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Our home at Mount Royal University is situated on an ancient and storied land steeped in 
ceremony and history, which, until recently, was occupied exclusively by people indigenous 
to this place. With gratitude and reciprocity, we acknowledge the relationships to the 
land and all beings, and the songs, stories and teachings of the Siksika Nation, the Piikani 
Nation, the Kainai Nation, Îyethka Stoney Nakoda Nation (consisting of the Chiniki, 
Bearspaw and Goodstoney Nations), the people of the Tsuut’ina Nation, and the Métis.



Facilitated By
Facilitated by the Institute for Community Prosperity at Mount Royal University, in collaboration with 
Arete Initiative, the Literacy Lab (the Lab) was a multi-year social lab that brought together diverse 
community participants from across boundaries, backgrounds, and sectors to address the challenge 
of childhood literacy in Calgary. Over the course of 2 years, Lab participants dived into the patterns, 
structures, and systemic issues keeping the literacy challenge entrenched and worked collaboratively 
to design and test new approaches to addressing the issue.

Gratitude
Heartfelt thanks to our Lab Counsel and Solutions Teams, who not only contributed their time, resources, 
insights, and labour to this project, but who also embraced the complexity and uncertainty of the Lab 
journey. 

Throughout the Lab process, there were many community members, educators, and students who 
contributed to this project. Thank you for your generous contributions. 
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Arete Initiative 
The Arete Initiative is a boutique consulting firm dedicated 
to helping leaders and organizations live up to their highest 
potential by cultivating the personal and organizational 
leadership the future requires. Through a blend of strategy, 
innovation, and organizational excellence services, they 
facilitate meaningful systemic change by fostering 
collaboration.

The Literacy Lab is generously funded by an anonymous 
donor through the Calgary Foundation.

Institute for Community Prosperity 
The Institute for Community Prosperity is a hub of social 
innovation, systems-learning, and community engagement 
that bridges the knowledge, wisdom, and experience of 
community with academic learning and scholarly insight. 
We bring together community, students, and faculty from 
across disciplines, sectors and backgrounds to tackle the 
complex social and ecological challenges of our time.
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The childhood literacy challenge is complex… and urgent.

In 2012, the Supreme Court of Canada released a unanimous decision recognizing that learning to 
read is not a privilege, but a basic and essential human right (Ontario Human Rights Commission, 
2022). Literacy is the single most important skill to learn—it is the gateway to all other learning 
and a pre-determinant of many social, health, and economic outcomes (Cree et al., 2023).  
People with low literacy skills are more likely to experience poor educational outcomes, to be less 
engaged in their communities, to live in poverty, to suffer from addiction and other mental health 
challenges, to be incarcerated, and to be unemployed or underemployed (Castles, et al., 2018).

Introduction

Albertans have faced 
literacy challenges 
since childhood

1 in 5 25%
of Grade 3 children 
are not reading at 
grade level

One in five Albertans have faced literacy challenges 
since childhood (Lane, 2023). Almost half of 
working-age Albertans do not have the literacy 
skills required to perform most jobs in today’s 
economy (Lane, 2023).  In the past 20 years, the 
overall literacy rate amongst students in Alberta 
has dropped and the percentage of children who 
are functionally illiterate has almost doubled 
(O’Grady et al., 2022).  More than 1 million children 
in Canada have below grade reading skills, and 25% 
of Grade 3 children are not reading at grade level 
(Deloitte, 2020). The transition from ‘learning to 
read’ to ‘reading to learn’ occurs between the ages 
of 6 and 9.  If a child lacks proficiency in reading by 
the end of Grade 3, they will encounter significant 
obstacles for the rest of their educational journey 
(Livingston, 2018). 75% of children who do not 
overcome early literacy challenges, struggle 
throughout their lives (Deloitte, 2020).

Teacher education, complex student needs, 
outdated assessment tools and conflicting 
pedagogical approaches to teaching reading are 
all significant factors in the literacy challenge. 
However, literacy does not happen in isolation nor 
is it restricted to the educational system.  Covid-19 
learning loss has put many children behind and 
struggling to catch up (Lane, 2023).  Childhood 
trauma, domestic violence, poverty, lack of access 
to books, and the internet all affect a child’s ability 
to learn (Lloyd, 2018; McNally et al., 2023).  As we 
welcome new immigrants and refugees into our 
communities, more and more children are entering 
the school system with a range of language skills 
and varying educational needs.

Systemic inequities also contribute to the literacy 
challenge. Black, Indigenous, and children of 
colour from underserved communities have 
always been subject to a persistent gap in reading 
outcomes relative to white and more affluent peers 
(James & Turner, 2017).  Black students in Canada 
face disproportionately high rates of suspension, 
dropout, and expulsion, and are streamed into 
applied rather than academic programs (James 
& Turner, 2017).  Educational systems lack the data, 
the training, the evidence base, and the flexibility 
to adapt literacy and learning for the children 
and families most vulnerable to being left behind. 
Although this challenge is complex, it is imperative 
that collective attention is put towards it with a 
mindset of innovation and collaboration, in order 
to work in new ways and generate new ideas for 
addressing the issue.  

This is the calling of the Literacy Lab.

