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Summary 
This report describes the findings from a Social Network Analysis (SNA) of 7 projects 
funded through the Lawson Foundation Outdoor Play Strategy 2.0. The Strategy 
aimed to build adult capacity and support systemic change in outdoor play within 
early learning and child care (ELCC) settings across Canada. The SNA methodology 
identified 697 individuals across various sectors involved in the projects and used 
block modeling to cluster people with similar connection patterns. 

The outcomes each project achieved, and the obstacles each faced, are linked in 
important ways to the structure and ongoing development of their social networks. 
For example, projects with strong, stable internal connections were effective at 
fostering organizational changes like the creation of new post-secondary courses 
or changes in the policy and practice of ELCCs. Projects that sought to promote 
cross-sectoral collaboration with new kinds of partners or a diverse range of partners 
needed to invest considerable time and energy in building relationships before they 
could hope to make progress. Projects that had success at building the capacity 
of students and educators often included people who were themselves skilled 
at building and sustaining networks. The report underscored the importance of 
these “network brokers.” While they were not usually people with formal decision-
making power (for example, senior nonprofit leaders, government policymakers and 
regulatory officers), they were skilled at building connections between practitioners 
and getting useful information out into the field, and this made them central to 
building the kinds of sustainable, practice-based networks that facilitate long-term 
system change. Each of the 7 stories in this report offers helpful insights for any 
group seeking to take relationships into account in designing their strategy for 
advancing outdoor play. 

When starting a new project intended to contribute to systemic change in the outdoor play 
sector, take relationships into account. Ask yourself:

	z Who are the people and groups we need in our network in order to do this work?

	z Do we have good relationships with these people? Are our connections strong and 
stable? Have we invested the time and energy to get to know each other, and to 
discover how our goals overlap? 

	z Where do we need to invest more time and energy to build or sustain these 
relationships? Does our team have the network brokering skills needed??
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Introduction
The Lawson Foundation Outdoor Play Strategy (OPS 2.0) was a three-year granting 
initiative that funded eight projects across Canada. It was designed to build adult 
capacity to impact outdoor play in early learning and child care (ELCC) and support 
systemic change. Through the evaluation of this Strategy, we learned together that 
success in this work was deeply relational. Adult learners embraced the values of 
outdoor play when they participated in learning communities, developed ongoing 
relationships with their trainers through coaching or mentoring, and had opportunities 
to connect to the land where they worked. These relationships helped new leaders 
and advocates prepare themselves to take action to change the practice or the 
organizational culture of an ELCC, or of whole systems.  

We have created this supplementary report because there is more to say about how 
this relational approach to building adult capacity really worked. In particular, there is 
an important story to share about how OPS 2.0 projects laid the groundwork for their 
work with individual learners and advocates/champions. What relationships made 
courses and workshops successful? When it came to changing ELCC practice, 
or influencing large systems, how important were the cross-sectoral linkages 
highlighted in the strategy’s original theory of change? Why did some kinds of 
collaborative action move more quickly than others?  

Given that building connections between actors in different parts of the outdoor play 
ecosystem was such an important part of OPS 2.0, we used a methodology called 
social network analysis1 (SNA) to try to document these social connections in a 
quantitative way.  This approach enabled us to better understand how the structure 
and function of these networks helped to explain the impact of each project’s work. 
The SNA approach also allowed us to explore how people from different projects 
interacted with one another.  Aligning these learnings with our other evaluation 
findings allowed us to better understand the role that collaboration, influence, team 
structure, and project roles played in the outcomes that transpired in OPS 2.0. 
We were able to document how these projects took relationships into account in 
planning their strategy. We hope these insights might help others interested in this 
kind of work to reflect on how their network of connections is linked to their capacity 
for impact, and what they might do to strengthen and extend their network in ways 
that will increase their chances for success.

1   Scott, J., & Carrington, P. J. (2014). The SAGE handbook of social network analysis. SAGE 
Publications Ltd, https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446294413. 

https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446294413
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Methodology
In early 2023, at roughly the mid-point of the three-year OPS 2.0 process, 7 of 
eight OPS 2.0 projects2 agreed to participate in the SNA study, by generating lists 
of all of the people that they saw as part of their project networks, and providing 
information about the length of each connection, the role of the person, and the 
nature of their interaction (see the glossary for the project full names and project 
leads). This information was gathered through what we called the ‘seed survey.” 
Where appropriate, some of the connections named in the seed surveys were then 
sent similar surveys themselves (called the “ripple survey”), and asked to name the 
people that they felt were part of their network on the OPS 2.0 project. 

Findings were analyzed descriptively by looking at the number and roles of 
individuals in the network and the timing of when they joined the network. Results 
were also analyzed using a statistical approach called block modeling that clusters 
people together into communities based on the role they play in connecting different 
people. See Appendix A for more information about our methodology. 

This analysis reflects only the network connections that project leads and their 
contacts chose to share, and is not a comprehensive map of everyone involved. 
Most of the people who completed ripple surveys named far fewer OPS connections 
than the projects themselves had named in the original seed surveys, meaning that 
most of the people named in the study were identified by the projects themselves. 
This methodology had important implications for the structure of the social networks 
that emerged, which are explained below. The diagrams show how the networks 
looked at the time of data collection in spring 2023, but these connections have 
likely evolved since. While comparing project networks provided useful insights, 
the diagrams should not be seen as depicting a single, complete network or 
representing the broader Lawson Foundation network or Canadian outdoor play 
ecosystem. 

2   Humber College (now Humber Polytechnic), Okanagan College, Outside Play Lab at UBC, YMCA 
of Southwestern Ontario, Outdoor Play Canada, Cloudberry Forest School (now Cloudberry Outdoor 
Play and Education Centre) and Regroupement des Centres de la Petite Enfance de la Montérégie 
participated. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blockmodeling
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blockmodeling
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blockmodeling
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blockmodeling
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blockmodeling
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blockmodeling
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Documenting Who Was Involved in OPS 2.0 Projects
The original theory of change for the Outdoor Play Strategy 2.0 identified a wide 
range of organizations and interest holders who were seen as part of the outdoor 
play ecosystem - important allies in advancing outdoor play. The SNA methodology 
generated detailed information about the people and groups that were connected 
to the OPS 2.0 projects. In total, 697 different people who were connected to one 
or more OPS 2.0 projects were named through the study. The strategy successfully 
engaged a broad range of stakeholders, including many members of groups that are 
crucial for implementing and advancing outdoor play initiatives, such as government 
staff, media, or Indigenous Knowledge Holders. The strategy supported projects to 
grow their networks over time. Collectively, the 7 projects who participated in the 
SNA study formed new connections with a large number of regulatory officers, post-
secondary ECE instructors and administrators, front-line early childhood educators, 
and leaders in ELCC settings.  

Leaders of OPS 2.0 projects connect at Cloudberry Forest School in St John's, 
Newfoundland. Photo by Tristan Oliff

https://lawson.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/LawsonFoundation_MediaCard_Ecosystem_V02.jpg
https://lawson.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/LawsonFoundation_MediaCard_Ecosystem_V02.jpg
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Role in the Network

Total 
number 
in the 

network

% who 
were new 

connections 
formed 

during the 
project 

Early Childhood Educators 88 69.7%

ELCC Leaders 66 65.2%

Curriculum leaders within ELCCs 100 45.7%

Faculty & Instructors in Post-secondary ECE programs 33 77.8%

Leaders of Post-secondary ECE programs 10 58.3%

Senior post-secondary leaders (such as deans, directors of 
research, or vice-presidents) 18 68.4%

Other post-secondary researchers 72 31.2%

Non-profit partners, including important local collaborators (such 
as a non-profit builder of outdoor furniture, or leaders from a 
multi-service organization that houses an ELCC) as well as large 
national nonprofits involved in knowledge mobilization.  

