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28% 
of Canadian children 

are vulnerable



Childhood
Vulnerability

Can we reduce the prevalence 
of vulnerability below 20%?











5000 10000 15000 20000 25000 30000 35000
0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

GDP (2000 International $)

Canada

U.S.

Korea
Finland

Percent

Youth with reading literacy scores below Level 3

Germany



Educational 
Prosperity:

A Life-Course Approach



Academic achievement

“School Effects”
Pre-Service training

Professional development
Computers for students

Teachers’ salaries
Parental  choice

Classroom disciplinary climate
Quality instruction

Learning time
Material resources

Etc.

Age 15

Current assessment frameworks presume that 
academic achievement, as measured by state 
test scores, for example, are the direct result 
of ‘school effects’ (green arrow). 

However, achievement at age 15 is the result of 
several factors along the life path, from 
conception to age 15 (yellow arrow)

Educational Prosperity identifies four ways that 
success accumulates. 

Prior Success

Conception to Age 15



• Educational Prosperity includes a core set of metrics for 
success at six key stages of development across the life-
course from conception to adolescence. 

• These metrics include a set of key outcomes for each 
developmental stage, called ‘prosperity outcomes,’ and a 
set of family, institutional, and community factors, called 
‘foundations for success,’ which drive the prosperity 
outcomes. 

• The approach considers four ways that success 
accumulates over the life-span.





SUCCESS accumulates in four ways

1. Biological embedding
2. Foundations for success
3. Cumulative effects
4. Selection



1. Biological Embedding

Differential social experiences get under the 
skin in early life and, through their effects on 
developing neurobiological pathways, affect 
later trajectories in human health, learning, 
and behaviour. 







Differential social experiences
Socioeconomic gradients are evident in most social outcomes. They are also evident 
in children’s early experiences; for example, 

 Breast-feeding
 Smoking during pregnancy

under the skin
A key development in the field of human development is the work defining neuro-
biological development and its effects on health, learning, and behaviour.

 Brain development from conception to age one is rapid and extensive, 
much more so than previously believed, and is heavily influenced by the 
infant’s environment (Carnegie Corporation of New York, 1994). 



• A newborn has billions of neurons, which, during the course 
of development, form connections called synapses. These 
synapses are formed in response to environmental stimuli, 
and while this is occurring, many of the neurons that are not 
being used are pruned away. 

• This process of synapse formation and neuron pruning is 
often referred to as the “wiring” or “sculpting” of the brain. 
Moreover, there are critical periods, especially during the 
first three years, when particular areas of the brain are 
sculpted. 

• Longitudinal studies that have followed children who have 
received intensive interventions aimed at increasing 
stimulation and providing parent training and support have 
demonstrated long-lasting effects on their social, 
behavioural, and educational outcomes. 
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Sensitive Periods in Early Brain 
Development

Vision

0 1 2 3 7654

High

Low

Years

Habitual ways of responding
Emotional control

Symbol

Peer social skills
Numbers

Hearing

Graph developed by Council for Early Child Development (ref: Nash, 1997; Early Years Study, 1999; Shonkoff, 2000.) 

Pre-school years School years

Language

Se
ns

it
iv

it
y



2. Cumulative Development

Children develop their skills in a cumulative process 
as they make the transition from one stage to the 
next. The skills they attain at one stage are an asset 
that they can use to develop skills at the next stage. 

For example, children’s acquisition of language skills 
at age 2 is a strong predictor of their pre-literacy 
skills at age 5. 



The Early Years Evaluation:
An early warning system

www.earlyyearsevaluation.com



The EYE assesses skills in
five developmental areas:

• Awareness of Self and Environment - a child's understanding of the 
world and his or her ability to make connections with home and community 
experiences.

• Social Skills and Approaches to Learning  (EYE-TA only) - a child’s 
attentiveness during classroom activities and his or her ability to interact 
with peers while respecting the classroom rules. 

• Cognitive Skills - a child's basic math and pre-reading skills and his or her 
ability to solve problems.

• Language and Communication - a child's understanding of spoken 
language and his or her ability to express thoughts and feelings.

• Physical Development 
Fine motor - a child's ability to perform small movements that require 
hand-eye coordination.
Gross motor - a child's ability to perform large movements that involve 
arms, legs, and body.



The EYE is most often used as part of a 
transition-to-school program.

The EYE consists of two 
complementary components: 

the EYE-Direct Assessment (EYE-DA); 
and,
the EYE-Teacher Assessment (EYE-TA). 