The Challenge & Context
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How Might We (HMW) questions help us frame a challenge so we can start exploring possibilities together. 
HMW questions were conceived by Min Basadur and popularized by the design firm IDEO and the Stanford 
d.school. The question framing is intentional and each word has significance.

How Might We... Questions

HOW MIGHT WE...?

WE reminds us that this is 
collective work that requires 
many different perspectives 
and invites us to ask: “who else 
needs to be involved?”.

MIGHT gives us permission to try things 
out—some ideas might work, some might 
not, and that is okay. Solutions might 
come from many places. The importance 
lies in trying, learning, and iterating.

HOW assumes that finding 
solutions is indeed possible.

Guiding Question

How might WE collectively ENSURE 
ALL CHILDREN in Calgary are 

READING by the END OF GRADE 3?

WE: Parents, caregivers, educators, Early Childhood 
Learning (ECL) practitioners, community programmers, 
newcomer services, policymakers, neighbours, 
neurodiversity specialists, Elders, child welfare 
workers, and so on. Every member of a community can 
contribute to the success of a child learning to read.

ENSURE: In 2012, the Supreme Court 
decided that reading is not a privilege, 
but a right. Being literate allows us to 
navigate the world in which we live, 
whether that encompasses furthering 
education, employability, or just being 
able to engage in basic sense making 
to ensure our personal and community 
wellbeing. Because literacy is a right, we 
need to support literacy in the same way 
we support meeting other basic needs.

ALL CHILDREN: Not every child has 
equal access to reading support—
social, cognitive, systemic, and 
financial challenges prevent many 
from getting the help they need. By 
naming all children as the Lab’s 
focus, we aimed to more fully 
uncover the unique structural 
barriers different children face 
rather than solely relying on the 
experiences of those who are most 
visible or well-served by current 
systems.

READING: “Reading” involves the cognitive processes of word 
recognition and language comprehension. When coordinated, 
these processes allow us to make meaning from the alphabetic 
symbols on a page (Reading Rockets, ND). Reading is a critical 
component of literacy, which also encompasses writing and 
effective communication skills (McGuire & McGuire, 2025). 

END OF GRADE 3: If a child lacks proficiency in 
reading at the end of the third grade, they’re more 
likely to experience significant obstacles for the 
rest of their educational journey (Hernandez, 
2012). After the third grade, school focus shifts from 
learning to read to reading to learn. 
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What is a Social Lab?
Social labs are an approach to addressing complex social, environmental, and economic challenges. 
Complex challenges are multi-dimensional, constantly changing, interconnected, non-linear, and.... 
messy. In a social lab, we bring together diverse participants from across traditional boundaries who 
bring different perspectives to an issue. Together, we dive into the patterns, structures, and mindsets that 
are keeping a particular challenge entrenched in order to uncover root causes and take more discerning 
action to create positive change. In the lab process, we are purposefully experimenting and learning in 
order to test, adapt, and iterate on our ideas. This approach allows us to continually reorient our work 
toward more meaningful change. Through the process, we are building trust and increasing collaboration, 
building capacities, knowledge, and skills, and co-creating solutions.

IN ESSENCE, SOCIAL LABS ARE THREE THINGS: 

SYSTEMIC: Social labs seek to understand the systems, interconnections, and 
dynamics contributing to and upholding a particular problem, rather than looking at 
a challenge in isolation.

SOCIAL: Problems cannot be solved by one individual or sector. Social labs focus on 
relationships, connections and building trust across typical boundaries. We elevate 
the participation and voices of those with lived experience with a commitment to 
collaboration and inclusion.

EXPERIMENTAL: Complex problems do not have singular or easy solutions.  In 
a social lab, creativity is used to collectively generate new ideas and co-design 
potential solutions. Through continuous experimentation, learning and improving 
on ideas we can discover something with significant impact.  

The Double Diamond Process
The Lab utilized the Service Design Double Diamond Process (Kaishin Chu) as an overarching innovation 
framework because of its prevalence in peer-reviewed innovation scholarship as well as its efficacy in 
practitioner contexts. 

Although innovation does not necessarily occur sequentially in practice, the essence of the double-
diamond model suggests that it’s critical to take deliberate and systematic steps to better understand 
the nature of the problem that is aiming to be addressed. This includes unpacking the entanglement of 
the convening question from a variety of perspectives. Often, participants learn more about the problem 
from other perspectives and, collectively, those working on the problem are more discerning about 
proposing solutions that address root causes. The second phase opens up to an exploration of the range 
of solutions that can address the entrenched problem that have been explored and, eventually, converges 
around areas that will be selected to be tested or prototyped. Often, participants learn even more about 
the root causes of the problem and potential better ways to address the problem. Ultimately, this model 
provided an overall arc of where the Lab and its participants would emphasize its attention over time, 
ensuring that learning was a priority throughout.