148 53%

Applied researchers and evaluators 43 61.5%

Provincial or municipal government staff focused on policy or 
planning 29 63.3%

Regulatory or licensing officers 7 77.8%

Teachers, principals and others working in the school system 11 30%

Media 8 62.5%

Other-than-human relations 8 0%

Indigenous Elders and Knowledge Holders 6 42.9%

For-profit leaders 5 66.7%

Other or role not named (including construction, landscapers, 
translators) 44 Data 

incomplete
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Block modeling3 analysis is a way of exploring the structure of social networks. We 
used it to identify distinct clusters (or blocks) of people who had similar patterns of 
connections. As part of our analysis we reviewed visual maps of the blocks that were 
generated to identify patterns, such as isolated groups and key connectors (see the 
figure below for a visual of the OPS 2.0 cohort-level map used in our analysis and 
see Appendix A for more information about our methodology). This type of analysis 
is more effective when the data includes 
people who are interconnected through 
multiple channels or linkages. Each of 
the 7 participating projects gathered their 
own social network data independently. 
However, there were 90 individuals in 
the dataset who were named by more 
than one project. We chose to pool social 
network data from all 7 projects in order 
to benefit from these cross-connections. 
This approach enabled us to explore 
how collaboration, influence, team 
structure, and project roles played a part 
in contributing to project outcomes for 
each project (for example by exploring 
“betweenness scores”4 and “eigenvector 
centrality”5). The analysis also allowed 
us to understand the value of the cohort 
approach used in OPS 2.0 by exploring 
the project networks together. While 
doing this, we were careful to remember 
that the dataset was built from 7 discrete 
networks, and was not necessarily 
representative of the entire network of the 
Outdoor Play Strategy as a whole.

3   Block modeling groups people in the network 
into clusters or blocks based on the role that they play in the structure of the network. In other words, 
people within a given block tend to have similar kinds of connections to those outside of their block. 
4   “Betweenness score” refers to the degree to which a person connects to people who would 
otherwise not be connected to the network.
5   “Eigenvector centrality” refers to how well-connected someone is to others who are also well-

connected.

Block Modeling: Understanding the Distinct Roles 
Within Project Networks 

Interpreting block models: Block 
modeling is a way of simplifying complex 
SNA data. It involved collecting the 697 
individuals in our dataset into 13 groups 
that shared similar patterns of social 
connections. Block modeling uses a 
mathematical formula that takes into 
account the number of connections 
an individual has and the degree to 
which those connections act as bridges 
between other individuals who would 
otherwise be unconnected. However, the 
formula does not explain the underlying 
reasons why a certain group of people 
showed similar patterns of connections, 
what they share in common, or why that 
block might be important in addressing 
our research questions. In our efforts 
to interpret these blocks and assign 
names to them, we considered additional 
information not used by the block 
modelling formula, such as the types 
of jobs held by the people in the block, 
the location of people who were flagged 
by the projects as especially influential, 
and our pre-existing knowledge of these 
projects and the people involved in them.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blockmodeling
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blockmodeling
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blockmodeling
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blockmodeling
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blockmodeling
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blockmodeling
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blockmodeling
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blockmodeling
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blockmodeling
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blockmodeling
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blockmodeling
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The table below describes the 13 blocks that emerged from this analysis. This 
process placed two of the 7 OPS projects alone in their own blocks, and created two 
more blocks that contained two projects each and no other members. OPS projects 
tended to stand alone in one-member and two-member blocks because they named 
far more connections than respondents to the ripple surveys did, and consequently 
appeared as more “unique” in the block analysis. Most of the other blocks included 
many members that all shared similar patterns of connections.

Blocks connected to the Humber College6 Project
Humber College 
project block

This block was made up of a single node, representing the 
project itself.  

Humber College ECE 
faculty and senior 
leaders block

This block of highly interconnected post-secondary staff at 
Humber College included ECE instructors as well as key 
leaders from Humber College’s office of Indigenous Education & 
Engagement and other parts of the Polytechnic.

Blocks connected primarily to the Cloudberry Forest School7 and RCPEM 
Projects
RCPEM and 
Cloudberry Forest 
School projects block

This block included the nodes for two projects - RCPEM and 
Cloudberry Forest School. Although they were not highly 
connected to one another, their networks had similar structures. 
Both included people from a range of different sectors, who had 
no linkages to other OPS projects except through the leads for 
these two projects.   

RCPEM and 
Cloudberry Forest 
School key partners 
block

This block included managers, researchers and partners who 
played key roles in either the RCPEM or Cloudberry Forest 
School projects and completed ripple surveys.

RCPEM and 
Cloudberry Forest 
School participants 
block

This block includes a wide range of people with different roles 
who were connected to either the RCPEM or Cloudberry Forest 
School projects, but did not complete ripple surveys.

Blocks connected primarily to the UBC and OPC projects
OPC and UBC 
projects block

This block also included two projects with similar network 
structure - UBC and OPC. Both were more strongly connected 
to post-secondary researchers and contacts from other sectors 
than they were within the ELCC sector.  

Cross-sectoral 
leaders block 

This block included board members from OPC, researchers 
collaborating with UBC, as well as other researchers and 
leaders who were seen by project leads to play important roles 
in the sector.  

6   Now called Humber Polytechnic
7   Now called Cloudberry Outdoor Play and Education Centre
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Blocks connected primarily to the Okanagan and YMCA of Southwestern 
Ontario Projects
YMCA project block This block was made up of a single node, representing the 

project itself.  
Okanagan College 
project and key 
partners block

Okanagan College was the only project node that was 
embedded within a larger block that also included a 
number of post-secondary ECE instructors and ELCC 
leaders that were active in that project. 

Network Brokers 
Block

This block included people mostly from the YMCA and 
Okanagan College projects who are well connected, 
frequently named by others, and had links to multiple 
blocks.

ELCC Outdoor Play 
Champions block

This block included many YMCA Curriculum Champions, 
along with a few others (two post-secondary researchers, 
and two government policy makers). Many members of 
this block completed ripple surveys.

ELCC Leaders 
Block 

This block included many people who play leadership roles 
at ELCCs or in post secondary settings, mostly connected 
to the Okanagan College and YMCA projects. It included 
a larger number of people named as influential by project 
leads.  

Blocks that included people connected to multiple projects 
Mailing List Block This very large and diverse block was made up of people 

who did not complete ripple surveys, and tended to play 
less active roles in OPS 2.0 projects. It includes many 
people from OPC’s network, as well as much smaller 
numbers of people linked to YMCA, Humber College, 
UBC, and Cloudberry Forest School.    

Legend: YMCA = YMCA of Southwestern Ontario; ELCC = Early Learning 
Childhood Centre; ECE = early childhood educator; RCPEM = Regroupement des 
Centres de la Petite Enfance de la Montérégie; UBC = Outside Play Lab at the 
University of British Columbia;  OPC = Outdoor Play Canada. See the Glossary for a 
full list of acronyms and abbreviations in this report.
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The network diagram below, is a visual representation of how these clusters were 
connected with one another. Lines on this diagram show connections between 
individuals in the network. For example, it shows that the “mailing list” block was 
connected primarily to project leads, and not to others, while the “Network Brokers” 
block played a key role in bridging people from different blocks. People in the 
“High influence ELCC Champions” and Okanagan College blocks were densely 
interconnected with one another, which was not as true for the ELCC leaders block.

