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Program Without Walls
These six agencies
collaborate to provide
flexible, culturally
appropriate programs
that are designed to
improve healthy child
development for children
0-6 years old by:
increasing families’
social contacts &
supports
improving parenting
skills
increasing knowledge
about nutrition and
promote physical
activity and healthy
living.
increasing newcomer &
ESL families’ access to
community resources
providing leadership
opportunities to low
income, newcomer &
ESL parents.

Inside this issue:
Social support

2

Parenting skills

3

Healthy living

5

Links to resources

6

Newcomer support

9

Leadership

9

Suggestions

10

Healthy children

11

PWW partners

12

Program without Walls (PWW) is a coalition of six agencies working together to improve the
health and development of children aged birth to six years in the former City of York. Macaulay
Child Development Centre is the lead agency, responsible for coordinating and administering the
programs, overseeing quality and facilitating collaborative governance. The Public Health Agency
of Canada under the Community Action Program for Children (CAPC) provides funding. PWW
partner agencies and programs include:


Macaulay Child Development Centre
Family Home Visitor Program



Art Starts Neighbourhood Cultural Centre
Dramatic Expressions
Creative Expressions



Somali Immigrant Aid Organization
Community Food and Nutrition Program



St. Bernadette’s Family Resource Centre
We Need a Break and School Readiness Program



Toronto Public Health
Living and Learning with Baby
Make the Connection (0-1) (1-2)
Nobody’s Perfect



Yorktown Child and Family Centre
Early Years Parenting Programs

Program Evaluation
The Community Action Program for Children includes a strong evaluation component for its
programs. In order to understand the impact of the Program Without Walls, Macaulay
conducted a narrative assessment that complements ongoing program-specific evaluations
conducted by each partner agency.
PWW program staff from each agency identified families who represent key stories about the
experience of participating in the PWW programs. A researcher contracted by Macaulay
interviewed six parents, two in person and four by telephone, using a semi-structured interview
questionnaire. Parents were asked to describe the challenges that led them to seek help and to
reflect on their experiences in the PWW programs.

Program Without Walls

Program Without Walls evaluation
This report is organized into sections corresponding to each of the main objectives of the
PWW program. Parent comments and stories are grouped within these sections to illustrate
the impact of the program on the lives of their families and on the overall development of
their young children.
Taken together, the individual stories demonstrate that Program Without Walls opens many
doors for families. Parents who take part in one PWW program have easy access to the
supports offered in other PWW programs and to additional services offered by the partner
agencies and other community programs. These services strengthen the parenting skills and
social and community supports of parents and families and improve the healthy development
of their young children. Equipped with new skills, some parents have access to new and
often better employment opportunities. When they use these skills to assume leadership
roles, their communities are also strengthened.

Social contacts and supports

F
“It was fun. You talk to
people, learn from
other parents, and you
learn strategies.”

auzia came to Canada when her eldest son was just over one year old. She found life
here very different. “Back home, a child learns from other kids in the community. You
can go outside and see other kids.” When she had questions about why her son wasn’t
talking or progressing in his development, she missed being able to ask her mother and
aunts for advice. Here, she had only her husband for support.
Fauzia turned to her doctor, who recommended taking her son to an early years program or
daycare where he could interact with other children. She was determined to follow the
doctor’s suggestion. “I need my kids to be out to meet with other kids so they can learn
something and not just stay home.” She took her son to the Early Years
Parenting Program that Yorktown delivers through PWW but her first visit
was very challenging. Her son found it hard to be with other children,
Fauzia was shy, and speaking English was a big challenge for her. But
she attended all the sessions and soon learned, “It was fun. You talk to
people, learn from other parents and you learn strategies.”

