


● Let me paint you a picture of where we work.  Toronto is the largest 

municipality in Canada and the fourth largest in North America.  It covers 630 

square kilometres, has a population of 2.8 million people and is an 

amalgamation of 6 former municipalities.  

● We work for this City in the Community Recreation Branch of the Parks, 

Forestry and Recreation Division.  We work alongside 8,500 frontline, 

unionized staff and over 800 full time or management staff who deliver 35,000 

registered recreation programs, in 16 different program areas, to 6-12 year 

olds each year.  The size and scope of our workplace is sometimes hard to 

fathom.



● Three years ago we were tasked with implementing the High Five Standard so 

we could achieve accreditation.  Why High Five?  Why now?  Why do we 

need this?  

● These were the questions Community Recreation staff were asking.  We had 

tried implementing High Five since 1999, however, only in specific program 

areas, and we wanted to move towards a more consistent way of 

implementation across our operations.  With such a large staffing complement, 

you can imagine there was a fair bit of resistance and uncertainty of the 

unknown.  It took time for staff to become comfortable with what we were 

trying to achieve through implementation of this project.  



● Why High Five?  It is the only national, evidence based standard for children's 

recreation programs that focusses on quality and healthy child development.  

These are values we care deeply about and are reflected in our long-term 

strategic plan.

● But why do this now, and more importantly, why do we need this standard at 

all?  When we launched our project to reach accreditation, it had been 18 

years since we amalgamated as a bigger City.  Eighteen years later, and the 

City was struggling to ensure there were consistent practices and quality 

standards across the City.  We were also in the final years of our strategic 

plan, with a goal to: "Provide the highest quality programs and services to 

enhance the health, quality of life, and wellbeing of residents."  Although we 

had plenty of examples of quality programs, without consistent quality 

standards, we knew we could do better in how consistently we delivered 

quality programming across every community in Toronto.  



The next big question we faced was "How?"  How could we possibly make the kind of 

sweeping changes required to implement the High Five Standard?  How could we 

move the needle on staff sentiment and resistance?  And how could we do this in a 

way that produced positive results in a reasonable amount of time?



● Looking at different options, we decided that this could only work as a 

dedicated project.  We received a grant from the Ministry of Tourism, Culture 

and Sport and gathered together a small project team of three, which 

eventually grew to six.  We set a 2.5 year timeline.  And, we committed 

ourselves to producing a High Five Accreditation Toolkit to document our 

biggest successes and challenges, what we learned along the way and some 

of the best practices we developed that can work in an organization or 

municipality of any size seeking accreditation or simply managing big 

changes.

● This is what we want to share with you today.



This is what our task looked like in the beginning – monumental, large and 

daunting.  We had to somehow turn a 9,300 person ship around, mid-water, and 

chart a new course – all in 2.5 years.  



For those of you not familiar, the High Five Standard is organized into 4 key areas:

1. Internal/external awareness, communication, staff recognition and engagement

2.  Staff training and development

3.  Program assessments (QUEST 2s)

4.  Policy and procedure review and development (QUEST 1)

We had to meet specific requirements and overcome considerable challenges in 

each of these areas in order to become accredited.





● Once we had taken stock of the situation, we realized that what we were ultimately 

doing was bigger than merely implementing the High Five Standard.  We realized 

that we needed to transform the culture in Community Recreation to one that 

further strengthened the focus on program quality and positive recreation 

experiences in every community centre, among all staff and in every area of 

operations.  

● To make a transition that large, we would have to heavily engage staff, get them to 

take ownership of High Five, transition the conversation on High Five from a 

negative to a positive one and find a way to make it last for the long-term.



We faced some challenges in engaging and recognizing staff and communicating 

about what we were doing, both internally and with our program participants and the 

broader public.  



● We had 9,300 people to influence, and they work across large distances in 

every community in Toronto, most with limited access to computers.

● And we had a very limited recognition program in place for our largest and 

arguably most important pool of 8,500 part-time staff.  



● In our context, High Five was one of 9 change initiatives impacting Community 

Recreation at that time, and what we were proposing was an enormous 

change that affected almost every area operations.  Humans tend to be 

creatures of habit, and change can be difficult to digest in the best of 

circumstances.  

● Living in a digital age with information overload being the norm, and so many 

changes going on, our initial frequent emails to staff about High Five were just 

too much for them to digest in the context of everything else that was 

happening.