EYE-TA Individual Child Report





EYE for RTI

A prediction model based 
on longitudinal data



The prediction equation is based on a 
logistic regression model of the form

Pr 𝑌𝑌 = 1 𝑋𝑋 =
1

1 + exp(−𝑍𝑍)

where 𝑍𝑍 = 𝛽𝛽0 + 𝛽𝛽1𝑋𝑋1 + 𝛽𝛽2𝑋𝑋2 + ⋯+ 𝛽𝛽5𝑋𝑋5

𝑍𝑍 = 𝛽𝛽0 + 1.00 * Cognitive Skills +

0.75 * Language and Communication + 

0.25 * Fine Motor Skills +

0.20 * Awareness of Self and Environment +

0.15 * Social Skills and Approaches to Learning.   
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3. Foundations for Success

In addition to the effects that are biologically 
embedded, children’s outcomes are directly affected 
by the foundations for success at each stage of 
development. 



Foundations for Success factors are: 
Potent (strong effects on outcomes)

Pervasive (affect a range of outcomes)

Proximal (has a direct effect on the outcomes)



Educational Prosperity for 
PISA for Development:
The “Minister’s Dashboard”





Confident Learners

A Whole-School Literacy Program for 
Indigenous On-Reserve Schools
Initially developed at the Canadian Research Institute for 
Social Policy and now with The Learning Bar in partnership 
with 32 First Nations.

Funded by Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada



Project Goal
Confident Learners is an initiative that brings to bear the 
science of learning how to read, a rigorous curriculum aligned 
with teaching activities and assessments, quality professional 
development, and the support of communities and families to 
ensure Indigenous children become fluent readers.



32 First Nations 
Partners



The simple view of reading

‘The simple view of reading’ (Rose, 2006) has two 
critical, complementary dimensions: 

 Code-related skills – the ability to ‘decode’ 
(sound out) and recognize particular words, 
and

 Language skills – being able to understand 
and interpret spoken and written language.



A Deficit Approach



A Pathway Approach



Code-Related Skills

Concepts 
About 
Print

Letter 
Knowledge

Phonological 
Awareness

Supra-
Phonemic
Awareness 

(Large Units)

Phonemic 
Awareness 

(Small units)

Reading Fluency

Accuracy:
Word 

Decoding 
and Spelling

Accuracy:
Word 

Recognition 
and Spelling

Speed
and 

Prosody



The Reading Mountain





Language Skills

Vocabulary
Receptive
Language

Expressive
Language

Written
Language





A Modular Approach for Teaching
Children’s progress on the two pathways has been facilitated by the
development of 40 “instructional modules,” 20 for code-related skills and 20
for language skills. Each module is linked to “learning activity sets” that
teachers can use to plan their daily lessons.

Each learning activity set includes a variety of activities that can be carried out
with a whole class, in small groups, or one-on-one with a teaching
aide/volunteer. The learning activity sets are being developed in cooperation
with the teachers and principals in our participating schools.
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Building Success with 
Quality Instruction







Effective learning time - secondary



Personal Assets related to 
school completion

Demographic

Academic
Engagement

- Social
- Institutional
- Intellectual

Mental Health
Learning Climate



School Completion:
Five Types of Students

Engaged
Disconnected
Disengaged
Struggling
Alienated



Engaged Dis-connected Dis-
Engaged Struggling Alienated

Grades 8.6 8.1 7.9 4.3 5.0

Social Engagement 6.8 5.1 5.3 5.4 3.8

Institutional Engagement 8.3 7.5 7.0 6.3 5.5

Intellectual Engagement 7.6 6.7 5.5 4.3 3.8

Mental Health 8.8 4.6 8.5 8.3 3.1

Percentage of Students 32 17 25 17 9

Probability of Completion 93% 82% 79% 61% 45%



4. Selection
When students are successful at one stage of development, 
their life-course can be altered if they are selected into 
certain classes, school programs or schools. 

For example, children who have strong reading and language 
skills are more likely to be streamed into classes or school 
programs where they benefit from positive peer interactions, 
a higher quality of instruction, and other factors that enable 
them to develop their skills at a faster pace. 

Children who experience learning difficulties at a particular 
stage are more likely to be streamed into lower ability classes 
and have less access to the factors that improve their skills.
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Strong leadership
Dedicated teachers
Family and community support
A relentless focus on building

the foundations for success



Dr. J. Douglas Willms
President

thelearningbar.com
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