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Introduction

The expansion of early learning and child care
(ELCC) in Canada is at a pivotal moment. Under
the Canada-Wide Early Learning and Child Care
(CWELCC) Agreements, launched in 2021, the
federal and provincial territorial governments
have committed to making child care more
accessible for children and families. As
affordability increases, demand for new spaces
and centres has surged.

While expansion is a key priority of the CWELCC
provincial territorial action plans, little attention
has been given to the quality of physical spaces
and centres being created. The design and
infrastructure of child care facilities directly
impacts the well-being of children and staff.
However, current regulations often reflect
outdated standards that prioritize minimum
compliance rather than high-quality learning
environments.

This report is produced as part of a larger project
funded by the Government of Canada’s ELCC Data
and Research, called ‘Growth by Design: Expanding
Early Learning and Child Care in Canada’ (2023-
2026).

The objectives of the project are to:

e |dentify the barriers and facilitators that
impact the capacity of public and not-for-
profit providers to expand licensed ELCC

* Engage the not-for-profit ELCC community,
ELCC allies and public stakeholders in
innovative thinking and capacity building to
expand access to affordable, accessible and
high quality ELCC

* |dentify, describe and assess innovative
practices and public policies that have
supported the expansion of not-for-profit
and public ELCC

* Increase awareness and enable knowledge
transfer about effective mechanisms and
innovative practices to support the
expansion of quality, affordable, accessible
not-for-profit and public ELCC




This Spotlight paper serves as a resource for policy makers, municipal governments, child care
providers, contractors, and architects. Drawing from a more detailed paper, this short version offers
an accessible source that:

e Summarizes why well-designed physical spaces matter for children and staff

* |dentifies key design considerations for child care centres

¢ Highlights risks of relying solely on outdated regulations

* Provides actionable recommendations for ensuring that child care expansion prioritizes high-

quality infrastructure

Why space matters for children
and staff

The physical environment significantly influences child development, staff well-being, and program
effectiveness. A review of studies examining the impact of physical space on children’s development and
relationships, refers to physical space as the "third educator”, with findings showing “the physical
environment affects children’s behaviour, cognition and emotion, contributing to their development and
conditions their experience in educational services” (Berti et al, 2019, p1010), alongside curriculum and
relationships. Well-designed environments support cognitive, social, and emotional development by
enabling exploration, movement, and discovery.




Key reasons why physical space matters

For children: For staff:

¢ Physical environment affects cognitive, social, * Well-designed layouts reduce stress and
and emotional development. burnout.

e QOpen, flexible spaces reduce anxiety and e Ample space enables effective program
aggression. delivery and supervision.

¢ Comfortable surroundings enhance learning * Natural light, noise control, and ergonomic
and engagement. furniture enhance staff satisfaction

e Adequate space supports physical activity e Adequate staff rooms and work space away
and reduces behavioral challenges. from the children’s play areas supports staff

well-being and sense of professionalism.
The amount and type of space facilitates the staff
ability to implement their program, how they are Additionally, the children’s learning environment

able to interact with children and other adults in is the staff work environment. For staff, various
aspects of the physical space and design impact

their experiences and wellbeing and, ultimately,
job satisfaction and turnover (Olds, 2007; Shell,
2015).

the space.

Each province and territory in Canada has its own regulations dictating minimum physical space
requirements for licensed ELCC centres (Beach and Friendly, 2005). These regulations typically focus
on square footage and health and safety standards rather than optimal design. Few regulations
consider form, flow and function to support pedagogy, children's development and well-being as well
as the needs of staff (Olds, 2001; Berti et al, 2019).

Many regulations have very little detail or requirements for outdoor spaces other than minimum square
footage. To illustrate this point, both playgrounds in the images below meet licensing requirements in
their respective provinces, yet it is clear the two outdoor environments offer drastically different
opportunities for exploration, learning and security.




Images: Copper House in
Bolton Ontario (Above);
Photo credit (Right): Peter
Ashmore.

Minimalistic Approach: Regulations often meet the bare minimum rather than fostering
high-quality environments.

Outdated Standards: Many regulations were developed decades ago and do not reflect
current research on child development and pedagogy.

Lack of Outdoor Space Standards: While outdoor play is crucial for development, few
regulations mandate quality outdoor environments.

