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INCE Play at the Core launched in 2012, one key question has shaped the program more than 
any other: Who should our partners be?
If we truly want to support change and quality education in under-supported communities, 
our partners need to be those whose voices are most often ignored — the teachers, leaders, 

students, and families in the communities themselves. 
Because of this, play has truly come to be at the core of everything we do. We always advo-

cated for play-based learning in the classroom; but now we also use play to build relationships, 
communicate ideas, explore challenges, and overcome some of the toughest obstacles to 
quality education programming.

Our community partners have told us that our work is unique in its approach to promoting 
quality education. Over the past year, we sought to better understand and articulate our way 
of doing things by identifying our core values: 

Relationships First
Play as Change

Lifelong Learning
Whole Child, Whole Adult, Whole Community

Shifting Power

These values represent Play at the Core’s commitment to more fully realize Right To Play’s 
mission to empower and educate children facing adversity through the power of play. Play at the 
Core’s story is one of community. This is encapsulated in our new vision for success: 

We envision a world where every community’s unique values, perspectives, experiences, and 
abilities are honored as fundamental to their strong and healthy future; where play becomes 
the key to building relationships and safe environments that promote understanding, growth, 
and change for children as well as the adults that care for them. 

The following pages defi ne Play at the Core’s values 
and shared impact, while highlighting some specifi c 
examples that made this past year the most successful 
to date. As a team, we are eternally grateful to our 
community partners for inspiring us to grow. Thank 
you for being our greatest teachers and learning 
with us on this remarkable journey.

With love,

Jared Carroll
Director of US Programs
Right To Play USA
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LAY AT THE CORE catalyzes local action and unlocks the existing capacity of early child-
hood educators and leaders in under-supported communities, all through the power of play. 
We accomplish this through:

In the process, we develop truly collaborative partnerships that support individuals to rede-
fi ne both play and learning as they engage with the greatest challenges in their classrooms and 
community. This ultimately translates to child development programming that is more holis-
tic, intentionally-implemented, and locally-owned, with signifi cant and sustainable gains in 
education program quality. Play at the Core has developed unique program initiatives designed to 
partner with early childhood educators, leaders, and families.

 Community-Based 
Asset Mapping

Before the beginning of each 
new program year, we ask the 
communities we work with to 

guide us in identifying their 
strengths and needs. This allows 

us to tailor programming to meet 
each specifi c community’s 

expressed challenges.

 Ongoing Resource 
Development

 Throughout the year (and often 
in conjunction with community 

forums), Play at the Core provides 
frameworks to help communities 

tell their stories and collect 
community expertise around 

pressing issues. These resoures are 
developed and owned by everyone 

participating in their creation.

Individualized 
Coaching Support 

Sessions
 Whether it is supporting 

an educator directly in the 
classroom, or sitting down 

with a leader to think through 
strategies for staff  retention, we 

work with and encourage our 
participants to identify current 

successes and areas for 
continued growth.

 Community 
Programming

 We partner with each school 
community to develop and 

implement external programming 
at least once a year that can reach 
a broader community population; 

build important connections 
with families; and strengthen 

parent and caregiver capacities to 
support their children’s growth.

 Experiential Learning 
Community Forums

 With a focus on play and 
relationship-building, we create 

spaces that allow groups to build 
and strengthen relationships;

 explore and defi ne challenges; 
wrestle with diff erent perspectives; 
and unlock their own potential for 

impact and change.
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HE UNION we forge with community 
partners is what gives our work purpose. 
We share in challenges, learning, and 

successes because our path forward is the path 
we travel together.

Our experience with Miranda* demonstrates 
what this value looks like in practice. When 
we entered Miranda’s Pre-K classroom one win-
ter morning, with students running around in 
multiple directions and Miranda’s voice raised, 
we could have made a lot of assumptions about 
her ability to eff ectively support her students.

Instead of choosing to point out things that 
Miranda was doing wrong, we asked Miran-
da about how she was feeling and whether 
something might be bothering her. We learned 
that Miranda has been an educator for more 
than 20 years, had previously served in an 
administrator role, and has always loved teach-
ing. By taking the time to learn more about 
Miranda beyond the classroom, we were able 
to focus our time on coping strategies for when 

she is feeling stressed or overwhelmed. Getting 
to know Miranda as a person comes fi rst, and 
this naturally guides us towards strategies 
for supporting her inside and outside of 
the classroom.

At the end of the school year, Pre-K educators 
like Miranda refl ected on our program’s success 
in responding to their needs. Among educa-
tors, 90% felt better able to work together 
with colleagues to solve problems; and 97% 
reported stronger relationships with their 
students and felt more capable to support the 
diverse needs in their classrooms.

*The educator’s name has been changed to protect privacy.
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OR US, play is the primary vehicle for 
learning and strengthening relationships. 
By creating opportunities for engagement 

and dialogue, play becomes the key ingredient 
for early childhood education program quality. 
Play is also essential in supporting the ongo-
ing development and wellbeing of educators 
and leaders.

This year, we explored new ways of engaging 
in play as we responded to the priorities of our 
community partners. One common theme 
was building strong communities of support 
both in the classroom with students and at the 
organization with colleagues. To this end, we 
facilitated an activity that literally prompted 
participants to shift their perspective and think 
diff erently in the process of building an object. 
This activity sparked conversations around the 

limitations of any single vantage point, which 
participants then connected to the importance 
of trust, communication, and collaboration in 
their work. Educators and leaders shared openly 
about what is required for everyone to feel safe, 
comfortable, and supported. Then they would 
create similar perspective shifts for their stu-
dents to see the world in new ways.