RESEARCH IDEATION PROTOTYPES
Learning as much as we 
can about the problem

DEFINE DEVELOP DELIVER

Exploring possible 
solutions

Trialling promising 
solutions
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Iterative Process
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Problems
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Selecting and scoping 
an important problem
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Lab Counsel 
An essential part of the first phase of the Literacy Lab was the establishment of a Lab Counsel. The 
Lab Counsel is a small group of community leaders with diverse experiences, perspectives, and 
understandings of the systems, structures, and factors that influence early childhood literacy. While the 
Design & Facilitation Team holds expertise in process design, facilitation, complex problem-solving, 
social innovation, and systems thinking, the Lab Counsel provides expertise in childhood literacy and 
a deep grounding in the community, providing connections, and helping establish relationships for 
engagement. The Lab Counsel is critical to help ground-truth any assumptions or decisions that the 
Design & Facilitation Team makes and serves as an anchor to the convening question. At its core, the Lab 
Counsel is a wisdom circle that provides ‘counsel’— it is not a steering committee, board or governing 
body (or a traditional ‘Council’).

LAB COUNSEL RESPONSIBILITIES
•	 To provide guidance, feedback, and insights throughout the Lab process

•	 To serve as community connectors—connecting diverse groups of community actors to the Lab to 
ensure wide and inclusive community engagement

•	 To participate in Lab activities such as workshops, interviews, meetings, and events

STEACY PINNEY
Calgary Reads / 
Changemaker in Residence 
MRU (formerly)

JODI NICKEL
MRU Department of 
Education

JOANNE PITMAN
Calgary Board of Education

SUZANNE TOUGH
Paediatrics and Community 
Health Sciences, University 
of Calgary

CAROLA TILTMANN
LD/ADHD Network

MEAGHON REID
Vibrant Communities 
Calgary (formerly)

EVELYN GOODSTRIKER
Educator & Traditional 
Knowledge Keeper in 
Residence, University of 
Calgary

FRANCIS BOAYKE
ActionDignity

GREG BASS
Calgary Academy

KERRY HUANG
Centre for Newcomers 
(formerly)

TALIA BELL
YW Calgary

CRYSTAL MANYFINGERS
Calgary Public Library 
Board
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Phase Overview
The Lab process is iterative and emergent. Although the overall trajectory of the process takes us from 
understanding the challenges within the system to testing and implementing solutions, we are constantly 
moving through a process of listening, observing, responding, and iterating.

Systems Mapping 
& Analysis

Identifying 
Leverage Points Prototyping

Seeing the system, 
understanding the 
complexity of the 
challenge.

Identifying areas 
of high potential 
and transformative 
change.

Co-creating 
solutions, designing 
prototypes, testing, 
adapting, and 
scaling. 

Implementation
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g/Fall 2025
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In order to better understand the complexities, connections, and unique challenges within the 
Calgary literacy context, the first phase of the Lab focused on bringing community together 
to explore and map the systemic challenges related to our convening question. This process 
included workshops, interviews, extensive document reviews and data visualization, resulting 
in a challenge map that identified key issues and challenges within the Literacy landscape in 
Calgary. Our approach aimed to centre the lived experiences and stories of people within the 
system and those impacted by the challenges. The map was vetted and validated through a 
community insights process, which led to the identification of high-potential areas for change.

To more fully understand the issue of children’s literacy as it exists in Calgary, the Literacy Lab engaged 
with diverse community members to explore the barriers, relationships, dynamics, and possible nuances 
that entrench the challenge of children not reading by the end of Grade 3. Initial community workshops 
were held to surface the experiences and perceptions, causes and implications of childhood literacy 
struggles in Calgary. The experiences of educators, child welfare workers, neurodiversity specialists, 
newcomer representatives, and other concerned community members were recorded and themed to 
better understand the major challenges within this issue.

Further workshops were held with teacher candidates to learn more about the teacher experience 
from those new to the system, and with Indigenous community members to understand their unique 
perspectives and experiences with Calgary school systems. Lab Counsel members were also interviewed 
one on one to share their expertise and experiences working with specialized populations.

In total, the Lab engaged with over 400 individuals across the Calgary community, including 
representatives from nearly 50 different organizations.

CHALLENGE MAPPING & ANALYSIS
Phase One

Community Engagement

Research
After engaging directly with community members, additional secondary research was conducted to better 
understand the challenge. While many experiences were supported by the literature, key insights also 
came from that which wasn’t present; there was a distinct lack of research surrounding the experiences 
and needs of Indigenous communities, highlighting a major gap in this system. Insight on the newcomer 
experience within the school system was also scarce. 
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After examining both the experiences of community members and existing research, the first “Challenge 
Map” was created. This map (and its  adaptations) helped the Lab Team to visualize the complexity 
and interconnectedness of childhood literacy struggles and revealed deeply entrenched and recurring 
patterns.

Several renditions of the map were created as our conversations evolved. Ultimately, a final challenge 
map was created. This map noted 115 unique challenges, all contributing to childhood literacy challenges 
in Calgary. 

In examining each of the factors, seven distinct themes emerged: 

•	 Home Environment
•	 Child’s Internal Environment
•	 Classroom Challenges
•	 Challenges in Teaching
•	 Challenges in the School System
•	 Social Factors
•	 Indigenous Perspectives

Each noted theme is made up of several, more specific sub-topics. All listed challenges reflect the 
community workshop content, relevant interview quotes, and secondary research completed throughout 
the first phase of the Lab. The map is a snapshot of the Calgary literacy landscape as it existed in the 
summer of 2024 when the initial research and engagement were conducted.