Little Consideration for Layout and Flow: Regulations rarely address how space should
be structured to promote learning and engagement.




Canadian design standards:

Insights and gaps

Some provinces and municipalities have While it can be challenging for operators

introduced child care design guidelines, but these and others creating new spaces to
are not mandatory. For example: navigate the differences between the
provincial or local guidelines and the
e British Columbia's Design Guidelines regulations, there are few incentives to
recommend 14 square metres of outdoor meet the guidelines, rather than the
space per child, while provincial regulations minimum regulations. It can be difficult

to get public capital funding for the
larger spaces recommended in the
guidelines, or to convince developers
that what is in legislation may not be

require only 6 square metres, equal to about
half a parking stall.

e Ontario's Planning and Design Guidelines
suggest welcoming entryways and hallway adequate.
spaces, yet these are not part of official
requirements.

* Manitoba recommends direct access from

indoor to outdoor spaces, but regulations

allow outdoor areas up to 350 metres away.

Image source: in
Herrington et al,
2007




Why now? The urgency of

quality expansion

Canada is at a critical juncture in child care expansion, with the CWELCC agreements supporting
increased funding by federal and provincial and territorial governments. However, without
prioritizing infrastructure quality, there is a risk of constructing inadequate facilities that fail to meet
children's developmental needs or support staff adequately. Outdated designs can restrict
pedagogy, limit accessibility, and reduce overall program effectiveness.

With federal infrastructure funding and provincial territorial capital grants now available, this is the
moment to advocate for stronger design standards.




Community location and site planning

The first stage before designing the indoor and outdoor space is to decide on the location of the
centre in the community and navigate site considerations with relevant stakeholders. As many
child care facilities are in old buildings that need to be retro-fitted, the commmunity locations and
environmental factors can be easily overlooked (Moore, 1994; Olds, 2001).

Both the location in the community and environmental factors matter for parents, children and
staff’ experiences. It is important to consider the proximity to public transportation, and to other
services and public facilities that can offer a benefit to: a childcare centre, such as libraries,
museums, parks, etc. The community can also benefit from a child care centre (Beach and
Friendly, 2005).

The location and design of buildings matter for the environment and, ultimately, the health and
wellbeing of children and the broader community. Locating child care centres near community
hubs, such as school grounds, community centres or workplaces is one way to reduce
transportation emissions.

The orientation of the buildings also matter. In most of North America positive orientation means
orienting the building, its play yards and its indoor activity spaces toward the south to capture as
much light and sun as possible (Moore, 1994).

In summary, when deciding on community location and site design it's important to
e Select sites that are close to public transit and community services
* Prioritize walkability and accessibility for families
* Ensure environmental safety, including air quality and low noise pollution



https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED376964

Indoor children’s space design

There are many elements of indoor space and design that matter for child care facilities.
One most often mentioned in regulations is square footage. Square footage is important
because adequate space supports positive physical and social interactions. Studies show
that children in high density centres have been found to be more susceptible to behavioural

problems, including hostile-aggressive, anxious-fearful, and hyperactive-distractible
behaviours (Olds, 2001).

The room layout is also important, and according to Anita Olds indoor space for children
should be designed to support four basic needs. It should:
e Encourage movement, so that infants and toddlers can move freely and safely
e Support comfort with soft materials and colours
¢ Foster competence, allowing children to have a variety of things to do by having easily
accessible activities
e Encourage sense of control, by creating private spaces such as cubbies, window seats,
elevated lofts or nooks

L I Image:
. Community
Playthings
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Physical boundaries between spaces are
important for children. They affect
children’s ability to feel safe and to see
caregivers and others at play. They guide
flow and provide security for children’s
focused play. Boundaries encourage other
children to join an activity, aid children in
transitions from independent to whole
group tasks, and promote feelings of safety
and security.

Boundaries and defined activity areas can
be used to create private spaces, which are
important for children’s development of self
and personal identity. Private spaces can be
created with window sills, in cubbies, or in
reading corners (Olds, 2001, p271-272).

The entryway is also important to support
transitions as children are dropped off and
picked up. It's important there is enough
space that most of the group can get
changed into outdoor and indoor clothing at
the same time.