94% of Play at the Core educators reported 
feeling more confi dent using play to sup-
port challenges that their students face in 
the classroom. Additionally, program quality 
improves when play creates change for both 
students and adults. This year’s Play at the Core 
classrooms continued to experience signifi cant 
growth in the widely used Classroom Assess-
ment Scoring System® (CLASS).

Emotional Support Classroom Organization Instructional Support
Maintains a positive environment; 
sensitive to student perspectives.

Manages behaviors, eff ective planning 
and classroom facilitation.

Supports analytical and conversational 
skills through quality feedback.



6  2016-2017 Year End Report

EARNING IS about more than gaining 
a competency or acquiring a skillset; it is 
about embarking on a journey of discov-

ery. This journey requires creating a space where 
people feel included to participate fully; feel safe 
being vulnerable about what they are struggling 
with; feel encouraged to celebrate successes; 
and feel excited to continue trying new things.

For example, the leaders in our Leadership 
Support Initiative (LSI) come together as a 
cohort to explore the common challenges they 
face in their work and the change they wish 
to see. Rather than searching for quick fi xes, 
the lifelong learning we pursue together is 
focused on addressing adaptive challenges 
that require engagement with diff erent stake-
holders and perspectives to arrive at a shared 
vision and specifi c plans for action. The cohort’s 
experiences and wisdom are documented 
through a cooperative inquiry process, and their 
fi ndings will eventually be shared with other 
early childhood leaders.

The commitment to lifelong learning demon-
strated by our communities teaches us how 
to strengthen our programming by understand-
ing gaps in our knowledge and work, and part-
nering with others so we can achieve and learn 
more together.
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USTAINABLE advances in education 
quality require the meaningful engagement 
of all stakeholders involved in a child’s life. 

This means that focusing on educators’ and 
leaders’ experiences with their colleagues and 
with families is as important as supporting their 
work with students in the classroom.

This year, for the fi rst time, we supported 
communities with planning and executing 
their own Play Days rather than directly 
implementing the Play Days ourselves. These 
experiences helped initiate deeper school-fam-
ily connections while aligning our work with 
communities’ holistic wellbeing and growth.

Moving forward, we are launching a partner-
ship with the UC Berkeley Center for the Study 
of Child Care Employment to implement their 
innovative SEQUAL survey with our educators 
and leaders. The results of the SEQUAL study 
will inform the supports we provide. Indeed, 
SEQUAL is based on the idea that examining 
and improving the environments in which early 

childhood educators and leaders work and learn 
signifi cantly enhances the quality of the educa-
tion programs. Adults are not a means to an end 
in education — like students, they matter in and 
of themselves.

As one Archdiocese Kindergarten teacher 
refl ected on her experience with us: “The most 
meaningful change was in me as a person. 
I began to believe in myself again. I am happy. 
I am able to face challenges.” The more quality 
supports in place for leaders and teachers to 
succeed, the greater the quality of education 
available to their students.
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E RECOGNIZE that 
education systems have 
played implicit and 

explicit roles in creating 
and maintaining social 
and structural inequities, 
particularly for communi-
ties of color. Our value of 
Shifting Power represents our 
aspiration to fully incorporate a 
social justice lens into our work.

This journey requires building on 
some of our current practices and rebuilding 
others. The Play at the Core team believes we 
can be stronger allies to our communities by 
being aware of how our privileges impact our 
behavior, and how those behaviors in turn 
shape the supports we off er. Supporting our 

educators and leaders in shifting 
power in their classrooms, 

organizations, and commu-
nities is part of tackling 
the challenges that are 
meaningful to them and 
we will continue to do 

this work to the best of 
our abilities.
We believe that shifting 

power, for our community part-
ners, means creating space for them 

to say whether or not that shift is occurring. It 
means creating more opportunities to celebrate 
and amplify community voices. 

We are leaving space here for all the voices not 
represented in this report because the work we 
engage in requires — and belongs to — all of us.
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• Bishop Sexton Head Start 
• Boulevard Nursery School
• Bronx Community College Early 
Childhood Center 
• Brooklyn Chinese American Association: 
43rd St, 50th St, 54th St, 8th Ave, Bayridge Ave, 
Bensonhurst Ave 
• Brownsville Early Learning Center
• Child Care Center at Lehman College 
• Child Development Center of Mosholu 
Montefiore Community Center
• La Peninsula Head Start Community 
Organization, Inc: Site 4 and 5
• Lutheran Social Services of New York:
Site 1, 2, 4, 8, 9, 11, 12, 13, 14 and Watson Ave 

NATALYA BALNOVA is a New York based illustrator, designer 
and printmaker.
She graduated from the MFA Illustration as Visual Essay 
program at the School of Visual Arts and received a BFA in 
Communication Arts from the Parsons School of Design.
Her work has been recognized by American Illustration, The 
Society of Illustrators, Print Design Annual, Art Directors Club, 
3x3 Magazine, Creative Quarterly, and Art Book Wanted.

• Santa Maria Early Childhood Center 
• SCO Family of Services:
FirstStepNYC Site and Saratoga II Site
• St. Angela Merici School 
• St. Barnabas Elementary School 
• St. Mark’s UMC Family Services Council - 
Beverley Road
• St. Peter and Paul School 
• Trabajamos Community Head Start at 
Bathgate
• Union Settlement Association:
Legget Memorial Early Childhood Center and 
Union Johnson Early Childhood Center

RENA DAYCARE CENTER



To Learn More, Please Visit: righttoplayusa.org/PlayAtTheCore

@RightToPlayUSA   #PlayAtTheCore

Follow Us on Social Media




