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“The physical environment has incredible power to promote 
relationships and learning. Children thrive in spaces that                                     

invite them to investigate, imagine, think, create, solve problems, 
and make meaning from experiences.”        

How Does Learning Happen?, pg. 20
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This reflective, strength based, assessment tool was developed by a school age 

working group of Investing in Quality Peterborough in 2021. It was designed to help 

educators think deeper about environments that are inclusive of all children. The 

Standards of Quality 2020 guided our thinking. This is meant to be a collaborative 

and reflective process involving all educators. We ask that program sites complete 

this tool as a team and go through the three steps outlined. Once you have 

gone through the tool, you can then set goals for both your indoor and outdoor 

environments. Your team can also choose a different tool if you have one that you 

are already using. For more information or clarification please contact your Quality 

Coordinator with Investing in Quality Peterborough.
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QUALITY STANDARD RATIONALE KEY INDICATORS

Environment as the Third Teacher 

The program provides indoor/
outdoor environments 
that are thoughtfully and 
intentionally designed and 
maintained to be responsive 
to children’s interests further 
provoking learning and 
engagement.

The physical environment has 
incredible power to promote 
relationships and learning.  
Children thrive in spaces that 
invite them to investigate, 
imagine, think, create, solve 
problems, and make meaning 
from their experiences.  
HDLH? pg. 20

The program:

• demonstrates intentional plans
for play spaces based on evidence
of children’s needs and interests.

• demonstrates evidence of spaces
that offer complex, open-ended
materials that foster exploration.

• demonstrates that children’s
schedules allow for long periods
of interrupted play with limited
transitions.

• demonstrates the completion of
1 environmental assessment per
playroom, indoors and outdoors
annually. The tool used can be
determined by the program.

VISION FOR CHILDREN 
AND FAMILIES

Programs that hold the image of the child 
as an instrumental pillar in service delivery, 
provide intentionally planned learning 
environments that are rich in open ended 
materials and experiences that further 
nurture a child’s developing sense of self 
and competence as a curious learner.

VISION FOR EARLY LEARNING 
COMMUNITY

• A community with rich learning environments for
children (indoors/outdoors) values the positive long-
term impacts that environment can have on fostering
a love of learning. Children who are supported to be
lifelong learners learn to value and respect themselves,
others, our environment, and the world.
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Environment as the Third Teacher 

Site Name:            Date:  

Site Lead/Supervisor Name:

STEP 1: ASSESSING PROGRAM STRENGTHS

What are the strengths of our environments? (Consider: physical spaces, routines and  
schedules, relationships, planning processes, indoors and outdoors, etc.)

REFLECTIONS  Share stories and experiences, and what you have learned.
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STEP 2: REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS & RESOURCES

Choose 2 standards to reflect on and choose 3 questions under each standard. 

QUALITY STANDARD #1: RELATIONSHIPS  

1. Thinking within the contexts in which we build relationships with children, families,
co-educators, and community partners, how are we consistently living into our own professional
values, as well as the values of our organization?

2. Where do we notice intentionality in the design of our physical environment? How does this
intentionality support children, families, and educators to build and maintain trusting, nurturing,
and supportive relationships?

3. What opportunities are available to engage with children and families as we seek to understand
their needs, perspectives, and opinions?

4. What opportunities do we offer children to get to know one another and to develop their social
skills?

5. How do we encourage and develop skills and strategies that include: listening to others,
problem-solving, making compromises, and negotiating?

Relationship Resources:

Think, Feel, Act: Empowering Children in the Middle Years (ontario.ca)
Practice_Guideline_Supporting_Positive_Interactions_with_Children-3.pdf (college-ece.ca)
The Power of Positive Adult-Child Relationships: Connection is the Key (eccdc.org)

*QR Codes for all resources can be found in the Appendix

REFLECTIONS  Share stories and experiences, and what you have learned.

https://www.ontario.ca/page/think-feel-act-empowering-children-middle-years#:~:text=Learn%20how%20high%2Dquality%20before,with%20elementary%20school%20age%20children.
https://www.college-ece.ca/en/Documents/Practice_Guideline_Professionalism.pdf
https://eccdc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/Think-Feel-Act-Jean-Clinton-Article.pdf
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QUALITY STANDARD #2: JUSTICE, EQUITY, DIVERSITY & INCLUSION

1. What makes us curious about our own biases (implicit and explicit), and how are these
contributing to our interactions and the messages we are sending children?