It is instructive to look at the strength of the connections between these blocks. 
When the data from all 7 projects are considered together, linkages within sectors 
tend to be strongest. For example, people working in ELCCs were often connected 
to one another, as were people working in post-secondary ECE departments. 
However, there was also evidence of cross-sector connections between these 
two groups and other important actors in the outdoor play ecosystem, like 
provincial government policy makers, municipal staff, elementary school staff, or 
Indigenous Elders and Knowledge Holders. These cross-sector collaborations are 
an encouraging sign because they suggest that the Strategy had some success in 
supporting the development of a more interconnected outdoor play ecosystem. The 
involvement of government policymakers in particular suggests that the networks 
formed through OPS 2.0 have the potential to influence broader systems change. 
By connecting with individuals who have the capacity to enact legislative or policy 
changes, the strategy may contribute to long-term shifts in how outdoor play is 
integrated into ELCC. 

Leaders of OPS 2.0 projects and Lawson Foundation staff connect at 
Cloudberry Forest School in St John’s, Newfoundland. Photo by Tristan 
Oliff
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OPS 2.0 Projects Built Different Kinds of 
Relationships and Communities to Advance their 
Goals
Findings showed that each of the 7 OPS 2.0 projects that participated in this study 
had a different type of network. Some were very local, while others were national in 
scope. Some were based in post-secondary institutions, while others were based 
in ELCCs or capacity building organizations.8 Two of the projects named over 250 
people each, while others had networks that included as few as 24 people. Some 
were made up mostly of people working in the ELCC sector, while others were more 
cross-sectoral. These differences reflect the different areas of focus and goals for 
each of the projects. In this section, we explore how each project’s network structure 
helped to shape what they were able to achieve.

8   Part 2 of the evaluation report gives an overview of each project

Discussing OPS 2.0 evaluation findings at Cloudberry Forst School.Photo by Tristan Oliff

https://lawson.ca/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/FINAL-OPS2-Evaluation-Report-June-2024.pdf
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Outdoor Play Canada: A National Information Exchange 
Network Sets the Stage for Cross-Sectoral Collaboration 

Outdoor Play Canada (OPC) led a project to strengthen its role as a national 
not-for-profit dedicated to advancing outdoor play across Canada. 

What the Social Network Data Tell Us

At the start of the project, OPC already had a broad national network with members 
from various sectors, including advocates for outdoor play at all ages and in diverse 
settings. Over the first two years of the three-year Outdoor Play Strategy, OPC’s 
network grew larger and more diverse, adding a stronger connection to those in 
practice, such as ECE professionals.

OPC’s network members fell primarily into two blocks. The mailing list block was 
a large group of people, including post-secondary researchers and not-for-profit 
partners, who were connected to OPC but not necessarily to each other. This block 
makes a great deal of sense for an organization with a strong history of acting as 
a knowledge sharing hub. The cross-sectoral leaders block was a more tightly 
connected group, including OPC board members, many of whom are researchers 
or thought leaders who have helped shape the direction of the outdoor play 
movement. OPC also built some connections with other OPS 2.0 projects, including 
those at RCPEM, Humber College, Okanagan College, and YMCA, strengthening 
collaboration across Canada. OPC itself had the highest “betweenness score” of any 
block in our analysis, meaning it was the strongest bridge between different sectors 
and that it connected people who otherwise wouldn’t be linked.

How Network Structure Equipped This Project for Success

OPC entered OPS 2.0 with a network that was large, diverse, and national in its 
reach, but less densely interconnected than some other project networks. It included 
fewer connections to practitioners in the ELCC sector. This structure worked well 
for OPC in its efforts to develop and distribute important research reports. During 
OPS 2.0, evaluation findings demonstrated that OPC strengthened its ability to 
bring people together, build partnerships, and drive collective action. Members 
increasingly felt connected to a movement, as shown in OPC’s annual member 
survey. These deeper and more interconnected partnerships were crucial in 
OPC’s transition to becoming a national leader in outdoor play. We know that the 
organization continued to grow in the final year of the project, after the SNA survey 
was complete. These findings demonstrate the time and skill it takes to cultivate 
the strong and lasting cross-sectoral connections necessary for cross-sectoral 
collaboration. 
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Humber College: Different Kinds of Leaders Across 
a Large Post-Secondary Institution Find Common 
Vision Linking Outdoor Play and Land-Based Play to 
Reconciliation

The Humber College Project, A Two-Eyed Seeing Approach to Land-based 
Play and Co-learning in ELCC Ecosystems, was housed within the ECE 
program at Humber College. It led to the creation of a new course that 
integrates Indigenous and non-Indigenous ways of knowing, based on the 
concept of Etuaptmumk/Two-Eyed Seeing. 

What the Social Network Data Tell Us

While the Humber College project did not name a large number of connections in 
their social network survey, most were long-standing and closely connected to the 
Polytechnic itself. Because they were interested in ensuring that their work was 
sustainable in the long term, the project leaders were deliberate about making sure 
that there was buy-in from people working in many different parts of the Polytechnic. 
The network included faculty from ECE and Horticulture departments, staff from 
the Humber Arboretum, administrators, leaders from an ELCC on campus, and 
senior Polytechnic leadership. The course that was the focus of this project was 
developed in collaboration with the Indigenous Education and Engagement Office 
and their community connections and partnership, and guided by Mi’kmaw Elder 
Albert Marshall. Faculty considered the Arboretum itself, and the other-than-human 
relations who live there, as co-teachers within the course, so they named specific 
locations within the Arboretum, and other-than-human relations such as crawlers 
and swimmers as members of the project’s social network, reflecting an Indigenous 
worldview about community and all our relations. 

A few new and important connections were made during OPS 2.0, including a 
practicing early childhood educator, media professionals, a researcher/evaluator, 
and a senior leader from Humber College. In this context, relationships to land, 
Elders, and Knowledge Holders were meaningful and important. Almost all of the 
project’s connections (38 of 44) were rated as highly likely to continue beyond the 
project.
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The Humber College network, as captured by the block analysis, formed two 
clusters. One was a tightly connected group of 17 faculty members and various 
types of senior Polytechnic leaders who actively supported the project and were 
instrumental in shaping the project’s success. The second cluster was a less 
interconnected group that included other people and non-human relations within 
the Humber College community. As with most of the OPS 2.0 projects, the Humber 
College project itself formed its own block, distinct from these two clusters. We saw 
a high degree of interconnections among project partners, team members, and leads 
on this project in a way that was more pronounced than most of the other OPS 2.0 
projects. 

How Network Structure Equipped this Project for Success

Humber College’s project created the kind of immersive and learner-directed 
experience that is especially effective at building adult capacity. The project also 
had success at changing organizational culture within a large post-secondary 
institution in a fairly short window of time, because they had strong and well-
established connections to decision makers in different parts of their institution 
before the project began. The course on Etuaptmumk/Two-Eyed Seeing is now a 
required part of the ECE curriculum, with 1,500 students having completed it by 
the end of the project. Co-taught by Indigenous and non-Indigenous faculty, the 
course is supported by Indigenous Elders, Knowledge Holders, and storytellers, and 
the Polytechnic has hired new Indigenous faculty to sustain this work. Importantly, 
Humber College’s senior leaders were willing to invest in this work because they 
saw these changes in ECE training as one part of a much larger systemic shift. 
This initiative helped advance Humber College’s Indigenous Education Plan and 
demonstrated its commitment to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s Calls to 
Action. Humber College’s small, long-standing, diverse, highly interconnected and 
local network was crucially important in making this success possible.

ECE students participating in Etuaptmumk/Two-Eyed Seeing course at Humber Arboretum. 
Photo by Andrew Taylor
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YMCA: Using a Training Program to Build Alignment in a 
Large National Network 

This project was entitled Embedding Outdoor Play Training: A YMCA National 
Early Learning and Child Care Transformation. It was designed to embed 
outdoor pedagogy across the YMCA national ELCC network and curriculum 
using a train-the-trainer model. 