It is important to remember that complex systems are dynamic, non-linear, and constantly changing 
and, as such, a map is never complete. However, the stories and experiences shared with us through the 
interview process and workshops, along with in-depth document reviews give us a deeper understanding 
of the challenges, dynamics, and patterns within the system. 

The challenge map was revisited at the end of the Literacy Lab and lightly updated. Throughout the Lab 
process, many participants had expressed interest in the map as a snapshot of Calgary’s local literacy 
system. The Lab team decided to create an interactive, digital version of the challenge map to further 
showcase the research, participant quotes, and interconnections within Calgary’s literacy system. The 
interactive map is an open-access resource that can be found on the Institute for Community Prosperity 
website.

The interactive Challenge Map is available as a tool for exploring issues related to Childhood Literacy 
and an entry point for understanding some of the interconnections across systems. Users are encouraged 
to engage in their own research and exploration.

CLICK HERE OR SCAN 
TO EXPLORE THE MAP

CHILD'S INTERNAL ENVIRONMENT

Isolation

Parent and educators lack understanding of neurodiversity

Fear of stigma surrounding learning differences 

Mental health issues

Minoritized, stereotyped identities Self-efcacy Poor student-educator relationships

Condence and self-esteem 

Undervaluing abilities of newcomers 

Student perception of safety at school Limited early intervention for neurodiversity 

HOME ENVIRONMENT

Poverty

Economic stress 

Time poverty 

Employment challenges Employment challenges Literacy a low nancial priority 

Housing challenges

Resource inaccessibility Parental illiteracy

Lack of viewed importance of reading before school

Literacy not seen as family responsibility Parent modeled behaviour

Daycare practitioners not adequately trained to support literacy

Lack of translated materials Lack of translated materials 

Lack of translated materials Lack of funding allocated to ELL resources

INDIGENO	S �ERS�ECTIVES

Lack of knowledge of available resources

Lack of access to books in home 

Lack of access to books in community 

Intergenerational trauma

Domestic violence

Language barriers for parents

Language barriers for kids

Cultural differences in understanding system

Social differences in understanding system

Families don’t feel safe with school system Lack of Indigenous teachers

Racism in school systems

Indigenous knowledge not recognized as valuable

Inadequate and non-authentic Indigenous representation Under-utilization of Elders in classrooms

Unsuitable teaching approaches Little consideration for Indigenous student diversity

Distance between home and school

Lack of school and community connection Improper use of Indigenous funding  

Lack of overseeing Indigenous education

CLASSROOM CHALLENGES

Overcrowded classroomsLack of support for those with exceptionalities Lack of psychoeducational assessment

Lack of counselling resources Lack of classroom resources

Lack of understanding how ELL students learn

Reading as related to ELL oral literacy

Student varying reading strength

Varying classroom behavioural needs

Student learning differences in method

Limited early foundational skill help

Lack of early learning assessments for abilityIn classroom time poverty

Mandated assessments do not provide results in a timely manner

SOCIAL FACTORS

BullyingHigh screen timeSocial media Systemic and historic racism

CHALLENGES IN TEACHING

Teacher training not frequently updated with evidence emergence

Pre-service instructors teach based on opinion rather than evidence based practice

Inconsistencies in education preparation programs

Lack of public accountability

Lack of understanding in how to teach reading

Teacher inability to identify illiteracy and learning differences

Opposing views on teaching reading 

Lack of school system accountability

Lack of public awareness

Reading wars

Lack of government accountability Teacher emotional exhaustion

Poor teacher working conditions and physical exhaustion

CHALLENGES IN THE SCHOOL SYSTEM

Families feel unwelcome

Parents unaware of children’s challenges

Eurocentric classrooms

Memorization-focused approach to learning

Disconnect between education system and newcomer programs

Culturally insensitive literacy instruction

Disconnect between education system and communities

Disconnect between education system and health care systems

Disconnect between education system and daycare and ECL 

Disconnect between education system and neighbouring Indigenous 

Over-focus on education system as both problem and solution to illiteracy

C�allenge Map

Click on each theme to learn more.

Click an� explore “loops” to see 

connections across sub-themes. 

Internal Impact on Children

Eurocentric Classrooms

Unsupported Newcomer Caregivers 

H��e �age

Challenge Mapping Interactive Challenge Map

“The map is not the territory.”
Alfred Korzybski, 1981
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Using data harvested at community workshops, secondary research, and interviews, the 
Lab Team examined the patterns, relationships, and connections to identify points where 
intervention or change could potentially have transformative impact. This process included 
creating fictional narratives reflecting challenges described to us in phase one and creating 
journey maps relative to each story. Because social labs are time and resource intensive three 
areas of focus  were chosen for prototyping in phase three. Chosen areas of focus were then 
shared back to community participants to further identify potential leverage points.

Five major stories were noted throughout our workshops and research: the systemic isolation experienced 
by Indigenous children, a lack of power and inclusion faced by newcomer students, children furthest 
from opportunity entering school without foundational literacy skills, the lack of support and training to 

aid children with learning differences, and children being taught by inadequately prepared educators.