● We also had to find a way to effectively communicate with the public about 

what we were trying to achieve with High Five.  With so many recreation 

facilities – 355 to be exact – across such a vast distance, we had to find a way 

to reach people throughout Toronto.

● Having many of our own internal protocols around how we communicate 

publicly, and in what format we do that, and with many layers of approval in 

between, it can take time to coordinate external communication.



● One of the early things we did, after our initial phase of information gathering 

and sharing with staff, was develop a project vision.  We needed a vision for 

the project team to stay focussed on.  We needed something all staff could get 

behind.  And we needed the vision to tie into our larger organizational 

strategy.  The vision we developed is: We take quality seriously. Our 

commitment is to the healthy development of children.

● We initially developed our vision with the project team, but then shared it with 

key staff, stakeholders and our Director for feedback, so there was broad buy-

in and support.  Having their input also meant that the vision was reflective of 

their ideas.

● The vision is the main message we used in all our communications and 

highlights our need to put quality at the forefront of everything we do, as 

recreation programming can have lifelong impacts on participants.  The vision 

really helped solidify the cultural transformation we were making in a positive 

way and kept us focussed as a project team on our long-term goal.



● We knew from experience with other projects that it's difficult to make change 

and embed it for the long-term without the support of senior leaders.  We also 

knew that it helps to have a group of "influencers" and "change makers" who 

can lead by example and support their peers to make change.

● So we worked hard to make sure our senior leaders were aware of the 

changes we were making by regularly meeting with them and sharing our 

work plan, so they were on board.  We also asked them to communicate that 

support to the larger Recreation staff team.



● We established an Innovation Fun Team of staff representatives from each 

district in the City, many of them "influencers and change makers".  The idea 

was to inject some fun into the project, encourage a positive association with 

High Five and leverage the Fun Team members' influence in getting 

messages out to the field and rolling out new initiatives.

● This team evolved into the catalyst that got the ball rolling on making changes 

and building broad buy-in among staff for what was to come.



We also had to figure out the tactics we were going to use to get messages out to all 

of our staff.  Even though our part-time staff had limited computer access, we knew it 

was still the cheapest and easiest way to communicate with such a large team.  

What we did do was design our communication documents so they were positive in 

tone and concise with a layout that could easily be posted in community centre offices 

by full-time staff for everyone to read. 



We developed two staff newsletters – the High Five Friday monthly newsletter and 

the Quest 2 Tuesday bi-monthly newsletter.  In these newsletters, we shared positive 

stories, interesting program resources and important information about excellence in 

programming, how to conduct program assessments, new standards we were 

launching and upcoming professional development events.



● To keep staff engaged and invested, we also knew we had to find a way to let them 

know what we were doing and what to expect, especially since the project was 

long - 2.5 years - and because there were so many other initiatives happening at 

the same time in Recreation.  

● Every six months, we distributed a project update about what we had 

accomplished and where we were headed next. 



We set up an internal web page that served as a one stop shop where staff could find 

information on the project and access all the resources and tools we were sending 

them regularly.  



● On the intranet and in the High Five Friday newsletter, we devoted space to a 

monthly staff spotlight.  The interview format of the spotlight let staff tell their 

own story about why they work in recreation, and for each spotlight we 

awarded $100 towards innovative program supplies, ideally for that staff 

person's own recreation programs.

● The spotlights allowed us to recognize staff internally, among their peers, and 

also externally among the public, by producing 11x17 colour posters of the 

spotlight for their community centre bulletin boards.  The spotlights helped us 

engage the frontline, build their commitment to High Five and celebrate 

examples of excellence.   

● This is still one of the most well received initiatives of the project.



● Our Quest 2 Tuesday newsletter also recognized staff early birds who completed 

their Quest 2s ahead of the quarterly deadlines we set for submission.  We 

awarded them with $100 in unique program supplies.  

● The recognition and award helped to strengthen the association of High Five and 

Quest 2s with something positive, and we had to do that in earnest to turn the tide 

on staff sentiment.



● We introduced a range of other recognition initiatives so we could collectively 

celebrate best practices in the field and start developing a community of 

practice among staff who were committed to quality program delivery.

● These included recognition events with our director, a summer camp 

challenge and staff appreciation certificates.  



We also expanded our Recognize and Invest in Staff Excellence (RISE) Awards for 

full-time staff to include part-time staff, and we created a new award category 

specifically linked to High Five.



● To communicate most effectively with our patrons and the larger public, we 

developed a Communication Strategy and did an inventory of the 

communication channels and events already available to us.  The Strategy 

helped us get approval and support at the highest levels of our Division.