2. What are the practices that nurture identity? How do these practices foster children’s capacity to
critically identify and empathize with bias, injustice, and unfairness?

3. What do we notice about each family’s sense of belonging in your program, and how are we
recognizing the strength of each family and the primary role of families in children’s development
and learning?

Justice, Equity, Diversity & Inclusion Resources: 

Practice Note on Beliefs and Biases | Welcome to the College of Early Childhood Educators 
(college-ece.ca) 
ATKINSON :: Diversity Equity Inclusion :: Atkinson Centre (utoronto.ca)
Reflecting on Anti-bias Education in Action: The Early Years – Anti-Bias Leaders in Early Childhood 
Education (antibiasleadersece.com)  

*QR Codes for all resources can be found in the Appendix

REFLECTIONS  Share stories and experiences, and what you have learned.

https://www.college-ece.ca/pn-beliefs-biases-home/
https://www.college-ece.ca/pn-beliefs-biases-home/
https://www.oise.utoronto.ca/atkinson/Resources/Topics/Diversity_Equity_Inclusion/index.html
https://www.antibiasleadersece.com/the-film-reflecting-on-anti-bias-education-in-action/
https://www.antibiasleadersece.com/the-film-reflecting-on-anti-bias-education-in-action/
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STEP 2: REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS & RESOURCES

Choose 2 standards to reflect on and choose 3 questions under each standard. 

QUALITY STANDARD #3:  MAKING LEARNING VISIBLE

1. How do we observe our children as they are actively engaged in their own research; and
explore their theories, ideas, and curiosities?

2. What tools do we find most useful in collecting your observations?

3. How do we use our observations to authentically respond to children’s ideas, theories,
curiosities, and perspectives?

4. How are our observations reflected in the materials and equipment offered for the children
both indoors and outdoors?

5. In what ways does our physical space inspire research and provide opportunities to test our
theories as educators?

Making Learning Visible Resources:

Documentation: A Tool for Family Engagement and Curriculum Development, by Diane Kashin 
– Early Childhood Webinars
From Teaching to Thinking: A Conversation with Ann Pelo and Margie Carter – Early Childhood
Webinars
a_thinking_lens_bilingual.pdf (eccdc.org)
Think, Feel, Act: Lessons from research about young children (ontario.ca)

*QR Codes for all resources can be found in the Appendix

REFLECTIONS  Share stories and experiences, and what you have learned.

https://www.earlychildhoodwebinars.com/webinars/documentation-tool-family-engagement-curriculum-development-diane-kashin/
https://www.earlychildhoodwebinars.com/webinars/documentation-tool-family-engagement-curriculum-development-diane-kashin/
https://www.earlychildhoodwebinars.com/webinars/from-teaching-to-thinking-a-conversation-with-ann-pelo-and-margie-carter/
https://www.earlychildhoodwebinars.com/webinars/from-teaching-to-thinking-a-conversation-with-ann-pelo-and-margie-carter/
https://eccdc.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/a_thinking_lens_bilingual.pdf
https://www.ontario.ca/page/think-feel-act-lessons-research-about-young-children
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QUALITY STANDARD #4: PROFESSIONAL GROWTH & REFLECTION

1. What systems and structures are in place to encourage us to reflect individually and as a team to
challenge our thinking and reflect on our daily practice about children’s environments?

2. In what ways do these systems and structures inform the development of our pedagogy and
practice regarding meaningful environments?

3. In what ways do we share new information from professional learning with other educators and
families? What is working? What other strategies might we consider doing?

4. In what ways are we mentoring each other and creating a culture of reflective practice?

Professional Growth & Refle tion Resources:

How Does Learning Happen Document  
College of ECE Resources
Quality Standards, English and French Versions 
Early Childhood Webinars – Conference-Quality Professional Development

*QR Codes for all resources can be found in the Appendix

REFLECTIONS  Share stories and experiences, and what you have learned.

https://files.ontario.ca/edu-how-does-learning-happen-en-2021-03-23.pdf
https://www.college-ece.ca/members/resources/
https://www.fivecounties.on.ca/standards-of-quality-2020/
https://www.earlychildhoodwebinars.com/
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STEP 2: REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS & RESOURCES

Choose 2 standards to reflect on and choose 3 questions under each standard. 