These stories were developed into “systems journeys”— fictional narratives which allowed us to zoom 
in on systemic challenges as experienced by a child. These narratives were informed by research, 
workshop results, and the shared experiences of participants. Using language and themes from the 
original challenge map, smaller, targeted maps were created to visualize the ways in which different 
barriers come together to form the complex circumstances that foster low literacy. Once crafted by the 
Lab Team, they were shared with Lab Counsel members and community members to test the accuracy 
of the entrenched journeys. 

When attempting to select which challenges to move forward with in prototyping, the following questions 

were considered:

•	 To what extent does addressing this journey hit fundamental issues across the challenge map?

•	 To what extent is this journey already being worked on in a substantive way? (Would the Lab add 
value or detract from these efforts?)

•	 To what extent are challenges in this journey especially ripe to be addressed at this time (ie. impending 
policy changes, resource availability, current socio-cultural awareness, etc.)? 

•	 Are equity deserving groups disproportionately affected in this journey? (Will work in this area 
positively impact equity-deserving groups or cause further burden?)

Journey Mapping & Narratives

IDENTIFYING LEVERAGE POINTS
Phase Two
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Three of the five narratives were selected for the solutions phase based on participant and Lab Counsel 
feedback and the current work being done to tackle each issue. Each narrative is a fictional account of 
a systemic challenge and key innovation area.

When Sami moved to Canada at 8 years old, he 
was placed in Grade 3 with kids his age. He was 
conversational in English but couldn’t read or write 
in English. He and his parents signed up for ELL 
classes soon after they came to Canada and were 
put on a one-year waitlist. One day Sami came 
home from school and mentioned to his parents 
that he had been pulled from his regular classes 
to participate in an ELL class. His parents were 
surprised by this, given that they had not been 
consulted or consented to this decision. They 
had questions and concerns to raise with Sami’s 
teacher in this regard. Both of his parents had jobs 
with long hours that didn’t have a lot of flexibility. 
They also knew that communicating their concerns 
with the teacher would be hard, given their level of 
English proficiency. It took Sami’s parents a while 
to meet with the teacher. 

In the meantime, each time Sami was pulled 
into an ELL class, he continued to miss out on 
classes like social studies and math. He found the 
ELL lessons repetitive and overly basic and was 
puzzled that neither the curriculum nor the teacher 
celebrated his ability to speak three languages. As 
he fell behind in core subjects, it was viewed as a 

Navigating Power and Inclusion as a New Canadian
Kacy’s parents carefully considered her schooling 
options, hoping to find a place that felt connected 
to their culture. Having recently moved from 
a First Nation near Calgary, they missed the 
sense of community they had left behind. They 
recognized the value of an educational experience 
grounded in Indigenous cultural norms and initially 
considered sending her to an Indigenous school. 
However, both Piitoayis and the Niitsitapi Learning 
Centre were much farther from their home than 
the local community school. Ultimately, they chose 
the community school so that Kacy didn’t have to 
spend so long on the bus every day. 

In her first week, Kacy quickly noticed that there 
were very few Indigenous children in her new 
classroom and none of the teachers or staff shared 
her cultural background either. Kacy struggled to 
make friends and some of the other children made 
jokes about her braids. Kacy’s teacher had to keep 
reminding Kacy to call her Ms. Robinson instead of 
calling her by her first name. The new school felt 
so formal and Kacy struggled to find people with 
whom she could connect. The unkind behaviour 
from classmates continued and Kacy found herself 
feeling isolated from her classmates.

Isolation of an Indigenous Child

System Narratives

lack of capability rather than the consequence of 
missing class time. His isolation from classmates 
also limited his English immersion, further slowing 
his progress.  

When his parents finally met with the teacher, 
they felt that assumptions were made about 
their intelligence and knowledge based on 
their appearance and language. Rather than 
trying to understand their concerns, they were 
lectured on the Canadian system, reinforcing 
a power imbalance. Sami’s parents left feeling 
misunderstood, and without the language skills to 
fully express their concerns, felt they had no choice 
but to accept things as they were.

When Sami’s parents told him about the meeting, 
he felt annoyed and frustrated with them—not only 
for drawing more attention to him but also for being 
unable to effectively advocate or find solutions to 
help with his struggles. Sami and his parents felt 
that, because they were racialized newcomers with 
accents, Sami did not have equitable access to 
opportunities and resources that would allow him 
to pursue his goals and participate fully with his 
peers and in his community.

As these challenges mounted, Kacy’s confidence 
began to wane. She found herself less motivated 
to engage with her reading assignments, and her 
frustration sometimes manifested as acting out 
in class. This prompted her teacher to email her 
parents, requesting a meeting to discuss Kacy’s 
progress and behaviour. For Kacy’s parents, 
this email was distressing for many reasons, but 
mainly because they felt a profound mistrust of 
the school system. They worried that this kind 
of attention at school could lead to Kacy being 
labelled or scrutinized or could trigger the family 
to be put under the microscope of social services.  
Her parents wanted to help Kacy get out of this 
feedback loop but they didn’t know how. 