● We decided it would be most effective to use our own web site, program 

registration guide (Fun Guide), registration confirmation emails, our Camper 

Handbooks, staff t-shirts, aquatic report cards and aquatics bracelets to 

spread the message about High Five.  



● Our Division hosts annual job fairs, so we developed recruitment buck slips to 

hand out that focussed on attracting leaders committed to High Five values.  

● At our own community centres, where we have a captive audience, we 

developed a range of promotional materials that were reflective of our diverse 

communities, so our messages resonated with them.   These included 

parent/caregiver buck slips, stand-up banners and window decals that let 

parents/caregivers and participants know about High Five and our 

commitment to quality.





● The High Five Standard requires that 85% of Recreation staff working with 

children ages 6-12 are trained in the Principles of Healthy Child Development.  

● We knew that our Recreation staff, who are unionized, have the option of 

applying for a range of Recreation shifts once they are hired on as a 

Recreation Worker.  One staff person might be hired to run fitness programs 

for adults, but then apply the next season to work as a camp counsellor with 

children.  Given that we hire approximately 1,480 new staff each year, there 

would be no practical way for us to train 85% of new staff working with 

children and also consistently track where they were working and when.  

● We also had to ensure that whatever system we put in place for having new 

applicants obtain their PHCD certification, it would not be a barrier to 

employment.  



We also had an existing pool of 4,890 staff who worked across the 630 square 

kilometre footprint of the City of Toronto, with some living beyond those borders, who 

had not yet been trained in PHCD, and we needed to find a way to schedule these 

staff for PHCD training.



● In the context of Accreditation, training staff also meant we needed to invest in 

their capacity to manage and deliver excellent programs and support their 

teams.

● But how do you train 9,300 full and part-time staff, some of whom work as little 

as 2 hours a week or less?  How do you make it relevant and engaging?  And 

how do you build staff trust and confidence in professional development, when 

other professional development initiatives have come and gone over the 

years?



● After considering many options, we decided it made most sense to train all of 

our staff in PHCD and require all incoming applicants to be certified, so that 

everyone was on the same page with respect to High Five and the Principles 

of Healthy Child Development.  We established a new condition of 

employment, and just like First Aid and CPR, applicants had to demonstrate 

they had their PHCD certification before officially being hired.

● We worked extensively with our Recreation hiring leads and reviewed hiring 

data to create a PHCD schedule that aligned with the hiring dates and 

featured daytime, evening and weekend PHCD workshop dates.  We worked 

tirelessly to adjust and modify the schedule over time and from year to year to 

meet new program and hiring demands.

● To make sure applicants knew what to expect, we changed our job 

descriptions, updated our Youth Hiring Guide and revised our Leadership 

Training Guide so applicants knew they had to be certified and where they 

could sign up for PHCD.



Following heavy consultation among our Recreation staff, and development of a team 

of PHCD trainers, we were also able to set up a PHCD training schedule for existing 

staff that stretched across the City's vast geography.



● Realizing that professional development was one of the areas where we could 

make a sizeable impact in terms of building staff goodwill and strengthening 

their capacity to deliver excellent programs, we invested a lot of time in 

establishing a year-long High Five Speaker Series of professional 

development events.

● We set the bar high and looked for the best speakers available.  We also 

established each event as a train the trainer opportunity and provided full-time 

staff with follow-up resources on the Intranet to take back to their centres and 

share with their part-time staff.

● Following each Speaker Series event, we distributed short electronic surveys 

to get staff feedback so we were continually improving and gathering ideas for 

future training topics.





● It's hard to know how to improve on program quality if you don't first look and 

listen.  That requires dedicated program evaluation and gathering of feedback.  

● One of the great things about High Five is that it offers a consistent way of 

assessing programs.  It's called the Quest 2.  We had implemented it through 

sampling since 1999, but the demands of Accreditation required that we do it 

systematically and use those results to make positive improvements.



● Based on our program counts, we determined that we needed to complete 

and track 3,000 Quest 2 assessments annually.  We also needed to find a way 

to ensure they were being done accurately and on time in each of our 

programming areas City-wide and that staff took them seriously.  

● And we had to train full-time staff on how to conduct a Quest 2 assessment, 

while taking into account the movement of staff through retirements and 

promotions.



● To deal with these issues we established quarterly deadlines for Quest 2 

submissions.  We tracked submissions and created summaries for our 

Managers every 3 months, so they could stay on top of things.