QUALITY STANDARD #5: COMMUNITY PARTNERSHIPS

1. What have we noticed about our role in building relationships within our school
community? In what ways are we fostering a sense of belonging within these
partnerships?

2. What community partners and resources have we accessed as we have considered
children’s well-being and mental health?  In what ways are we integrating these resources
and practices to support resilience of children in the classroom?

3. What environments/partners have piqued our interest in our community that we
might like to explore more with the children?

Community Partnership Resources:

Building Partnerships with School-Based Early Years and School Age Programs
Practice Guideline on Communication and Collaboration – Section 4 | Welcome to the 
College of Early Childhood Educators (college-ece.ca)

*QR Codes for all resources can be found in the Appendix

REFLECTIONS  Share stories and experiences, and what you have learned.

https://www.fivecounties.on.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Building-Partnerships-with-School-Based-Early-Years-and-School-Age-Progr....pdf
https://www.college-ece.ca/practice-guideline-on-communication-and-collaboration-section-4-2/
https://www.college-ece.ca/practice-guideline-on-communication-and-collaboration-section-4-2/
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QUALITY STANDARD #6: ENVIRONMENT AS A TEACHER

1. In what ways do we intentionally plan spaces based on evidence of children’s strengths,
curiosities, and interests?

2. What do we notice about children’s play when we offer complex, open-ended materials that
foster exploration and choice?

3. What do we notice about how our space invites children to build relationships together?

4. How have we intentionally invited complexity in children’s play outdoors?

5. In what ways do we provide opportunities for children to explore in quiet spaces alone and with
one or two other children?

6. What have we noticed about the varying needs of school aged children to engage and
express themselves (need for quiet spaces, physical and creative exploration, autonomous
opportunities, and social and emotional needs) and how do we purposefully plan for this?

7. How does the flow of the day (e.g., daily schedule, routines, transitions) allow children to make
choices (e.g., engage in in-depth exploration over several days, to relax and regulate, to reflect
on their experiences)?

Environment as a Teacher Resources:

PG – Pedagogical Practice (college-ece.ca)
Practice Note – Play-Based Learning (college-ece.ca)
(PowerPoint Presentation (peterborough.ca) Outdoor Play Report – City of Peterborough
Home Page – Pathways to Stewardship & Kinship (pathwayproject.ca) 

*QR Codes for all resources can be found in the Appendix

REFLECTIONS  Share stories and experiences, and what you have learned.

https://www.college-ece.ca/en/Documents/Practice_Guideline_Pedagogical_Practice.pdf
https://www.college-ece.ca/en/Documents/Practice_Note_Play-Based_Learning.pdf
https://www.peterborough.ca/en/city-services/resources/Documents/Unstructured-Outdoor-Nature-Play-Report.pdf
https://pathwayproject.ca/#:~:text=Pathway%20to%20Stewardship%20%26%20Kinship%20is,joy%20and%20meaning%20to%20life.
https://pathwayproject.ca/#:~:text=Pathway%20to%20Stewardship%20%26%20Kinship%20is,joy%20and%20meaning%20to%20life.
https://pathwayproject.ca/#:~:text=Pathway%20to%20Stewardship%20%26%20Kinship%20is,joy%20and%20meaning%20to%20life.
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STEP 2: REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS & RESOURCES

Choose 2 standards to reflect on and choose 3 questions under each standard. 

QUALITY STANDARD #7: LEADERSHIP 

1. In what ways do children participate in the design and function of the classroom?

2. What do we notice about the visible or implied level of independence that children have in
our program?

3. In thinking about a child’s natural disposition for leadership and desire to be autonomous,
how are we as educators continuing to support this growing skill set? What are we learning
through this process?

4. What excites us about the level of support and freedom children experience in our program
as they design strategies, test theories, problem solve, and self-regulate? What sense can we
make of this?