Feeling their anxiety, Kacy sensed her parents’ 
distress, compounding her struggles. Gradually, 
she began to internalize doubts about her abilities, 
convincing herself that she wasn’t good enough. 
This belief further diminished her engagement 
at school, creating a troubling cycle that made it 
increasingly difficult for her to thrive academically. 
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In a working-class neighborhood, Maria is born 
into a family where both parents work multiple 
low-wage jobs and are barely making ends meet. 
Her grandparents, who have cared for her from 
infancy, provide a nurturing home but lack the 
means to expose her to high-quality early literacy 
resources. 

While some reading resources exist in Maria’s 
community, they are difficult to access. The 
nearest public library offering early literacy 
programs is oversubscribed and often attended 
by families from outside the area who can afford 
the time and expense of driving there. Affordable 
early childhood education centers are limited, with 
lengthy waiting lists, and even at $10 per day, they 
are still unaffordable for Maria’s family. 

The Overlooked Early Years
The system narratives were a tool to help Lab participants identify which parts of the stories, if properly 
addressed, could have a significant positive impact on the rest of a child’s literacy experience. After 
sharing the narratives with Lab participants and topic experts, leverage points for change were identified. 
These resulted in three focus areas for solution exploration with guiding “How Might We..” questions. 

How might we increase 
awareness around childhood 
literacy and foster a shared 
love of literacy and learning 
within Indigenous families?

How might we support families 
experiencing difficult trade-
offs to increase exposure to 
reading to pre-kindergarten 
children?

How might we increase cultural 
responsiveness in reading 
instruction for newcomer 
children?

Navigating 
Power and 

Inclusion as a 
New Canadian

The Overlooked 
Early Years

Isolation of 
an Indigenous 

Child

Her early years lack exposure to books, interactive 
language-building activities and a language-
enriched environment, which are crucial for 
literacy development, leaving Maria with a lower 
vocabulary than her peers. 

By the time Maria begins kindergarten, she is 
already at a disadvantage. Her teachers notice 
her struggles and seek a psychoeducational 
assessment, however the school does not have 
funding to provide one for free and her family 
cannot afford a private assessment. By the end 
of third grade, Maria cannot read at third grade 
level and, unfortunately, the system has failed to 
intervene during critical early years. 

Identifying Leverage Points  
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The third phase of the Lab became experimental with the introduction of ideating and 
prototyping—where we can generate new ideas, design, test, and iterate in order to discover 
potentially transformative solutions. 

After further exploring challenge areas, participants proposed new, bold ideas that had the 
potential to be transformative solutions. They then joined Solution Teams to collaboratively 
design, test, and iterate these ideas. Teams carried out prototypes of their proposed solutions 
to further test assumptions surrounding what may or may not be successful in tackling unique 
barriers to literacy. 

“A prototype is a tool that gives you a chance to investigate your ideas and 
explore what could, should, or would come next, whether you are designing 
a new product, working out a new routine, or rearranging your furniture.  It’s 
a modest tool for the lofty goal of testing the future, or for at least testing a 
question you have about your future.”

Stanford d.school: This is a Prototype?

“Prototyping is about making ideas visual and tangible.  It’s a low cost version 
of an idea that can be tested, tweaked and made better with feedback… 
In social labs, prototyping is a key approach to developing, testing and 
improving on an idea at an early stage before many resources are committed 
to implementation.”

MaRS: Living Guide to Social Innovation Labs

Prior to hosting further community engagement, past Lab participants were sent three solution briefs; 
each brief outlined the context and challenge of a chosen area of focus and invited community members 
to consider potential solutions to each specific HMW question.

With our three guiding questions in mind, the Lab hosted multiple community engagement workshops 
to explore potential solutions for each leverage point. Past participants, and new invitees with expertise 
in the chosen areas, were invited to share their thoughts and generate ideas by use of “Bold Idea” cards 
that responded to each areas’ HMW question. Participants voted on different ideas and attended further 
workshops to flesh out potential solutions. Ultimately, four solutions were identified by both participants 
and lab team members as having high potential for impact through prototyping.

Solution Briefs

A Solution Team is a small, focused group—typically up to six members—who work collaboratively to 
experiment, test, and refine a solution idea. These teams form a core part of an innovation process, 
playing a hands-on role in developing and experimenting with real-world prototypes or "tests" of proposed 
solutions.

Our aim was to work closely and iteratively, learning from small experiments and adapting the approach 
for a more refined test in the future. Each team was supported by a dedicated coach from the Lab 
Team, but the core responsibility for planning and executing activities rested with the team members 
themselves.

PROCESS 
The main objective of the Solution Teams was to design and implement a small-scale ‘test’ of the solution, 

then learn and adapt the idea for a second test in the Fall. 

This included:  

•	 Scoping and selecting an appropriate prototype to test assumptions behind the named concept

•	 Preparing and executing that test—developing invitations, recruiting participants, organizing 
logistics, and facilitating the event

•	 Reflecting on the outcomes of the test and adapting the concept in preparation for a second iteration 
in the Fall

•	 Presenting insights and outcomes at the Literacy Lab year-end showcase.

Solution Team Formation

PROTOTYPING
Phase Three
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PROTOTYPE 1

Understanding 
Schools in Calgary
The “Understanding Schools in Calgary” Solution Team was made up of six individuals from the Calgary 
community: two work for local newcomer-serving organizations; one participant runs a microschool 
focused on providing individualized learning support for third-culture students; two team members work 
for organizations focused on youth empowerment, one specifically supporting BIPOC youth; and one 
participant works as a service designer for the Calgary Public Library.

