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Welcome!
We are Macaulay�s Early 
Literacy Specialists, bringing the 
latest knowledge about early 
learning, language development, 
and literacy to professionals, 
parents and caregivers across 
Toronto. Last year we visited and 
worked with 67 agencies across 
Toronto. We helped staff enrich 
their programming and 
interactions with children and
families. We met with parents to 
answer their questions about 
school readiness, learning two 
languages and many other 
concerns. We modelled effective 
practices, led workshops and 
shared new research.

We invite you to read more about 
our work in this first edition of The 
Early Literacy Echo, featuring 
highlights from 2015.

Meet the Team:

Left to right: 
Dave Page, Maria Velasquez, 
Meena Hakimyar and Cathy Webb 

Wired for Learning
In recent years an explosion in brain research has 
helped us better understand how early experience 
shapes brain development and self-regulation 
abilities important for success in school and in life. 

This research confirms that interactions in the first 3 years of life are a crucial 
window of opportunity for development.

To ensure this research is shared, the ELS team meets regularly to review 
current research and decide how best to apply it in their presentations, trainings, 
consultations and programs for families and professionals.

For example, after taking a close look at the foundations for healthy brain 
development described in working papers from Harvard University�s Center for 
the Developing Child, ELS created and delivered training for early years
professionals called �Wired for Success�. Over 40 professionals attended, and 



left with concrete strategies to use in their daily interactions with parents and 
children.

HIGHLIGHTS:
2015 by the 

numbers 

6160
Parents and caregivers

served

1618
Professionals

served

67
Agencies

served

Play It Up
This parent-child workshop series, held at various 
OEYC sites, was designed by Early Literacy 
Specialists for families on the wait list for Toronto 
Preschool Speech and Language Services (a 
program of Early Abilities).
In its first year, 2009, Play It Up served 60 families, and has been going 
strong ever since. Each activity, from blowing bubbles to enjoying snack, is 
designed to help build children�s language and literacy skills. At the same 
time, adults learn important strategies to boost their children�s speech 
and language development.

In some cases, this may be all the intervention needed, and the family no 
longer needs to wait for extra services. With the success of Play It Up, ELS 
and Early Abilities staff continue to work together to support families.

�
Thank you so much for all your patience and the wonderful strategies 
you�ve given us to help our son. We already see such a difference. 
This was his first program... and not only have you helped him, you�ve 

BENEFITS
of Play
It Up

Parents report significant increase in time spent playing, and sharing 
books, songs and rhymes with their children.
"Before he would push books away and now he actually engages."

Parents learn strategies while waiting for speech services.
"[I learned] for example, to face my child so he can see my mouth talking."

Children�s special needs can be identified and referrals made sooner.
[I liked] access to knowledgeable help � able to get answers during the long 
(nerve-wracking) wait for an assessment." 



Families learn about OEYC as a neighbourhood resource.
"We really enjoyed coming and meeting others."

I�m Ready!�
In 2015 Early Literacy Specialist Maria Velasquez was 
one of 24 professionals invited by the Hanen Centre to 
pilot their new parent program called I�m Ready!�. To 
conduct the pilot, these Hanen -trained professionals,
representing 5 countries and 4 provinces, took part in
on-line training and then ran the program in their
communities. 

The program is based on the same key messages as 
ABC and Beyond, Hanen�s training for educators. I�m 
Ready!� guides parents to use shared book reading and 
other everyday activities to help their children build the 
skills and knowledge related to later reading success.

Skills for reading success include:
� knowledge of vocabulary
� understanding of stories 
� understanding how print works

Program modifications are being made based on 
feedback and evaluations from the pilot. When 
completed, I�m Ready!� will indeed be ready to join 
other evidence- based programming in early years
settings.

�
Thank you so much... You are
fantastic. You really are. You know 
the literacy facts, but you also have 
the experience to back it up. You 
know how to model reading a book. 
You know how to hook a child with a 
particular book and how to teach 
someone else to do it. You are an 
exceptional literacy resource for any 
age group �

The Book Nook

Thanks to an exciting partnership with The Toronto Children�s Book Bank, Macaulay gives children the gift
ofowning their own books, free of charge. 

ELS initiated this partnership that has brought over 1000 books a month into the hands and homes of children. 
Many of the books are distributed by ELS at special programs such as community events or screening days. When 
children are excited about books, and have books of their own, there is a greater likelihood they will become
stronger readers, and successful learners, later in life.

Inclusive Story Times

Gone are the days of hearing only �shhhhh� during 
children�s story time. Instead, librarians want to 
facilitate interactive and inclusive story times that 
engage all children and families, no matter what their 



ability.
This is why on a cold winter morning, Macaulay�s Early Literacy Specialists 
Cathy Webb and Maria Velasquez led training for 50 Toronto Public Library staff 
on how to make their programs more accessible.

Participants explored numerous hands-on strategies, such as adapting materials 
and seating, and using props and picture boards for children with extra support 
needs. With this training, staff are better prepared to welcome families and 
children with special needs before they arrive at the door.

HEALTHY: 
Screening 
Days 

In malls, schools, OEYCs and community centres across Toronto, Healthy 
Screening Days provide one stop shopping for parents to find information and 
advice about almost every aspect of their young children�s well-being, from
dental care to mental health. 

In 2015 ELS took part in eight screening events. They connected with almost 
300 parents and caregivers, who each received a free Book Nook children�s 
book along with information and advice about early literacy and school
readiness. 

Building Babies� Brains 

In 2015, Early Literacy Specialist Dave Page worked with the team at the 
Children�s Book Bank to plan and deliver a new initiative � �B3� � or �Building 
Babies Brains�.
B3 is inspired by the USA program �Reach Out and Read�, and informed by research from the Canadian Paediatric 
Society. The program partners with Health Centres in high need areas of Toronto to offer new parents early literacy 
messages at each health care visit along with a brand new board book to take home. 

Dave Page provided training for the participating teams of physicians and nurses, along with recommendations for the most 
appropriate babies� books and other resources. 

The pilot program was held at Regent Park Community Health Centre, which sees over 400 children a year. Following the 
success of the pilot, a second B3 program was introduced at another community health centre. Again, ELS were there, 
providing training to health teams and communicating the early literacy messages that are building brains for our future.

Celebrating Stories -
Celebrating Math

The focus of 2015�s annual Toronto Public Library
�Celebrating Stories� conference in the fall of 2015 



was on Science, Math and Numeracy.

ELS Dave Page�s session on �More Than Circles 
� Weaving Vocabulary, Math and Science in your 
Program� featured songs and stories that introduce 
math and science vocabulary in a child-friendly way. 

ELS Cathy Webb presented �Show me the Math�, 
challenging participants to find math and numeracy-
related connections in a wide range of children�s 
picture books.

Over 80 professionals took part from across the GTA 
and the early learning community.

Early Literacy Specialists are funded by the Ontario Ministry of Child and Youth Services.

Contact Us
Macaulay Child Development Centre
2010 Eglinton Ave. W., Suite 400
Toronto, ON M6E 2K3
macaulaycentre.org

Follow us online:

Unsubscribe >
� The Macaulay Child Development Centre, 2016. 
All Rights Reserved.

By phone: 416.789.7441
By email: info@macaulaycentre.org
Visit our web site: macaulaycentre.org
Click on Programs and scroll to Early 
Literacy. 

*|REWARDS|*