H

eather looks at parenting through a different lens than most people. Just over two
years ago, when she found out she was pregnant, Heather was homeless and living
with an addiction. After her son was born, she decided she needed to meet new people and
find support to be a good parent. Toronto Public Health had provided prenatal support and
helped her find a substance abuse worker so when she heard about the parenting programs
offered through the PWW partnership, she attended all of them—Living and Learning with
Baby, Make the Connection and Nobody’s Perfect. “Because I had been an addict, I needed
to meet new people and it was good for my son to socialize with other kids. I liked going
every week and having a sense of community with the other mothers. And my son loved
being around other kids!”
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Parenting skills

H

eather found a new community and learned a lot from the other mothers when she
attended the Program Without Walls parenting programs offered by Toronto Public
Health. She says the facilitators were great and taught her new ideas about parenting or
reminded her of things she hadn’t thought about for a long time—how to say no in a nice way,
how children grow and develop and how important it is to bond with a child. “You want your
own life and your space, but it’s really important to take the time now to bond with your child.
What we do now makes a difference for the rest of his life.” As a single parent receiving
support from Ontario Works, Heather was also grateful for additional support the programs
provided in the form of tokens, snacks, extra food and books to read with her baby.

A

lejandra describes her Macaulay Family Home Visitor as a being like a “mother coach”.
With no family in Canada, Alejandra often felt lonely and anxious about how best to raise
her daughter. She was able to talk over her concerns with her Spanish-speaking Family Home
Visitor. “I’m shy. I’m always scared that something will happen. And being a mom, I’m always
second guessing my choices.”
One of those choices was when to stop breast-feeding. Lots of people told Alejandra that at
age two, her daughter was too big and she should stop. She asked the Family Home Visitor. “I
wanted her to tell me what to do but she said the answer was to do what I wanted.” Alejandra
loved breast-feeding her daughter, especially when she was an active toddler. “It was one of
the more amazing things about being a mom. Just seeing her look at me with her beautiful
face. I was happy and my daughter was happy and healthy and I was doing a good job.” For
the first time, she started to feel empowered as a mother to make her own decisions.

While the Family Home Visitor
supported and encouraged Alejandra,
she also suggested things that she
could do differently. Alejandra was
struggling with discipline and the Family
Home Visitor told her that she was
acting more like a sister, playing all day
and having fun. She taught Alejandra
how to speak to her daughter in a firm
way and suggested strategies to help
her manage her own behaviour, such
as, “how not to scream, but to make
things clear for her.”
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“It’s really important to
take the time now to
bond with your child.
What we do now makes
a difference for the rest
of his life.”
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Parenting skills

P

aola’s two boys are very different. Julian, her oldest, has autism and he is a shy,
gentle boy. His younger brother, Elias is also shy but he has a very strong
personality. Sometimes he repeats everything that Julian says and makes his brother
get mad and scream. In the beginning, Paola found it hard to manage. “I try to be calm
first and patient.”
After Julian was diagnosed with autism, the Macaulay Family Home Visitor worked with
Paola to help her with strategies to use at home, “She showed me things like how I
need to explain things to Julian, to talk slowly to him and look him in the eyes. And she
was very nice too.”

F

auzia says the most important thing she learned about parenting two sons with
autism was not to compare her children to others. “For sure it is painful when my
son is four years old and not talking. But I learned not to compare your child to other
kids. Don’t pressure yourself and don’t pressure your child. The time will come. The
child is going to learn.”

“Don’t pressure yourself
and don’t pressure your
child. The time will
come. The child is going
to learn.”
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When her daughter was born, Fauzia was worried she might have autism too. Knowing
more about the system, she put her daughter on waiting lists for speech and language
just in case she needed help. Her daughter does not have autism and is developing
normally but Fauzia is still committed to giving her lots of opportunities to play with
other children. They attend the PWW Yorktown Early Years Parenting Program
together. “I know I can teach my child but if I take her to other children she will learn so
many, many things—how to talk, how to play, how to be social, how to share.”