Focus Area: Navigating Power and Inclusion as a New Canadian

Behnaz Hakimzada
Centre for Newcomers

Ihuaku Azuma-Awoyo 
Blossom Microschool

Kate Schutz
Calgary Public Library

Latifa Majidi
Empowering Future, 

Building Communities Society

Luz Buritica
Canadian Immigrant 
Women’s Association

Musap Abdel
Struggle Is 

Your Success

Solution Team Members
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Differing cultural norms, unfamiliar expectations of the education system, and language 
barriers are preventing many newcomer caregivers from fully understanding how 
Calgary’s school system works. As a result, many parents feel unable to participate 
meaningfully in their children’s education or to advocate for their well-being and success. 
These challenges not only hinder the learning of newcomer children, but also affect their 
confidence and self-esteem, creating significant barriers to their long-term success.

The Challenge

By providing caregivers with relevant information on how to engage 
with Alberta school systems, we will increase their capacity to support 
their children in literacy development as well as other subjects.

The Hypothesis/Idea

•	 CPL and CBFY Collaboration: This prototype revealed a natural partnership between the Calgary 
Public Library (CPL) and the Calgary Bridge Foundation for Youth (CBFY). Future sessions of CBFY’s 
Get Ready for School! program could be hosted and co-facilitated by the library. The additional 
literacy-specific resources shared by the library throughout prototyping filled an information gap 
and were very valued by session attendees.

•	 CBFY and CIWA Collaboration: Future partnership between CBFY and the Canadian Immigrant 
Women’s Association (CIWA) may also be of benefit to the newcomer community. CIWA offers an 
existing in-house childcare option and serves a large number of newcomer parents who could benefit 
from the Get Ready for School! content. This model could be adopted by any newcomer-serving 
organization (i.e. Centre for Newcomers).

•	 Online Delivery: Prototyping also suggested the value of trialing online information delivery. Hosting 
online sessions would remove transportation barriers and would offer an efficient way to segment 
participants by their first language, the age of their children, and their school board.

The Potential 

This prototype team…
•	 Reached out to a newcomer-serving 

community partner, Centre for Newcomers 
(CFN), and identified a specific subset of 
their clients to reach out to (Arabic-speaking 
newcomer parents with young children in the 
CBE school system).

•	 Partnered with organizations that 
provide the information about school that 
caregivers need (Calgary Bridge Foundation 
for Youth (CBFY) with its Get Ready For 
School! program, and Calgary Public Library 
(CPL) with its array of multi-lingual literacy 
resources) to provide this information at an 
interactive information session.

•	 Planned to remove barriers to participation, 
including delivering the session in Arabic, 
providing on-site childcare, choosing an 
accessible, familiar location, and providing 
refreshments.

•	 Hosted the session at Centre  for Newcomers 
(engaged ~15 parents/caregivers and 20 
children)

•	 Conducted a dedicated team debrief to 
identify key learnings and feedback from 
participants.

•	 Planned a second prototype based on 
learnings. 

•	 Partnered with another newcomer-serving 
organization and hosted the session in a 
different location.

The Prototype Process

•	 The content delivered was necessary and relevant; parents/caregivers were very 
engaged.

•	 Partner organizations and prototype participants asked about future sessions, 
suggesting that the prototype was helpful and desirable. CBFY, CFN, and CPL may 
seek further opportunities to partner on delivering similar sessions.

•	 Participants had a clear sense of trust with CFN and its people, programs and location. 
This approach was helpful for recruiting and created a safe place for participants to 
share the vulnerable challenges they were experiencing. It was also clearly helpful 
to have the session delivered in the participants' first language.

•	 Interactive sessions are very important. Despite the large amount of content to cover, 
working through the real challenges faced by parents/caregivers was enlightening 
and necessary to improve delivery and build awareness around these issues.

The Learning
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PROTOTYPE 2

Indigenous Lit Kit
The “Indigenous Lit Kit” Solution Team had three core members and an advisory council. One participant 
works with families through a not-for-profit, Indigenous-led organization providing support services to 
Indigenous families. The other team member works as the executive director of a non-profit focused on 
free educational program delivery, specifically targeting child and adult literacy. Team coach Latasha 
Calf Robe was also thoroughly involved in the solution development for this team. She works as a social 
impact facilitator supporting both Indigenous and non-Indigenous organizations systems leadership 
and transformative change. 

This group also had continued community input and engagement throughout its prototyping process 
from Indigenous Elders, educators, and programmers who gave crucial feedback as this prototype was 
developed. This included support from Natalie Wynn-Dempsey; founder of the Little Wonders program, 
who was essential in grounding this solution idea in reciprocity, care, and Indigenous values. 

Focus Area: Isolation of an Indigenous Child

Kristina Cancillar
Miskanawah

Teal Dratowany
Further Education Society

Solution Team Members

38 Literacy Lab 39Final Summary Report



Many programs, curricula, and learning resources are eurocentrically designed and 
delivered. Access points for culturally integrated learning and connections to community 
are particularly challenging for Indigenous students and parents/caregivers. Indigenous 
parents tend to feel unsure of how to engage in literacy practices with their children in 
ways that feel authentic, fun, and connected to their culture.

