous advisors

educators & practitioners

URBAN & TRANSPORT
PLANNING

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT,
FAMILY & INDIGENOUS RESOURCES
capacity-building associations
& consultants

PUBLIC
HEALTH

LANDSCAPE
ARCHITECTURE

PLAYGROUND
DESIGN

planners, designers & manufacturers
COMMUNICATIONS &
KNOWLEDGE MOBILIZATION

Elders

OCCUPATIONAL
THERAPY

INJURY
PREVENTION

MEDIA

OUTDOOR PLAY
AN ECOSYSTEM LENS

Professional Learning

Multi-Sector Policy & Standards
•
•
•
•
•
•
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education & training
• professional
development

curriculum & programming
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planning & design
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insurance
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Play Opportunities for Children

• child-led play with adult support
• engaging, accessible spaces & places for play
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From Advancing Outdoor Play and Early Childhood
Education: A Discussion Paper

Lawson Foundation © 2019

Complete discussion paper available at:
http://lawson.ca/advancing-op-ece.pdf.
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An ecosystem lens
highlights the complexity
of context for outdoor
play: multiple sectors, core
components, and crosscutting influences must
work together in order to
realize high-quality
opportunities for
children’s outdoor play.