● Supporting staff to conduct the Quest 2s and use them for making 

improvements was also critical.  By identifying the barriers for completing 

assessments with staff, we developed a range of resources for staff to 

reference, and we used the Quest 2 Tuesday newsletter to highlight how to 

handle common concerns.  When big issues emerged, our team went out to 

the field to address them in a positive and supportive rather than punitive way. 



We trained a pool of extra senior part-time staff in each City district to support the 

completion of assessments when staff retired or moved on to new jobs.



Looking at the bigger picture, we summarized the key findings from the assessments 

at year's end, so our management staff could use them in strategic planning for their 

districts.



● When you're looking to improve, there are things you often miss, so it's 

important to get an outside perspective too.  We needed to find a consistent 

way of gathering data and feedback from parents/caregivers and using that to 

address concerns strategically.

● We had used client surveys in the past, but survey questions and response 

rates changed, sometimes dramatically, from year to year.



Going to the source is often the most effective for resolving issues.  Knowing that, we 

designed a parent/caregiver buck slip and distributed them at our recreation centres.  

It asked parents/caregivers to provide feedback to staff at their centres and let them 

know about a new standardized evaluation form we developed.



● We also took the task of surveying seriously and developed a comprehensive and 

user friendly parent/caregiver survey targeted at those whose 6-12 year olds had 

participated in recreation programs the year before.  

● Parents/caregivers were able to select their centre and the programs they 

participated in, and answer questions that integrated many Quest 2 quality criteria.



● By emailing all registrants, advertising the survey via posters, social media 

and the web and doing pop-up surveys at key locations, we were able to get 

over 1,300 responses in 2017 and over 3,100 responses in 2018.  This data 

that told us that there was:

● a 6% increase in those who noticed an improvement in 2017 children’s 

recreation program quality compared to 2016; and

● an 11% increase in public awareness of PFR’s commitment to quality and 

High Five.





● High Five's Quest 1 requires that we demonstrate we have specific policies 

and procedures in 86 different areas.  When we first examined High Five's 

Quest 1 framework, we understood it as opportunity to improve quality, but we 

knew we had a formidable task before us. 

● As we began to review our existing policies and procedures, we realized that 

we had a range of other documents that contained policy statements and 

procedures, but were not officially policies or procedures.

● As we continued to dig, we found gaps where nothing existed to meet Quest 1 

requirements.  We knew that if we were going to create new policies and 

procedures, we were going to have to consult with a broad range of staff; 

ensure we weren't replicating existing efforts; and still keep the project on 

track for completion by the end of 2018.  Formal City of Toronto policies also 

require approval by City Council, which can be a lengthy and complex 

process.  



● And, it's one thing to create a policy or procedure, but quite another to have 

staff follow them.  We had to ensure that we were developing policies and 

procedures that were user friendly and could be easily communicated to 

frontline staff involved in program delivery.  

● We also wanted to be sure that whatever we decided to focus on would have 

the biggest impact on quality and prove to be the most useful for the field, 

making it a value added proposition for staff. 



By clarifying with PRO, we understood that we could use many of our policy type 

documents, including policy or procedural statements in staff manuals, to satisfy 

Quest 1 requirements.  We could also establish new operating standards or 

guidelines, in place of formal policies.  



● We met with senior management and our Standards and Innovation Unit to 

determine what policy and procedure work was already underway and where 

we could combine efforts.  We regularly updated senior management, key 

stakeholders and staff through presentations and emails; developed a 

comprehensive work plan; and established a High Five Steering Committee to 

guide the project, so that everyone knew what we were doing, as well as our 

timelines on policy work.  That helped build management buy-in, clear 

roadblocks and pave the way for much smoother sailing in developing and 

launching new standards and contextualizing our work with what was 

happening elsewhere in the Community Recreation Branch.  

● Where we did need to establish new policy documents, we spent months in 

consultation with internal stakeholders and staff representatives in various 

program areas.  We listened to them, addressed their concerns and integrated 

their ideas, so that our new standards were reflective and met the needs of 

our operations.  



● Given the sheer number of policy and procedure gaps we had to fill, we 

established a new and streamlined process for approving standards and guidelines 

and ensured everything we developed was brief and concise.  We also made 

efforts to combine numerous Quest 1 criteria into one standard where we could.  

● One of the best standards we developed this way was the Program Quality 

Standard and related Procedures.  The Standard integrates important Quest 1 

criteria related to quality programming.  To take it a step further, we also included 

many Quest 2 quality indicators and addressed quality gaps that 

parents/caregivers had identified in the Children's Recreation Program Quality 

Survey.