What the Social Network Data Tell Us

The YMCA project was led by the YMCA of Southwestern Ontario, and was 
supported by YMCA association ELCC leaders across Canada.  Each YMCA ELCC 
in Canada has a designated pedagogical leader who is responsible for ongoing 
professional development and training.  Connecting to these people was a key 
priority for this project. The team also made efforts to connect to ELCC managers 
and senior YMCA leaders who were in positions to support the development of 
outdoor play capacity at their locations. In addition to YMCA staff, the network 
also included many post secondary ECE instructors (who often had close working 
relationships with YMCA ELCCs in their communities), post-secondary researchers, 
municipal government workers, and provincial policy makers, among others. The 
YMCA project had one of the largest networks in this study, with 274 members. 

The YMCA’s network was already large before this project, but it grew significantly 
during OPS 2.0. The project formed new connections to ECE leaders, senior YMCA 
staff, and post-secondary instructors, strengthening collaboration across the country. 
By the end of the project, every YMCA ELCC program in Canada had a direct link to 
a leader in this network. 

In terms of the block analysis, the YMCA’s network was one of the most complex. 
The YMCA OPS 2.0 project itself sat alone within its own block (the YMCA Project 
Block). That block was by far the most well connected, both in terms of the total 
number of connections, the number of people they connect with who would 
otherwise be unconnected to the network, and the number of connections to people 
who are themselves well connected. At least three other blocks included many 
members of YMCA’s network.
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z The ELCC Outdoor Play Champions Block. This block consisted of 25 YMCA
staff, many were YMCA Curriculum Champions who were actively involved in leading
outdoor play implementation within their ELCC programs. They formed a tightly
connected core group that served as a central driver of the project.

z The ELCC Leaders Block –  This block consisted of YMCA ELCC administrators
and senior YMCA leaders who were not part of the Outdoor Play Champions group and
other organizational leaders from the Okanagan project. It was larger in size and less
interconnected than the ELCC Outdoor Play Champions Block.

z The Network Brokers Block – A small but important group of six people, several
of whom were members of the YMCA project team, had many connections to people
across the YMCA’s entire network. They often helped to connect different groups who
might not otherwise collaborate. The central role of this Network Brokers block in the
YMCA’s network is a reflection of the amount of energy that the YMCA team invested in
collaboration. This effort also linked their project with other OPS 2.0 initiatives, including
UBC’s project, which partnered with the Vancouver YMCA ELCC; and the Okanagan
College project, where post-secondary ECE faculty worked with YMCA staff in multiple
communities.

Beyond these core groups, the YMCA project maintained close connections with 
both the Okanagan College project and some members of the Mailing List block - a 
larger group of people less actively connected to ELCC practice. 

How Network Structure Equipped This Project for Success

While some other OPS projects had stronger connections to important partners 
in academic research or policy, YMCA’s network was firmly based in the world 
of ELCC practice. YMCA Canada had already made a commitment to changing 
organizational culture before this project began, by launching the new core 
training module on outdoor play across the country. YMCA leveraged their existing 
“Curriculum Champion” role for their train-the-trainer model. In total, the YMCA of 
Southwestern Ontario trained 161 Curriculum Champions on their outdoor play 
training module and supported YMCAs to onboard 47 more Curriculum Champions. 
There are now Curriculum Champions equipped to deliver outdoor pedagogy training 
at every YMCA Association that provides ELCC in Canada. As of project completion, 
the training module had been completed by nearly 5,000 early learning professionals 
across the country, and had been adopted as a required component of training for all 
future hires.
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The YMCA team that led the OPS 2.0 project  built the right kind of network to 
translate YMCA’s strategic commitment into concrete action within ELCC settings 
across Canada. They cultivated a large, strong network with many different types 
of partners and supporters. They recruited Curriculum Champions as allies, and 
equipped them with the resources and supports to roll out training in their local 
context. They made sure that Curriculum Champions had multiple channels to 
remain connected to the project, and to each other. This proved an effective 
approach to building buy-in to their training module and taking it to scale. While 
evaluation data for this project does not yet show strong evidence of change in 
practice, the project’s work at building a national network set the stage for building 
adult capacity for many years to come. 

UBC: Academic Researchers and Early Learning & Child 
Care Programs Collaborate to Test New Models

The UBC project called, PROmoting Early Childhood Outside (PRO-ECO): 
An Outdoor Play Intervention for Children Aged 3 to 5 Years in Early 
Learning and Child Care Programs, led by the University of British Columbia 
(UBC), tested a new approach to increasing quality outdoor play for children 
aged 3 to 5 in ELCC programs. The study took place at eight YMCA sites in 
Greater Vancouver.

What the Social Network Data Tell Us

This project brought together two established networks: UBC’s research 
community, which included post-secondary researchers and advisors who fell into 
the “mailing list” block, and the YMCA of Lower Mainland’s ELCC network, made 
up of ELCC leaders, early childhood educators, nonprofit partners, and regulatory 
officers. Many members of this second group fell into the “ELCC leaders” block 
mentioned above in the YMCA project section. In addition to these two major groups, 
the project also engaged people with specific skills - including scientific advisors, 
public health officials, regulatory officers, and landscape architecture students. 
Staff involved in the project also received training from the YMCA of Southwestern 
Ontario’s OPS 2.0 initiative. 

The project team worked hard to build strong connections to leaders at YMCA, 
for example, by  forming an advisory committee. Given that the purpose of this 
project was to execute a time-limited research design, these relationships were 
not necessarily intended to be long-term. Most of the connections identified for 
this project were rated as “unsure” if they would last past OPS 2.0. ECEs were 
the largest group in the “unsure” category, followed by regulatory officers, ELCC 
pedagogical leaders, ELCC senior leaders, and nonprofit partners. However, 
the time-limited nature of these linkages did not diminish their importance. 
These connections played a crucial role in mentoring educators and developing 
organizational policies that promote outdoor play.



﻿ // 21

How Network Structure Equipped This Project for Success

The PRO-ECO Model was designed to change the organizational culture of ELCCs, 
by shaping the design of outdoor play spaces, providing training to staff, revising 
policy and engaging families. While some OPS 2.0 projects sought to embed 
themselves within networks of practitioners, UBC did not set out with this goal. 
They sought to support the network from the outside, through training, research 
and consultation: to equip a strong and well established network of practitioners 
with new knowledge and skill derived from the PRO-ECO model. UBC’s interest 
in the partnership was the opportunity it provided for them to conduct research on 
the model in a real-world setting. Research conducted by this project showed that 
educators made changes to how they support and maintain outdoor play spaces, 
and YMCA ELCCs of Greater Vancouver introduced new policies to encourage 
outdoor play. While the research was not able to show that these changes led to 
different patterns of outdoor play among children, it did lead the team to conclude 
that building buy-in and skill among adults was the most important of the four pillars 
of the PRO-ECO model. 

Despite the fact that the UBC team did not set out to build lasting connections with 
practitioners, they found themselves spending more time building these kinds of 
connections than they had originally expected. UBC researchers found that building 
strong partnerships early on was key to changing organizational culture, rolling 
out the other components of the PRO-ECO model, and making a lasting impact. 