Program Without Walls

Healthy living

M

una had lots of questions about what to feed her baby, how much he needed and
when to start giving him different kinds of food. As a newcomer to Canada, she was
alone and had no family members to ask. While she was attending ESL LINC classes, she
heard about the Community Food and Nutrition Program offered by the Somali Immigrant
Aid Organization (SIAO) as part of the PWW partnership.
Muna joined the program and found the answers to her questions about feeding her baby,
made friends, and found out about other parenting programs in her community. Years later,
after her third child was born, she went back to the PWW Community Food and Nutrition
Program at SIAO to learn more. This time, she needed ideas about managing her son’s
weight gain and to get new ideas for herself and her three children.
Muna says the Community Food and
Nutrition Program taught her about the
Canada Food Guide, how to choose
healthy portions and how to choose
foods from different food groups. She
learned new ideas about how to handle
food safely and about easy ways to
cook meals with high nutritional value.
For example, she didn’t know that there
were lots of vegetables she could serve
without cooking. She says, “Coming
together with other mothers to share
ideas and learn together—I like that the
best.”
Taking part in the Community Food and Nutrition Program showed Muna how to give her
children a more balanced, healthy diet. The diet changes helped her son with his weight
gain, but the program also showed her that even though her children got exercise at school,
they needed to be more active. Now they walk together every night and Muna gets more
exercise too. After taking part in the program, Muna says, “I feel good. I feel really good. I’m
helping my child but I’m helping myself too.”

R

uth heard about the PWW Art Starts dance program just one month after she arrived
in Canada. Art Starts provides opportunities for parents and caregivers to engage in
meaningful creative activities for adults. Ruth wanted an opportunity to meet other moms
and have a chance to practice her English. When she arrived at the first session, she was
surprised to find that childcare was provided so she could also have a break from her three
children who were 5, 3 and 2 years old. “I liked the way the caregivers took care of the kids.
I didn’t have to worry about being away from them.”
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“I feel good. I feel really
good. I’m helping my
child but I’m helping
myself too.”
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Healthy living
Ruth’s daughters had fun but her two-year-old son found it difficult to be away from her. “It
was very different for him in a new country. He didn’t speak English. He didn’t want to share or
stay in the program. At home, he’s the youngest, he’s the only boy and he thinks everything in
the house is for him.” Ruth tried new strategies at home to encourage her son to share and
get along better with other children so that when he went to the Art Starts dance program it
would be easier for him. After a few sessions, he had an easier time separating from his
mother and enjoyed spending time with other children.
“Now he stays with other children, he shares, and he’s
starting to speak English. I’m so proud of him!”

“Now he stays with the
other kids, he shares,
and he’s starting to
speak English. I’m so
proud of him!”

Ruth loved the Art Starts dance program. “It was a lot
of fun. I had a chance to be free and to enjoy myself. I
was meeting other moms and learning new skills. We
learned flamenco and belly dance and put on a very
good presentation!” The program helped her become
healthier and she started to take better care of herself.
She did more exercise at home and got her children
involved in physical activities in the community. She
made friends and learned a lot about her community
from the other mothers. “They know things you don’t
know. We would talk about kids and they would tell
me about new programs that I didn’t know about.”

Links to community resources

A

lejandra felt very lonely when she first arrived in Canada. But when she met her
Macaulay Family Home Visitor, she found someone to talk to in her own language
about the information and supports she needed.
Alejandra was worried about a slight delay in her daughter’s speech and language
development. During their visits, the Family Home Visitor brought toys and books to share
and talked to Alejandra about what she could do to support her daughter’s learning. She
made a referral to a speech and language clinic and went with Alejandra and her daughter to
their first appointment with the speech pathologist. She also suggested that it would be good
for her daughter to be with other children and recommended the St. Bernadette’s We Need a
Break and School Readiness Program.
Offered through Program Without Walls, the St. Bernadette’s program provides stimulating
activities designed to promote overall development and build skills needed for success in
school, while giving parents a chance to have a break. The Family Home Visitor suggested
that the time apart would help both Alejandra and her daughter to deal with their anxiety.
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Links to community resources
On the first day, Alejandra was very emotional about leaving her daughter, but her Family
Home Visitor was there to offer support. She took Alejandra to meet a Macaulay social
worker to help her work on her anxiety issues. “I was dealing with anxiety but my daughter
was ready for school. She was really happy. I was the one who was struggling. The social
worker helped me to recover my life, to become me again, not just my daughter’s mom.”
During their counselling sessions, Alejandra realized that what helped most was focusing on
other things like volunteering and getting out into the community. She shared what she
learned with her husband. “I made him go to a parenting program!” In the fathers’ program he
learned about activities he could do with their daughter, like making personal books. He and
their daughter have now created three books together.