● By canvassing the Innovation Fun Team and full-time staff, we also learned 

where the biggest barriers to quality were and decided to focus our standards 

development there.  

● We heard that frontline staff needed a step by step guide on quality program 

delivery, so we developed Program Quality Procedures in a checklist poster 

format for posting in staff offices.



We heard that staff hiring was complex and sometimes confusing for new 

supervisors, so we worked with our human resources group to update the hiring 

process and create a new hiring manual.  



● We also put together a new Quality Assurance Interview Standard with a bank of 

interview questions to support hiring excellent staff committed to healthy child 

development.

● We wanted to ensure that everyone took their Quest 2 assessment responsibilities 

seriously, so we made Quest 2 requirements official in the Community Recreation 

Quest 2 Standard.  



With so many Quest 1 requirements related to food and cooking, we worked with staff 

who were planning to develop cooking guidelines and created a comprehensive 

Cooking and Food Preparation Standard, Manual and Activity Guide.  It not only met 

our High Five requirements, but also supported staff who had wanted to see this 

come to fruition and further aligned High Five with positive, value added outcomes.



Each area of Quest 1 has communication related requirements, so that both staff and 

the public are aware of the policies and procedures.  Given the City's size and formal 

protocol around communications, and the constant stream of information coming to 

staff, we took a strategic approach to communications.



Instead of sending out many emails on new procedures or standards we were 

launching, as we did in the early project days, we learned after hearing "it's just too 

much", that we had to bundle our information.  We started to be strategic in how we 

planned to communicate the launch of our standards and created a timeline for 

sending them out in quarterly emails.  We reinforced this information in the media we 

were already sending out, like our High Five Friday newsletters.  



We developed training slides on new standards for full-time staff to share with their 

part-time staff during seasonal staff training.  For more complex topics, we worked 

with partners and external agencies to deliver longer, more intensive training.  

Working with our Public Health partners, we established a Healthy Kitchen 

Workshops, and we teamed up with our human resources group to deliver training to 

our supervisory team on staff hiring.  We also used one of our High Five Speaker 

Series events to cover training on our new Self-Injury Standard, delivered by experts 

in the field.



● For the public, we aligned our messages, where possible, with existing City 

communication channels.  For example, the City was changing their internal 

Web protocols and limiting what could be posted, which included omitting the 

posting of lengthy policies or procedures. However, we were able to come up 

with a creative, user friendly solution to sharing them with the public.  

● We developed a new section called "Commitment to Quality Recreation 

Programs" on the Recreation landing page of the City's web site, with short 

summaries of key policies and procedures.  We framed it as a 

parent/caregiver handbook of useful information about our programs.  



Completing a project is a huge accomplishment, but thinking long-term is another 

hurdle in itself.



● When projects are launched, they are often plagued by numerous challenges 

– lack of resources, lack of support and lack of subject matter expertise. By far 

and wide, one of the biggest challenges that emerges, if projects finally do 

reach completion, is that the future state that project staff have worked so hard 

to establish, is not sustained long-term.

● With such a complex landscape and so many sweeping changes, we 

understood that we had to think about sustainment of the High Five Project in 

a serious way.



● We began to develop a long-term sustainment plan about 1/3 the way through 

the project.  We identified the key initiatives we needed to maintain and the 

resources we required to ensure: a) staff stayed committed to quality and the 

HIGH FIVE Standard and b) the positive changes we had made would stay 

intact for the long-term.  

● One of the initiatives we launched with long-term sustainability in mind was 

the Innovation Challenge.  This allowed staff to apply for funds to implement 

an innovative quality initiative that could be sustainable and also have the 

potential for replication in other community centres over time.



We adjusted that sustainment plan over time to take into consideration the things we 

were learning and the feedback we received from staff.  As we wrapped up the 

project, we consulted with staff to find out what elements of the project were most 

important to them.  



In nature, evolution is a slow process.  We are looking at the change we created in 

the same way.  There are some big things we can celebrate, like our 6% quality 

improvement survey results.  But we know that what we have ultimately done is lay 

the groundwork and plant the seeds for a long, continual process of program quality 

improvement.  The foundation is there through the training, assessments, 

communication and new standards.  We hope to continue supporting that change in 

the years to come, as the fruits of these efforts ripen.



We hope our Accreditation Toolkit is useful for others, demonstrates the value of High 

Five Accreditation and illustrates possible avenues for meeting the challenges of 

organizational change.