Okanagan College: Using Communities of Practice to Build 
A Common Vision and Foster Leadership Across Multiple 
Post-Secondary Programs

Okanagan College’s Outdoor Pedagogy in Early Childhood Education: From 
College to Communities project aimed to integrate outdoor play into post-
secondary ECE programs. Faculty leads from three partner colleges formed 
a community of practice, working together to develop and implement new 
curriculum, competencies, and support for outdoor pedagogy. Each faculty 
lead created or adapted courses to embed outdoor teaching and learning 
and shared their knowledge with colleagues, students, and ELCC programs 
in their communities. Each faculty lead also encouraged other ECE faculty 
to incorporate outdoor teaching strategies into their own courses, and spent 
time working on site at local ELCCs, deepening their knowledge of practice 
and demonstrating outdoor pedagogy strategies to educators.   
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What the Social Network Data Tell Us

The three post-secondary ECE faculty who co-led this project worked at different 
institutions, and did not know each other or the project lead well before the project 
began. They were also not well connected, at that time, to the senior leadership 
within their own institutions. The project’s network expanded significantly during 
OPS 2.0, adding connections with numerous ECE faculty in each of these three 
institutions, as well as government policymakers, researchers, and ELCC leaders. 
These new relationships strengthened ties between post-secondary education and 
ELCC practice. Most of the new connections formed were expected to last beyond 
the project, ensuring continued collaboration.

Unlike other OPS 2.0 projects, which were often structured around a central leader 
or institution, Okanagan College’s approach distributed leadership across the 
lead college and the other three post-secondary institutions involved. Since each 
local faculty lead actively developed their own connections, the “project” block 
for this project is actually embedded in a densely interconnected cluster with ten 
members that included the three local leads as well as key support people from 
their programs. Importantly, everyone in this small cluster had multiple linkages to 
people in two other blocks. The first is the ELCC Leaders block - a large block that 
includes both practitioners (ELCC leaders and pedagogical leaders), as well as post-
secondary ECE instructors and their leaders. The second is the Network Brokers 
block, made up of a small number of very well-connected key leaders  from the 
YMCA and Okanagan College projects.

The Okanagan College project was housed within post-secondary institutions, but 
also deeply connected to the world of ELCC practice. Its close collaboration with the 
YMCA project meant that YMCA team members (members of the Network Brokers 
Block) joined the Okanagan College community of practice, and local YMCA 
pedagogical leads worked closely with faculty leads. By fostering leadership and 
peer support, the project created ELCC advocates who continue to promote outdoor 
pedagogy.

How Network Structure Equipped This Project for Success

Building strong networks was central to this project’s strategy. The community of 
practice approach was chosen to link leaders in different colleges and to draw in 
other key partners. For example, government representatives from two different 
provinces joined. As a result, the network maps show the Okanagan College project 
as both deeply connected to members of its own team, and densely interconnected 
to work happening elsewhere in the OPS 2.0 ecosystem.  
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Faculty members became strong advocates for outdoor pedagogy, publishing their 
findings and influencing practice in their post-secondary ECE programs. By the end 
of the project, two institutions had made new outdoor play courses permanent parts 
of their ECE programs, and both had also begun incorporating outdoor pedagogy 
into their long-term strategic plans. By focusing on leadership development and 
peer collaboration, Okanagan College’s project changed organizational culture, 
achieving lasting change in ECE training, ensuring that future early childhood 
educators are equipped to promote outdoor learning in their work.

RCPEM: Strong Cross-Sectoral Relationships Are 
Needed to Undertake Collective Action in a Challenging 
Environment

RCPEM’s Creating Optimal Outdoor Spaces for Infants and Toddlers in 
Early Learning and Child Care project focused on helping early childhood 
educators use outdoor environments to support infants and toddlers. Inspired 
by the Pikler Approach, the project included staff training, mentoring, and 
parent engagement sessions, building on work that RCPEM and its partners 
had been doing successfully for years. In addition to training, the project set 
out to redesign outdoor spaces at three CPEs (nonprofit ELCCs in Quebec) 
and create specialized furniture to help infants spend more time outdoors. 

What the Social Network Data Tell Us

RCPEM’s project network was relatively large, and it had its foundations in ELCC 
practice.  Before the project began, RCPEM had already established strong 
relationships among the leaders of several different CPEs (nonprofit ELCCs) in 
the Montérégie region. As the project took shape and new training sessions were 
organized, the network expanded to include many educators working in these early 
childhood centres who had not previously had strong links to RCPEM, including 
some who were not working with infants. Two other CPEs (members of the RCPEM, 
one from Montérégie and the other from Central Quebec) joined as pilot projects 
over time.

RCPEM’s goals for redesigning outdoor spaces and producing new furniture for 
those spaces also brought them into contact with partners from outside the Quebec 
ELCC sector, including the Pikler Institute, academic researchers, landscape 
architects, and a local nonprofit furniture builder. Some of these people did not know 
each other or RCPEM before the project began, but the project lead worked hard to 
establish links across these sectors. The landscape architect met with educators, for 
example, and parents had the opportunity to comment on plans for renovations.



﻿ // 24

The block analysis for this project reflects the fact that RCPEM built a large and 
diverse network made up primarily of new connections, working outwards from a 
small but strong and well established core of CPE leaders. There were two important 
blocks in addition to the project block itself. The first was a smaller block, the Key 
Partners Block that included leaders from CPEs and other people well connected 
in the CPE sector. The Participants Block included many newer connections, 
including those from other sectors.  

While other OPS 2.0 projects often had multiple members in common with one 
another, few members of RCPEM’s network (even those who completed ripple 
surveys) identified connections outside of the two RCPEM blocks. This may have 
been partly due to the fact that this project was based in Quebec and functioned in 
French.

How Network Structure Equipped This Project for Success

Building adult capacity through staff training was one of the RCPEM project’s 
biggest successes, in part because the project leveraged RCPEM’s strong and 
longstanding partnerships with CPEs. ECEs found the training useful and made 
small but meaningful changes to their routines, allowing infants and toddlers to 
spend more time outdoors. RCPEM also realized that continuing to reinforce 
these connections through ongoing support, in the form of informal coaching, was 
necessary to help educators fully integrate outdoor learning into their practice. 

The construction, renovation and furniture design aspects of the project relied on 
connections from other sectors, who were new to both the network and each other. It 
required time and effort to establish a shared vision and strong communication. The 
project lead worked closely with ELCC supervisors, furniture builders, architects, 
and a filmmaker to ensure that outdoor spaces were adapted to the needs of each 
site. Copyright negotiations with the Pikler Institute created hurdles in designing new 
furniture, and the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted parent engagement sessions. As 
the project wrapped up, the relationships needed to overcome these hurdles were 
still developing. RCPEM’s experience highlights the importance of taking the time to 
build relationships first to ensure long-term success in complex initiatives designed 
to make sustainable change in organizational culture within ELCCs, and in the 
design of ELCCs.
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Cloudberry Forest School: Sharing Knowledge Across 
Sectors As a First Step to Policy Change

Cloudberry Forest School’s Informing Early Learning and Child Care 
Legislation in Newfoundland and Labrador project aimed to advocate for 
policy changes that would allow Forest and Nature Schools to become 
licensed ELCC programs. 

What the Social Network Data Tell Us

While Cloudberry Forest School has a long history, their project network was small 
and primarily made up of new linkages to researchers, policymakers, ELCC leaders, 
and funders. Working with these partners, the project team reviewed policies from 
other regions, used Cloudberry Forest School as a case study to assess how a 
Forest School may or may not fit within existing regulations, and identified legislative 
changes needed to create a new licensing category. When the project began, there 
was already some interest from key policymakers, but expanding these connections 
and deepening understanding across government departments was an ongoing 
challenge throughout the project’s three year journey.  

How Network Structure Equipped This Project for Success

Policy change is a slow and unpredictable process, and while no legislative changes 
occurred during the project’s three-year span, important groundwork was laid. The 
Cloudberry Forest School project helped policymakers better understand how Forest 
and Nature Schools operate, compiled policy examples from other jurisdictions, and 
identified key regulatory considerations for the future.