Beyond space and layout, lighting and noise
play a crucial role in both staff satisfaction
and child well-being (Berti et al, 2019,
p1002). Natural light is essential and it's
recommend that every room children
occupy have windows and natural light.
Excessive noise has been found to
negatively impact children’s experiences,
and hinders educators’ ability to focus.

High noise levels can also increase staff’

irritability, disrupt sleep, and negatively impact

work performance and mental well-being.

Materials and equipment play a crucial role in

shaping the physical environment of a child

care centre. Community Playthings outlines a

number of elements that contribute to an

effective room design, fostering a positive early

learning environment.

Another key element for indoor design is

ensuring that furniture and structures are

scaled appropriately for children. Child-sized

furniture increases comfort, productivity, and

learning, because “children’s small size limits

their ability to interpret large spaces, interact

with larger numbers of strangers, or

understand complex areas and large building
elements” (Olds, 2001, pp84-85).

In summary, it's important children’s play

spaces provide:

Adequate square footage per child
(minimum 4m? per child preferred)
Flexible room layouts that allow for quiet,
active, and exploratory zones
Soundproofing and natural lighting to
create a calm environment.

Flooring and furniture of good quality,
welcoming of children, and of long-lasting,
non-porous material that are easy to clean
Ergonomic furniture and adequate storage
for children and staff.
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https://www.communityplaythings.co.uk/learning-library/articles/creating-indoor-environments-for-young-children
https://www.communityplaythings.co.uk/learning-library/articles/creating-indoor-environments-for-young-children

Minimum outdoor space requirements vary across regulations and guidelines. The U.S.
National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) recommends a
minimum of 7m2 per child for all those outside at one time, yet states that 9-18 m2 is
preferable. In contrast, provincial and territorial regulations mandate between 2 and 7 m2
per child (Beach and Friendly, 2005, p14).

The amount of available outdoor space is important as research indicates that in less
crowded playgrounds, preschool children “seem to be engaged in more physical activities,
more complex play interactions, less school-oriented activities and more aggressive
behaviours” (Berti et al., 2019). Thus, while less crowded playgrounds overall show positive
impacts on behaviour, some studies show mixed results in terms of the impact on
aggressive behaviours. This suggests that square footage is not the only important factor
for outdoor space; the landscape and equipment are also important, as outlined below.

Studies show that outdoor spaces are also more effective when they are directly adjacent
to indoor spaces (Nelson, 2019). Olds emphasized that, “ideally each group room will
connect to an outdoor play yard, at grade, which includes a 10-15-foot deep covered porch
next to the building” (Olds, 2001, p78).




Research suggests that landscaping is key to a Studies found that adding natural materials
successful outdoor play environment, where to existing outdoor environments led to
“an intriguing mix can inspire children to increase in play with natural materials,
engage in all sorts of creative explorations and independent play and prosocial behaviours,
make-believe” (Olds, 2001, p412). This might and a decrease in antisocial behaviours
include paths and natural elements that and physical activity (Brussoni et al, 2017).
children can explore on their own. For
example, children prefer natural or mixed In summary, when designing outdoor
(natural and manufactured) settings, including spaces it's important to
a variety of materials and elements (Berti et al, e Ensure on-site outdoor areas are
2019, p1000). directly accessible from classrooms

* Incorporate natural elements and
Moreover, the inclusion of living landscapes, loose parts play areas.
and natural elements, have the potential to e Avoid large, flat spaces; instead, create
encourage cognitive, social and emotional varied landscapes.
development. e Use soft surfaces such as sand, wood

chips, and grass.




Support and auxillary spaces

While the design of indoor and outdoor child-
centred spaces is essential for children and
educators, it is also important to consider auxiliary
spaces for staff, parents and other visitors. Well-
designed auxiliary areas contribute to the overall
functionality, comfort, and efficiency of a child care
centre (Olds, 2001).

Office administration should be visible from the
entry, communicating an atmosphere that is
welcoming and friendly. Additionally one or more
adult accessible washrooms should be located near
the entry and administration area to accommodate
staff and visitors.

Image: Reception and office at Copper House

Image: Staff room at Copper House

Staff rooms should offer both practical and
restorative spaces. Olds suggests that staff
rooms should provide areas for rest and
solitude, for working and storing personal
belongings (such as desks and closets). With
increasing expectations about educator
qualifications, practice and reflection there is a
need for space for pedagogical documentation
and programming for meeting, planning and
creating with colleagues. The staff room should
also facilitate private discussions with parents
when needed.