P

aola worried that something was wrong when her son Julian wasn’t talking. Her
pediatrician recommended enrolling him in a community program where he could
interact with other children. Paola’s Macaulay Family Home Visitor helped her get a funded
space in the St. Bernadette’s We Need a Break and School Readiness Program. The
beginning was hard for both of them but soon, Julian began to feel more comfortable with
other children, though still wasn’t speaking. The St. Bernadette’s program supervisor
recommended a developmental assessment and helped make an appropriate referral. After
receiving the diagnosis of autism, Paola was in shock but her Family Home Visitor was there
to help sort out the forms and referrals from the doctors. “She explained what I had to do and
recommended a lot of things that were helpful for Julian.”
The PWW St. Bernadette’s School Readiness Program was so helpful for Julian that when
Paola had concerns about her younger son, Elias, she enrolled him as well. “He doesn’t have
autism but he was shy and he wasn’t talking.” The Macaulay Family Home Visitor also
worked with them at home and made a referral to a speech therapist who works closely with
the St. Bernadette’s staff to help Elias.
Together, Paola and her support team helped Elias develop language skills and feel more
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“She explained what I
had to do and
recommended a lot of
things that were very
helpful.”
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Links to community resources
comfortable with other children. Now he looks forward to going to St. Bernadette’s. He
says, “I like school, Mommy. I no cry.”
Paola says it helps that the PWW program at St. Bernadette’s offers parents a break.
“It’s very important to make a break for yourself and for your kids too. They know that
St. Bernadette’s is a place where they have their own spot to be with other kids. I think
it’s great!” Paola often used the break to find programs or therapists for Julian or to
deal with calls from the school when he had a hard day. “Julian is my busy boy. For
him I had to do many things.”

F

auzia was eager to find more programs to help her son after he was diagnosed
with autism. The Yorktown Early Years Parenting Program staff helped her to
understand his condition and learn about other programs that could help. She was
referred to speech therapy, to other autism services and more parenting programs.

“Before I was shy….Now
I say, if you have any
kind of program that
would help, please call
me.”
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Then her second son was diagnosed with autism, although with challenges that are
quite different from his brother’s. Her younger son has social and behavioural
challenges and he can be mischievous and hot-tempered. Sometimes, his behaviour
made Fauzia very uncomfortable when they went out in public. “He likes to touch
people or hug them and smell them. Some people understand but some don’t.” Fauzia
was determined to reach out and attend as many programs as she could find. “Before,
I was shy, I was scared.
Maybe I was a little
ashamed. But I learned
that you need to go out
and don’t compare your
kid with other kids. It’s
going to be fine. Now I
say, if you have any kind
of program that would
help, please call me.”

Program Without Walls

Newcomer support

A

lejandra was struggling with knowing when to use Spanish and when to use English
with her young daughter. She wanted her daughter to understand and speak Spanish,
but at the same time, she was learning English in the PWW St. Bernadette’s School
Readiness Program. The Macaulay Family Home Visitor noticed that Alejandra often mixed
the two languages in the same conversation and helped her understand that it was
important to keep them separate. Now Alejandra speaks only Spanish at home. Her
daughter understands both languages, and now that she is in kindergarten, she is fluent in
English.