A major lesson learned was the importance of time and relationship-building when 
advocating for policy change. Connecting to people within government was essential 
to fully understand how different government regulations (and the departments that 
implement them) intersect. As the project concluded, Cloudberry Forest School’s 
leaders were still working to broaden and strengthen connections with policymakers, 
regulatory officers, and other advocates, recognizing that sustained engagement is 
essential to achieving long-term systemic change.



﻿ // 26

Conclusions and Calls to Action
The Lawson Foundation’s Outdoor Play Strategy 2.0 set out to build adult capacity to 
impact outdoor play in ELCC. Over the span of 3 years, the 8 projects demonstrated 
a huge variety in successful strategies for achieving this goal. They also generated 
rich insights about how to embed this important work into practice at ELCCs, post-
secondary institutions, government policy, and other spheres so that these efforts 
could be sustained and eventually taken to scale. 

The SNA project findings suggest that the outcomes each project achieved, and 
the obstacles each faced, are linked in important ways to the structure and ongoing 
development of their social networks. Each story offers helpful insights for any group 
seeking to take relationships into account in designing their strategy for advancing 
outdoor play. Findings from the SNA project also lend credibility to the second, 
third, and fourth calls to action from the OPS 2.0  final evaluation report and offer 
additional suggestions for ways to promote ongoing and sustained outdoor play 
efforts across the country. 
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Creating spaces for them to reflect and learn together (for example through 
communities of practice) were important for promoting the translation of ideas to 
practice. 

In order to do this work, OPS projects recognized that they needed to train leaders 
in ELCC practice to act as network brokers. Projects like the YMCA and Okanagan 
College, in particular, equipped their team members to go out and form their own 
relationships, and in the process helped to build more densely interconnected, 
robust networks that created many informal opportunities for learning and were 
less reliant on single leaders to ensure the flow of knowledge. Interestingly, those 
that project leads identified as being “people with power”, and other roles typically 
associated with decision-making power (for example, senior nonprofit leaders, 
government policymakers and regulatory officers) rarely played the role of network 
brokers. This challenges traditional assumptions that those with institutional 
power are the primary drivers of change. Instead, these findings may suggest 
that practitioners are central to building sustainable, practice-based networks that 
facilitate long-term system change. 

Call to Action #2: Equip and Empower People at All Levels

Networks for Individual-Level 
Behaviour Change: 

The types of networks that 
were effective in creating 
changes in individual 
educators focused on 
creating strong, sustained 
and informal connections 
between trainers or coaches 
and learners. Several projects 
that succeeded at this level, 
including YMCA, Okanagan 
College, and RCPEM, made 
deliberate efforts to teach local 
leaders and trainers to function 
as network brokers as well as 
information distributors. 

The OPS 2.0 evaluation found that 
flexible, learner-driven and experiential 
approaches worked best for building the 
capacity of individual educators. These 
approaches were typically embedded 
in local context and tied to real-world 
practice, making it possible for educators 
to  build strong, sustained relationships 
with learners. Many OPS 2.0 projects 
demonstrated that it was crucial to have 
mentors and coaches on site at ELCCs, 
regularly working with staff, modelling new 
strategies, and offering suggestions in the 
moment. Coaches did more than share 
generic knowledge. They also brought 
to life the values that drive outdoor play 
through their actions. Projects learned 
that it was important to cultivate strong 
collaborative relationships among those 
doing the training - the faculty, trainers, 
and facilitators. 
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The OPS 2.0 evaluation showed that 
building implementation capacity within 
large organizations is deeply collaborative 
work that requires ongoing engagement. 
OPS projects that set out to do this kind 
of work leveraged their connections to 
densely interconnected teams of leaders 
who could draw in resources and ideas 
from different post-secondary institutions 
(in the case of Okanagan College), 
different departments (at Humber 
College), or ELCCs in different parts of the 
country (in the case of the YMCA).  

Comparing these three projects also 
helps to map out the different stages of 
development for networks built to make 
change in large organizations. Okanagan 
College worked with ECE departments at 
three different post-secondary institutions 
across the country. While the departments 
themselves were strongly invested in 
outdoor play when the project began, they 
did not yet have strong allies elsewhere in 
their respective institutions - for example, 
they did not have links to research 
departments. This project focused 
on addressing the gaps in each local 
department’s network, by training new 
leaders to become advocates for change 

Call to Action #3: Strengthen Organizational Culture Through 
Collaboration

Networks for Organizational 
Change: 

The types of networks that 
were most effective for 
promoting change within large 
organizations were often based 
on a set of strong, long-standing 
connections (although some 
also grew considerably over 
time). They often included 
individuals who played different 
roles in the organization, and 
could bring different kinds of 
resources and expertise into the 
work. They included individuals 
at all levels, from practitioners 
and trainers through to 
supervisors and senior leaders.  
These networks often shared a 
strong commitment to a shared 
vision. These projects were 
not “stand alone” interventions. 
Each represented one chapter 
in a much longer, sustained 
effort by the leads to change 
organizational culture.

within their institutions and to undertake research and writing that could reach 
broader audiences. Through the community of practice, the project modelled the 
importance of working collaboratively with one another and with local ELCCs. As the 
three-year project came to a close, these leaders were beginning to use what they 
had learned to engage senior college leaders in discussions about more significant 
investment in supporting outdoor pedagogy. The project took time to build the web of 
connections it needed before attempting ambitious institutional change. 
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Humber College, in comparison, began their OPS project having already established 
some key partnerships with allies in various roles throughout the institution, for 
example at the Arboretum, the on-campus ELCC, and in the office of Indigenous 
Education and Engagement. They also had a deep connection to the land at the 
Humber Arboretum, and the other-than-human relationships that lived there, and 
strong partnerships with ELCCs off campus. This made it possible to move forward 
relatively quickly in efforts to make the Etuaptmumk/Two-Eyed Seeing course a core 
component of the ECE curriculum, with significant investments in things like hiring 
new faculty. It also equipped them to draw important new partners into the process 
in an authentic way. These partners shared a commitment to advancing Humber 
College’s efforts to respond to the Calls for Action from the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission of Canada, and they all saw the new course as an important way to 
achieve this shared goal. It is unlikely these changes would have been possible 
without the long-standing, diverse and densely interconnected set of relationships 
that made up Humber College’s network.

In one respect, the YMCA project began their institutional change work one step 
ahead of Humber College. They had already secured commitments from senior 
leaders in their national office and at YMCA’s across the country to change their 
national curriculum policy and scale up outdoor play training across Canada. 
YMCA’s focus was on using this core group of connections as a framework upon 
which to build a much larger national network of practitioners, embedded in ELCCs 
all across the country, in order to help these new practices grow deep roots. YMCA 
invested considerable energy in ensuring that local curriculum champions were not 
just trained, but also connected to key network brokers, to local partners at post 
secondary institutions, and to one another. Their success in training hundreds of 
ECEs in outdoor play made strategic use of existing connections within the YMCA 
movement, and in building new linkages as well.

Studying the networks of these three projects sheds light on how and why they 
achieved particular kinds of organizational change. All three invested significant 
time and energy in building (or sustaining) the kinds of networks needed to make 
organizational change happen. They calibrated their organizational-change goals 
to align with the structure and membership of these networks, and they developed 
skills in relationship management.
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The OPS 2.0 strategy was built around 
the idea that systemic change required 
sustained collaboration among many 
different kinds of actors from all parts of 
the outdoor play ecosystem. The SNA 
process confirmed that many OPS 2.0 
projects built larger and more diverse 
networks over the course of the strategy, 
connecting with new groups like regulatory 
officers, Indigenous Knowledge Holders, 
teachers, landscape architects and 
furniture builders. Some also deepened 
and extended their existing networks 
within (and between) ELCCs and post-
secondary ECE programs, drawing in 
more front-line practitioners, instructors, 
and supervisors.