A laundry area should be located near the
area of greatest use, usually the infant and
toddler area, but separate from the kitchen
and child care areas. It should include a deep
sink for soaking, open shelves for supplies,
and folding space for baskets and dirty and
clean items.

Kitchens are an important place for a staff
member to cook healthy meals, and also can
be a space for children to feel more
comfortable, to learn dietary and cooking
skills. Although children are typically not
allowed in the kitchen area, a well-designed
kitchen may include a viewing window or a
small room off the kitchen where children can
help prepare meals.

Image: Copper House child care.

Storage is a fundamental component of
quality child care design, impacting both
classroom organization and the well-being of
educators and children. This includes
adequate storage within classrooms that are
accessible to children, as well as auxiliary
storage spaces where educators can store
materials for future play and activities.
Thoughtful organization of materials ensures
that educators can efficiently access
resources while maintaining a space that is
both functional and inviting for children.

Well-designed storage solutions can reduce
physical strain on staff, streamline daily
operations and help children gain

independence and learn responsibility
(Bedford, 2024).

In summary, support and auxiliary spaces should
ensure:
e Adequate space for a dedicated staff room
¢ The office and reception areas are visible from
the entry and have a welcoming atmosphere
e Staff work space for planning and collaboration,
and adult washrooms are located away from
children’s play areas; ensure adequate staff
storage
* Locate laundry facilities near areas of highest
use, usually the infant and toddler areas
¢ Include in kitchen designs a viewing window or
space for children to help prepare meals or
snacks
e Storage space should be included in both the
classroom space and auxiliary storage with

materials for future play and activities



Strategies to elevate design
standards beyond regulations

With this knowledge about why space matters, and what design elements should be considered
when building and renovating child care centres, this spotlight report concludes with five
recommendations to policy makers, municipal governments, child care providers, contractors, and
architects.

1. Strengthen local and provincial planning
e Encourage municipal involvement in site selection
e |dentify public land for new child care centres
2. Update and align provincial regulations
e Conduct regulatory reviews to update outdated space and design requirements
* Ensure alignment between provincial regulations and provincial and municipal design guidelines
3. Incentivize high-quality infrastructure through funding
* Link capital grants to adherence to evidence-based design guidelines
e Establish funding structures that reward best practices
4. Enhance stakeholder collaboration
e Require input from ECE professionals, architects, and policymakers in design planning
» Establish regional planning teams to oversee new child care developments
5. Increase public awareness of the physical environment's impact
* Develop informational resources for policymakers, providers, and parents
e Promote design excellence through research-based advocacy

Conclusion

As Canada expands its ELCC system, physical space quality must be a priority. The current
regulatory landscape does not reflect best practices, and action is needed at multiple levels of
government. By adopting evidence-based design principles, updating regulations, and linking funding
to quality, we can ensure child care environments support the well-being and development of
children and staff.
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Provincial and territorial design guidelines

Appendix:

Province or
territory

PT design guidelines

Municipal or other physical
environment guidelines

British Columbia

e B.C. Design Guidelines for
Child Care Centres

¢ City of Vancouver Childcare

Design Guidelines

e City of Vancouver Childcare

Technical Guidelines

¢ City of Richmond Child Care
Design Guidelines

e City of Burnaby Child Care
Design Principles and

Guidelines
¢ Vancouver Coastal Health

Design Resource for Child Care

Facilities

¢ Manitoba Child Care

Manitoba Centre Design Guidelines
(2017)
’ Ontfarlo Plf.:mn?ng and e City of Toronto Child Care
, Design Guidelines for _ , L
Ontario , , Design & Technical Guideline
Licensed Child Care (2016)
Centres (2022) ' '
¢ Nova Scotia Licensee Manual
* Nova Scotia Early Learning for Regulated Child Care
Nova Scotia and Child Care Design Settings (Regulation 20:

Guidelines (August 2024)