F

auzia was determined to take part in community programs to help her children but
English was a huge challenge for her. When she was younger, she had a very bad
experience studying the language in school. “I couldn’t read. I have a stutter so the words
didn’t come out. The kids laughed at me and the teacher laughed at me and beat me.” Then
she came to Canada and her husband told her she had no choice but to learn English.
With her husband’s encouragement, Fauzia enrolled in ESL classes but she still wasn’t
comfortable or confident with English. It wasn’t until she started attending the Early Years
Parenting Program that she got over her fears. “It helped me to chat with the other parents
and go to so many programs. Now I am able to raise my hand to ask questions. I’m not shy.
People understand me and they don’t laugh at me. You give me back my confidence! That
is what I needed.” Fauzia feels at home at last. “Even if I don’t have family here, I feel so
good when I come to the program. It makes me happy. I come, we talk and I never feel
alone.”

Leadership opportunities

H

eather’s life has changed in every way since her son was born. She has her own
place, she has overcome her addiction and she’s an active volunteer in the
community. After participating in all the Toronto Public Health Program Without Walls
parenting programs, she has enrolled in the Nobody’s Perfect community facilitator training
program.
This training program uses a participant-centered, strengths-based, 'train-the-trainer'
approach. Facilitators aren’t expected to be parenting experts. Instead, the program
prepares them to promote group learning among parents. They learn how to involve parents
in choosing topics and how to create a safe atmosphere that encourages discussion, selfhelp and mutual support. They learn how to create learning activities that provide parents
with the opportunity to discuss and explore their roles as parents, understand their child's
behaviour and needs, and build skills and confidence.
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“Even if I don’t have
family here, I feel so
good when I come to
the program. It makes
me happy. I come, we
talk and I never feel
alone.”
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Leadership opportunities
Heather is looking forward to taking part in the training and to becoming a Nobody’s Perfect
community facilitator. She’s thinking of opening her own childcare centre and this opportunity
will help her develop new skills and gain valuable experience. After all she’s been through
herself, she says, “I hope I’ll be able to provide a friendly face to other parents.”

A

lejandra is also enrolled in the Nobody’s Perfect training program. It is one of several
programs recommended to help her overcome her anxiety and get more involved in
her community. “My social worker pushed me to do a parent advocacy program. Sometimes
I’m so scared that something will happen to my daughter and I will not be able to defend her.
It helped me to see things in another way. The program gave me information and they teach
you how to be assertive. We don’t have to be aggressive. We have to be clear and create a
good relationship. It gave me so much empowerment!”

“We are not outsiders
anymore. My daughter
is a Canadian and she
is growing up here. To
be part of the
community is really
important.”

Now Alejandra volunteers at her daughter’s
school. She attended another leadership training
program to learn more about the education
system, is also volunteering as a translator and
is thinking about doing professional training. She
says, “We are not outsiders anymore. My
daughter is a Canadian and she is growing up
here. To be part of the community is really
important. Me and my husband are serious,
introverted people but these programs make it
easy to talk about what we feel, and what we
worry about without anyone judging us.”

Suggestions for improvement
The parents were all enthusiastic about the programs they attended. Two participants said they
wished the programs were longer to allow more time to cover the content and ask questions.
Participants appreciated the fact that, wherever possible, PWW programs offer supports to make
programs accessible to families. Several participants commented that it is easy to attend
programs regularly when they offer supports like:

Onsite childcare

Two transit tickets per session

Incentives such as grocery gift cards.
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Program Without Walls improves healthy child
development

F

auzia’s two sons still have many challenges but she can see how much progress they
have both made. After she found the confidence to attend the Yorktown Early Years
Parenting Program, the staff supported her learn how to help her sons and where to find
other effective programs and services. “If there are any programs they think would be good
for me, I try my best to go to help my kids.” Her older son is now in school and has learned
to talk. “It’s not like he’s fluent but overall, he’s good.” Her younger son is, “75% doing much
better,” at managing his challenging behaviours. He is still learning to talk but he has
already started to read. And Fauzia’s daughter didn’t need speech therapy. At three, she
speaks both her home language and the English that was such a challenge for her mother.