Evaluation findings helped to paint a 
picture of how different projects went 
about nurturing this  ecosystem approach. 
They took time to study and understand 
the contexts facing these less familiar 
partners, made repeated invitations, and 
adapted their action plans to appeal to 
different audiences. They also developed 
new skill sets, gradually shifting towards a 
more relationship-focused approach. The 
SNA findings help to highlight the kinds 
of partners who were most effective in 
helping them build these bridges. One key 

Call to Action #4: Nurture an Ecosystem Approach for 
Long-Term Impact

Networks for Systems 
Change: 

While our analysis did not 
generate clear conclusions 
about what kind of network 
is needed in order to change 
policy or influence government 
priorities, it did help to paint 
a picture of how different 
projects went about nurturing 
an ecosystem approach - 
trying to build larger and more 
diverse networks that helped 
them reach into new corners 
of the outdoor play ecosystem. 
Building connections between 
individuals working in different 
sectors required significant 
effort and investment from OPS 
2.0 projects. Communities of 
practice played an important 
role in fostering relationships 
across diverse backgrounds 
and perspectives, and offered 
sustained support beyond what 
project leads could provide 
alone.

group were the network brokers who had large and diverse networks that connected 
to different parts of the ecosystem and were  skilled at leveraging them. Another 
important type of partner were the people who were influential in the world of practice 
(like post-secondary ECE instructors or leaders in ELCC programs). 

Projects that were breaking new ground or seeking to innovate in new spaces (like 
Cloudberry Forest School or RCPEM) needed to form new connections with people 
working outside the ELCC sector or in different corners of the ELCC sector (such as 
the ELCC policy sector and public health authorities, in the case of Cloudberry Forest 
School). They needed to invest considerable energy in pulling together a network of 
partners from very different sectors in order to make progress. 
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The SNA also highlighted how the Lawson Foundation’s “cohort approach” to 
granting allowed each project to extend their network to include new people 
and groups from other funded projects. The eight projects were situated at 
different parts of the outdoor play ecosystem and were able to come together 
regularly to share ideas and learnings. Especially once the COVID-19 pandemic 
receded and cohort members could meet in person, project members were able to 
collaborate, consult with one another, and participate more deeply in communities 
of practice together. The SNA data make the impact of this work visible. By the time 
data were gathered, there were 90 individuals who functioned as bridges between 
one OPS 2.0 project and another. The interconnections among the Okanagan 
College, YMCA, and UBC projects in particular highlight the value of a cohort 
approach. 

The findings from this Social Network Analysis project reinforce the important role 
that relationships and connections play in driving systems change. While one type of 
network will succeed in influencing individual practitioners, a different network will be 
more successful in driving changes to organizations. Still another set of relationships 
are needed to build connections across sectors. This work underscores the need for 
time, intentionality, and collaboration to build the kinds of networks needed for lasting 
impact. The Lawson Foundation’s cohort approach provided fertile ground for these 
connections to grow, ultimately supporting projects to deepen relationships, extend 
their reach, and strengthen the ecosystem for outdoor play in Canada. 

Implications
OPS 2.0 projects took relationships into account in developing their unique 
strategies for building adult capacity and advancing outdoor play. The unique 
achievements of each project are tied in important ways to the character of their 
social networks. Many invested significant time and energy to build the kinds of 
connections they knew they would need to achieve their goals. Their stories offer 
helpful insights for others with an interest in taking an ecosystems approach to 
systemic change.
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List of Projects involved in Outdoor Play Strategy 2.0 
Project Lead

Outdoor Pedagogy in Early Childhood 
Education: From Colleges to 
Communities

Okanagan College 

Kelowna, BC

with partners at Bow Valley College 
(Alberta), Saskatchewan Polytechnic, and 
New Brunswick Community College

A Two-Eyed Seeing Approach to Land-
based Play and Co-learning in ELCC 
Ecosystems 

Humber College 

Toronto, ON
The Community Consultation Project 
(Solidifying the Pan-Canadian 
Infrastructure for Forest and Nature 
School Training)

Child and Nature Alliance of Canada9 
(CNAC) 
Ottawa, ON

Embedding Outdoor Play Training: A 
YMCA National Early Learning and Child 
Care Transformation 

YMCA of Southwestern Ontario  
London, ON

in partnership with YMCA of Greater Toronto, 
local YMCAs, and Curriculum Champions

PROmoting Early Childhood Outside 
(PRO-ECO): An Outdoor Play 
Intervention for Children Aged 3 to 5 
Years in Early Learning and Child Care 
Programs

Outside Play Lab, University of British 
Columbia

Vancouver, BC

in partnership with the YMCA of Greater 
Vancouver

Creating Optimal Outdoor Spaces for 
Infants and Toddlers in Early Learning 
and Child Care

Regroupement des Centres de la Petite 
Enfance de la Montérégie (RCPEM) 

Saint-Hubert, QC

Informing Early Learning and Child 
Care Legislation in Newfoundland and 
Labrador 

O’Brien Farm Foundation (in partnership 
with Cloudberry Forest School)

St. John’s, NL

Outdoor Play Canada Outdoor Play Canada  
Ottawa, ON

9  CNAC did not participate in the SNA project

https://healthsciences.humber.ca/future-students/why-humber/we-add-life/connecting-children-with-nature/two-eyed-land-based-play-and-co-learning.html
https://healthsciences.humber.ca/future-students/why-humber/we-add-life/connecting-children-with-nature/two-eyed-land-based-play-and-co-learning.html
https://healthsciences.humber.ca/future-students/why-humber/we-add-life/connecting-children-with-nature/two-eyed-land-based-play-and-co-learning.html
https://childnature.ca/community-consultation-project/
https://childnature.ca/community-consultation-project/
https://childnature.ca/community-consultation-project/
https://childnature.ca/community-consultation-project/
https://www.ymcaswo.ca/outdoor-play-our-story
https://www.ymcaswo.ca/outdoor-play-our-story
https://www.ymcaswo.ca/outdoor-play-our-story
https://www.outsideplay.org/research/promoting-early-childhood-outside-pro-eco-1-0
https://www.outsideplay.org/research/promoting-early-childhood-outside-pro-eco-1-0
https://www.outsideplay.org/research/promoting-early-childhood-outside-pro-eco-1-0
https://www.outsideplay.org/research/promoting-early-childhood-outside-pro-eco-1-0
https://www.outsideplay.org/research/promoting-early-childhood-outside-pro-eco-1-0
https://rcpem.com/les-aires-de-jeu-et-le-developpement-moteur/
https://rcpem.com/les-aires-de-jeu-et-le-developpement-moteur/
https://rcpem.com/les-aires-de-jeu-et-le-developpement-moteur/
https://www.obrienfarm.ca/
https://www.obrienfarm.ca/cloudberry-forest-school
https://www.outdoorplaycanada.ca/
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Glossary
Centres de la Petite Enfance (CPEs) are licensed, non-profit early learning and 
child care programs in Québec.

Communities of practice are groups of professionals working in the same field 
who meet regularly to learn about theory, share challenges, and problem-solve 
together. They are safe environments where the group engages in coaching, 
networking, and reflective practice.10 

Early Learning and Child Care Programs, or ELCCs, are licensed, centre-based 
early learning and child care programs. 

Etuaptmumk (Eh-doo-ahp-duh-mumk) is the gift of multiple perspectives in the 
Mi’kmaw language, also known as Two-Eyed Seeing. As brought forth by Mi’kmaq 
Elder Albert Marshall, it is “to see from one eye with the strengths of Indigenous 
ways of knowing and from the other eye with the strengths of Western ways of 
knowing and to use both of these eyes together.”11 It is an approach to learning that 
brings together Indigenous and allied research methodologies and methods, and 
centres Indigenous voices and ways of knowing. 