Building and Space

Requirements)
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https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/family-and-social-supports/child-care/info-partners-prov/childcarebc_design_guidelines.pdf
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/family-and-social-supports/child-care/info-partners-prov/childcarebc_design_guidelines.pdf
https://guidelines.vancouver.ca/guidelines-childcare-design.pdf
https://guidelines.vancouver.ca/guidelines-childcare-design.pdf
https://guidelines.vancouver.ca/guidelines-technical-childcare.pdf
https://guidelines.vancouver.ca/guidelines-technical-childcare.pdf
https://www.richmond.ca/__shared/assets/child_care_design_guidelines_december_201956071.pdf
https://www.richmond.ca/__shared/assets/child_care_design_guidelines_december_201956071.pdf
https://www.burnaby.ca/sites/default/files/acquiadam/2024-12/Child-Care-Design-Principles-and-Guidelines.pdf
https://www.burnaby.ca/sites/default/files/acquiadam/2024-12/Child-Care-Design-Principles-and-Guidelines.pdf
https://www.burnaby.ca/sites/default/files/acquiadam/2024-12/Child-Care-Design-Principles-and-Guidelines.pdf
https://www.vch.ca/sites/default/files/import/documents/Design-resource-for-Child-care-facilities.pdf
https://www.vch.ca/sites/default/files/import/documents/Design-resource-for-Child-care-facilities.pdf
https://www.vch.ca/sites/default/files/import/documents/Design-resource-for-Child-care-facilities.pdf
https://www.manitoba.ca/education/childcare/resources/pubs/child_care_centre_design_guidelines.pdf
https://www.manitoba.ca/education/childcare/resources/pubs/child_care_centre_design_guidelines.pdf
https://www.manitoba.ca/education/childcare/resources/pubs/child_care_centre_design_guidelines.pdf
https://files.ontario.ca/edu-childcare-centre-design-guidelines-en-2022-03-30.pdf
https://files.ontario.ca/edu-childcare-centre-design-guidelines-en-2022-03-30.pdf
https://files.ontario.ca/edu-childcare-centre-design-guidelines-en-2022-03-30.pdf
https://files.ontario.ca/edu-childcare-centre-design-guidelines-en-2022-03-30.pdf
https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/8641-CS-childcaredesign.pdf
https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/8641-CS-childcaredesign.pdf
https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/8641-CS-childcaredesign.pdf
https://www.ednet.ns.ca/docs/elcc_design_guide_en.pdf
https://www.ednet.ns.ca/docs/elcc_design_guide_en.pdf
https://www.ednet.ns.ca/docs/elcc_design_guide_en.pdf
https://www.ednet.ns.ca/earlyyears/documents/ccmanual/A-Main_Regs_Section.pdf
https://www.ednet.ns.ca/earlyyears/documents/ccmanual/A-Main_Regs_Section.pdf
https://www.ednet.ns.ca/earlyyears/documents/ccmanual/A-Main_Regs_Section.pdf
https://www.ednet.ns.ca/earlyyears/documents/ccmanual/A-Main_Regs_Section.pdf
https://www.ednet.ns.ca/earlyyears/documents/ccmanual/A-Main_Regs_Section.pdf

Links to useful resources

1. Community Playthings (United Kingdom)

3. The 7 Cs Outdoor Playbook (Herrington and Lesmeister, Canada)

4. The Education Hub (New Zealand)
a.Indoor Spaces

b.Outdoor Spaces

5. White Hutchinson Leisure & Learning Group (United States)

6. Encyclopaedia on Early Childhood Development (Robin Moore, United States)

7. The Developmentally Appropriate Design of Child Care Facilities.

(Gary Moore, Canada / Australia)
8. Child care design guide (Anita Olds, United States).



https://www.communityplaythings.com/room-design
https://www.childcarequality.ca/sys/penv.html
https://outdoorplaybook.ca/learn/play-research/the-7-cs/
https://theeducationhub.org.nz/category/ece-resources/indoor-spaces/
https://theeducationhub.org.nz/category/ece-resources/outdoor-spaces-in-ece/
https://www.whitehutchinson.com/children/
https://www.child-encyclopedia.com/outdoor-play/according-experts/early-childhood-outdoor-play-and-learning-spaces-ecopals-achieving
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED376964.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED376964.pdf
https://books.google.ca/books/about/Child_Care_Design_Guide.html?id=matPAAAAMAAJ&redir_esc=y
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