Leadership Resources: 

196_BW_Intro.indd (center-elp.org) Understanding Dispositions for Learning
Fostering Independence in the Classroom – The ASD Nest Egg (nyu.edu)
IIQ Learning Modules – Five Counties Children’s Centre Child Led Approaches to Learning

*QR Codes for all resources can be found in the Appendix

REFLECTIONS  Share stories and experiences, and what you have learned.

http://center-elp.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Katz-L_Exchange_Knowledge-understanding-and-dispositions.pdf
https://wp.nyu.edu/asdnestegg/2017/10/11/fostering-independence-in-the-classroom/
https://www.fivecounties.on.ca/iiq-learning-modules/
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FURTHER RESOURCES TO CONSIDER FOR LEARNING & GOAL SETTING:

Investing in Quality’s Resource Library  

Have you checked out the IIQ Resource Library on Librarika? Some recommended books are 
listed below and be sure to register with the library to view all the resources!

• Great Afterschool Programs and Spaces That Wow by Linda J. Armstrong and
Christine A. Schmidt

• Anti-Bias Education for Young Children and Ourselves by Louise Derman-Sparks and
Julie Olsen Edwards

• A Resource for Creating Intriguing Outdoor Spaces and Places for and With Children by
Beverlie Dietze and Bora Kim

• Designs for Living and Learning, Second Edition: Transforming Early Childhood Environments
by Deb Curtis and Margie Carter

To access our IIQ resource library on Librarika, you need to join as a member first. It is free and easy.

Sign up here: https://librarika.com/users/register, then copy and paste our URL into the link after 
registering: https://iiq.librarika.com

We also have on-line learning modules which you can access on your own time and at your 
own pace. Check them out here IIQ Learning Modules – Five Counties Children’s Centre.  

https://librarika.com/users/register
https://iiq.librarika.com
https://www.fivecounties.on.ca/iiq-learning-modules/
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STEP 3: REFLECTIONS OF LEARNING & GOAL SETTING

1. What NEW discoveries did we make about the strengths of our program spaces?

2. What did we learn about ourselves and others through this process?
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3. What were the ah-ha moments of completing this tool? (Re-thinking current practice,
new ideas or concepts, areas of focus for environment etc.)

4. Based on our team refle tions, what opportunities and possibilities would we like to
explore further? Set 1 goal and outline the steps you will take to reach your goal.



Relationships Think, Feel,  Supporting Positive  The Power of Adult
Act-Empowering  Interactions with Relationships –
Children Children  Connection is the
in the Middle Years Key

Justice, Equity,  Reflecting on  Atkinson: Diversity,  Notes: Beliefs & 
Diversity,  Anti-bias Education Equity, Inclusion Biases
Inclusion & in Action
Justice

Making Learning Webinar – Webinar – From A Thinking Lens Think, Feel, Act, 
Visible Documentation: A Teaching to Lessons from

Tool for Family Thinking Research
Engagement & 
Curriculum 
Development
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APPENDIX: RESOURCES VIA QR CODES

QUALITY STANDARD QR CODES/RESOURCES



APPENDIX: RESOURCES VIA QR CODES

QUALITY STANDARD QR CODES/RESOURCES

 Early Childhood Professional How Does Learning  College of ECE  IIQ Quality
Webinars & Growth Happen? Resources Standards

Refle tion

 Community Building  Practice Note:
Partnerships Partnerships with  Communication &

Schools Collaboration

 Pathways to Environment as Pedagogical  Practice Note:  Outdoor Play
 & Stewardshipa Teacher Practice  Play Based  Report – City of

Learning Peterborough Kinship
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QUALITY STANDARD QR CODES/RESOURCES

Leadership  Understanding Fostering  IIQ Learning
 Dispositions for  Independence in  Module: Child Led
Learning the Classroom  Approaches to

Learning

Investing in IIQ Website  IIQ Resource Library
Quality on Librarika
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NOTES



“High-quality early childhood settings are 
 associated with immediate and long-term  
 positive outcomes for children.” — S. Shanker (2013) 

For information or a translated version of 
this document, please contact:
www.investinginquality.ca www.peterborough.ca

https://www.fivecounties.on.ca/investing-in-quality/
https://www.peterborough.ca/en/city-services/childrens-services.aspx