Forest and Nature School is one philosophy of outdoor pedagogy (see below) 
that is commonly understood to embrace regular and repeated access to the same 
natural space in all weather and all seasons. It is practiced with important variations 
in different parts of the world which make comparisons challenging to differentiate, 
yet important to consider. In Canada, the adult-supported pedagogy typically 
involves experiential, child-centred, emergent, play-based learning with opportunities 
for risk and nature-based or environmental education.12 However, the ways in which 
Forest and Nature School approaches reflect Indigenous Land-based learning, and 
Truth and Reconciliation with Indigenous Peoples, are evolving across Canada. For 
more information on this evolution, visit the Child and Nature Alliance of Canada 
https://childnature.ca/about-forest-and-nature-school/ .

10   Okanagan College, “Final Evaluation Findings Report.” 
11   “Two-Eyed Seeing,” https://www.2eyedseeing.ca/about-5.
12   Harwood, Debra, Elizabeth Boileau, Ziad Dabaja, and Karen Julien. “Exploring the national scope 
of outdoor nature-based early learning programs in Canada: Findings from a large-scale survey 
study.” The International Journal of Holistic Early Learning and Development 6 (2020): 1-24.

https://childnature.ca/about-forest-and-nature-school/
https://www.2eyedseeing.ca/about-5
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Outdoor pedagogy is the unique teaching strategies, content, and learning 
outcomes that are required to maximize the value of outdoor learning experiences.13 
Key concepts in outdoor pedagogy include the importance of risky play, experiential 
or play-based learning, place-based practice, a commitment to being outdoors in all 
types of weather and all seasons, and a belief that outdoor learning is not limited to 
a narrow range of activities. 

The outdoor play ecosystem is a metaphor that recognizes the complex context 
for outdoor play. It is a core premise of the Lawson Foundation’s Outdoor Play 
Strategy that the multiple sectors, core components, and cross-cutting influences in 
this ecosystem must work together in order to realize high-quality opportunities for 
children’s outdoor play. Many different actors throughout the ELCC sector (including, 
for example, post-secondary education programs, governments, professional 
associations, media, and researchers) must be involved in any effort at large-scale 
change. 

The Pikler Approach is a philosophy of Hungarian pediatrician Dr. Emmi Pikler for 
the care and education of infants that is based on the belief that infants will make 
developmental progress primarily through their own initiative and independent 
activity. It emphasizes the long-term impact of free movement on a baby’s spirit, 
intelligence, and physical being, and encourages showing respect to infants at all 
times.14 Dr. Pikler also designed furniture that aligned with this philosophy. 

13   Beverlie Dietze and April Cutler, “College Faculty’s Outdoor Play Pedagogy: The Ripple Effect.” 
Canadian Journal of Environmental Education 23, no. 2 (2020). 
14   Anna Tardos, “Introducing the Piklerian Developmental Approach: History and Principles,” The 
Signal: Newsletter of the World Association for Infant Mental Health 18, no. 3–4 (2010).
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Appendix A: Methodology 
Findings were analyzed descriptively by looking at the number and roles of 
individuals in the network and the timing of when they joined the network. Results 
were also analyzed using a statistical approach called block modeling that clusters 
people together into communities based on the role they play in connecting different 
people. This analysis was completed using the full OPS 2.0 network so we could 
explore how collaboration, influence, team structure, and project roles played a part 
in contributing to project outcomes for each project. The analysis also allowed us 
to understand the value of the cohort approach used in OPS 2.0 by exploring the 
project networks together. 

One technical detail to keep in mind with our block analysis is that each dot or node 
represents an individual person. The only exceptions are the nodes representing the 
7 projects that provided the names of network members to us. In this analysis, each 
project appears as a “person” or node.

The table below depicts the thirteen clusters, or “blocks” that arose from the 
analysis. Once we studied the individuals in each block, we assigned it a name 
intended to describe the role that people in this block played within the project 
networks.

As part of the block modeling analysis we assessed how certain the model was 
about its decision to place individuals into each block (see the table below). Lower 
probability in a block does not necessarily mean a lack of accuracy - often it can 
mean that a person has a complex pattern of behaviour in the network. For example, 
if a post-secondary researcher is focused on working with ELCC leaders, they could 
reasonably be expected to play a role that is similar to both other post-secondary 
researchers and ELCC leaders. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blockmodeling
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blockmodeling
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blockmodeling
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blockmodeling
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Features of Block Analysis by Individual

Name 
assigned  

in 
degree

out 
degree

total 
degree

betweenness1516 eigenvector17 1st block 
probability

2nd block 
probability

3rd block 
probability

Humber College 
project 0.00 44.00 44.00 0.0847 0.0010 99.8900 0.5456 0.1100
Humber College 
ECE faculty and 
senior leaders 2.44 1.44 3.88 0.0143 0.0032 99.3738 2.1313 0.0100
RCPEM and 
Cloudberry Forest 
School projects 0.00 61.50 61.50 0.1389 0.0333 94.2250 1.8800 0.3875
RCPEM and 
Cloudberry Forest 
School key 
partners 2.00 10.13 12.13 0.0092 0.0123 98.5600 0.4102 0.6025
RCPEM and 
Cloudberry Forest 
School participants 2.13 0.00 2.13 0.0018 0.0061 94.3384 9.6468 0.8175
OPC and UBC 
projects 0.00 133.00 133.00 0.3312 0.1657 99.9750 0.0000 0.3700
Cross-sectoral 
leaders 2.62 1.67 4.28 0.0026 0.0221 94.3972 8.5063 0.8303
YMCA project 0.00 222.00 222.00 0.4642 0.5309 99.9900 0.0000 0.0000
Okanagan College 
project and key 
partners 4.50 16.00 20.50 0.0202 0.1249 94.7250 10.5856 1.0188
Network Brokers 11.50 1.17 12.67 0.0345 0.0863 85.8600 9.4717 1.9821
ELCC Outdoor 
Play Champions 1.58 1.88 3.46 0.0007 0.0428 85.8246 5.2628 0.5683
ELCC Leaders 1.99 0.07 2.06 0.0021 0.0243 87.8216 3.3328 0.8872
Mailing List 1.02 0.00 1.02 0.0001 0.0189 94.6466 9.6633 0.9433

15    Blocks with high betweenness frequently serve as connectors between blocks that would not otherwise be linked. 
16   While these scores pertain to blocks or clusters, note that betweenness and eigenvector can be calculated for individual nodes, as well. Individual node scores are 
referenced at a few points in the text. 
17   Blocks with high eigenvector averages might not have an extensive number of connections, but their connections are often important.  The block members are 
connected to other network members that are themselves well connected
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Limitations
It is important to remember that this analysis was based on the names that project 
leads and members of their networks chose to share with us. While it offers insight 
into how the 7 projects perceive their social networks, it should not be taken to 
be a comprehensive list of everyone connected to every project, or their network 
connections. For example, members of the sub-community named “the mailing list” 
appear to have few connections related to outdoor play other than the OPS projects 
themselves, but this may be a reflection of the fact that they were not invited to 
complete surveys by project leads, or chose not to do so. 

It is also important to remember that these diagrams depict the networks as they 
looked when data was collected in the spring of 2023. Connections have continued 
to evolve since then.

While it was helpful, during our analysis, to compare the structure of the 7 project 
networks and to explore the connections between them, the diagram on page 13 and 
the data presented in this report should not be taken to represent a single network, 
or to be representative of all of the people in the Lawson Foundation network or the 
Canadian outdoor play ecosystem as a whole. 
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