H

eather’s son loved all three of the Toronto Public Health Program Without Walls
parenting programs they attended together. Now, at 15 months, Heather says he is
amazing. “He’s always smiling and he’s higher than average in the things he can do. He’s
the happiest baby I’ve ever met.”

M

una learned how to give her children a more balanced, healthy diet with easy-toprepare, nutritious meals. They grumbled at first about some of the changes, but
now, she says, they enjoy eating things like raw vegetables and fruit salad. The change in
diet helped her son’s weight and walking together means that they have a very good
relationship and they both feel more fit.

R

uth got a break from always being with three small children and had a chance to
improve her own health when she enrolled in the Art Starts dance program. The
program also helped her children make friends, improve their English, and get involved in
other physical activities in their new community.

A

lejandra’s daughter is happy, healthy and independent. The early help she got from
the Macaulay Family Home Visitor led to a referral for speech and language and the
chance to enroll in St. Bernadette’s We Need a Break and School Readiness Program. She
loved the program and made her first friends there. When she started kindergarten, she was
speaking English, ready for school and had no sign of a speech delay.

P

aola’s sons developed important learning, language and social skills with help from her
Macaulay Family Home Visitor and staff at the St. Bernadette’s We Need a Break and
School Readiness Program. Julian, who has autism, was well-prepared to start school and
her younger son, Elias is talking more and feels confident around other children. Perhaps
most importantly, the two boys are learning to get along well with each other. “They play a
lot together. Julian is teaching everything to his brother. He is the best brother. Julian is very
loving when something happens to Elias. It’s good therapy for him to have his brother.”
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“He’s the happiest baby
I’ve ever met.”

Business Name

Program Without Walls Partners
Public Health Agency of
Canada
Macaulay Child
Development Centre

The Public Health Agency of Canada provides funding for Program Without Walls under
the Community Action Program for Children (CAPC).
Macaulay is the lead agency of Program Without Walls, responsible for coordinating and
administering the programs, supporting quality and facilitating collaborative governance.
Macaulay’s Family Home Visitor Program provides in-home parent education and support to
high need families with children aged 0-6 years. The service is offered in English, Hindi,
Italian, Somali, Spanish, Vietnamese, Portuguese, Punjabi, Urdu.

Art Starts Neighbourhood
Cultural Centre

Art Starts provides series of creative programs that engage parents or caregivers in a range
of high caliber multidisciplinary arts programs while their children enjoy pro-social, creative,
age appropriate creative experiences in a nurturing setting.

Somali Immigrant Aid
Organization

SIAO provides programs, services and advocacy to address the integration, education,
health, housing, social services, culture, and economic development needs of Somali
Canadians and other immigrants. The Community Food and Nutrition Program offers group
discussions about health, nutrition and physical activities for Somali families and newcomers.
(Somali and Arabic sessions).

St. Bernadette’s Family
Resource Centre

St. Bernadette’s We need a Break & School Readiness Program gives parents time for
themselves while children develop school readiness skills. Children 2 ½ – 4 years old, with or
without intellectual/physical challenges, participate in educational and recreational activities
that contribute to their overall development, especially in the areas of initiative, social
relations, intellectual abilities, music, outdoor play and movement. All activities promote
creative expression, school readiness and school success.

Toronto Public Health
Toronto Public Health offers free parenting programs, led by Public Health Nurses and
community partners. Some programs are offered in different languages.


Yorktown Child and Family
Centre

Living and Learning with Baby helps parents with babies 6-weeks to 6-months old
learn about baby care and parenting.

Nobody’s Perfect is offered by trained parent facilitators who lead discussions about
common parenting concerns for parents/caregivers who have children 0-6 years-old.

Make the Connection is a group program facilitated by trained Public Health Nurses
and/or community partners for parents of babies and toddlers from 0-1 or 1-2 years
old.
Yorktown’s Early Years Parenting Programs support healthy child development for families
with children aged 2 to 6 years.
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