The Challenge

In creating an accessible, family-led online tool that explicitly 
connects literacy to different Indigenous pedagogies, Indigenous 
families will be able to further integrate literacy activities into 
their day to day lives. A caregiver’s capacity will be built and a 
child’s early literacy skills will be strengthened.

The Hypothesis/Idea

This prototype team…
•	 Identified existing programs that the tool could provide value to and possibly live with long 

term (Little Wonders Program).
•	 Sourced and revised a list of tools and resources to be included in the online lit kit.
•	 Connected with an information designer, web designer, and partner programmer to plan 

for a website that could be tested by Indigenous caregivers and could be accessible to a 
variety of programs.

•	 Developed the prototype website and shared it with partner program participants for 
feedback.

•	 Integrated feedback into the tool.

The Prototype Process

•	 Change does not happen overnight—small steps make big changes over time.
•	 “Accessibility” needs to reflect the needs of the end user, and will change over time.
•	 Ideas need to be people and context specific and it takes time to understand this. 

The prototype needed to evolve as more learning occurred. 
•	 Community partners are essential for both connecting with the audience and 

understanding their needs.
•	 Different organizations with complementary skills and expertise can partner to 

create powerful tools.
•	 Meaningful community relationships grow with time and it takes dedicated effort.
•	 Cultural inclusivity is more than just visibility—it is design, process and connection 

as well. 

The Learning

•	 Widespread Access: The Literacy Kit has the potential to be a useful 
resource for Indigenous communities across the province. Further 
building out the website to provide a more robust selection of family 
literacy resources could be taken on by another organization.

•	 Tailoring to Programs: The site as it exists was made in collaboration 
with Natalie Wynn-Dempsey, through Miskanawah’s “Little Wonders” 
program. The Literacy Kit could be tailored to individual Indigenous 
literacy programs, embedding specific songs and activities to reflect 
the ongoings of different programming.

The Potential
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PROTOTYPE 3

Festival of 
Early Words
The team for the “Festival of Early Words” proposal was made up of six past participants. Three had 
backgrounds in elementary education: one now working specifically in the learning differences space, 
another in pre-service teacher education, and the third is an Indigenous Elder now working as a cultural 
advisor. Another member, previously an early childhood educator (ECE), works as an early childhood 
education professor. The other two individuals had backgrounds in systems and change management, 
one of whom currently works at a different literacy-specific organization in the city. 

One solution proposed by community members was a “Festival of Early Words”. This would be an accessible, 
inclusive event with tents, food trucks, booths, and other festival elements that focus on interacting with 
young children on language acquisition tasks. These could extend beyond reading text (e.g. singing, 
puppets, theatre, storytelling, etc.). The event would engage existing organizations supporting literacy 
in the city, and would focus its support on families furthest from opportunity. 

Focus Area: The Overlooked Early Years

Carola Tiltman
LD/ADHD Network

Jodi Nickel
Mount Royal University, 

Department of Education

Cassandra Wyatt
Kids Literacy Collective

Evelyn Good Striker
Calgary Public 
Library Board

Juanita Brandt
Juanita Brandt 

Creative

Nancy Espetveidt
Mount Royal University, 
Faculty of Child Studies

Solution Team Members
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Many families do not have the resources or time to sufficiently engage in early literacy 
practices with their children before they start formal schooling. Limited books in the 
home, a lack of language rich environments, and insufficient parental knowledge are just 
a few major issues. Even when caregivers do understand the importance of early literacy, 
many families are facing difficult trade-offs that make it challenging to prioritize early 
exposure to literacy for young children. 

The Challenge

By increasing caregivers’ knowledge and providing practical strategies for creating rich 
language environments at home, parents will be able to better support their children’s early 
learning journeys. Effectively removing barriers to participate in an event that celebrates all 
forms of literacy for young children will help families furthest from opportunity to learn about 
best practices in supporting early learning skills.

The Hypothesis/Idea

Based on the learnings from prototyping, this group sees three main potential pathways for 
this concept: 

•	 Large-scale Festival of Early Words: With the right resources, timeline, and 
organizational collaboration, host an actual Festival of Early Words utilizing the 
learnings gained through the Lab. 

•	 Literacy Hub: Create a one-stop shop for all literacy supports in the city. This might 
mean creating an online resource hub, hosting a pop-up table at locations where 
families already are and providing brochures for different accessible programming, etc.

•	 Trusted Intermediaries: Work with organizations not typically associated with literacy 
(i.e. hockey coaches, hairdressers, grocers, etc.) that are already connected to families. 
Provide them with tips and resources for them to pass on to families.

The Potential

This prototype team…
•	 Collectively prioritized key elements of a successful “Festival” including 

activities that meaningfully expand caregivers understanding of literacy. 
•	 Identified a community partner hosting an event that was excited to allow 

the prototype to be setup at (Monterey Park Community Association’s annual 
stampede breakfast).

•	 Setup and hosted the session (engaged ~30 parents/caregivers and ~50 kids).
•	 Conducted a structured team debrief to identify key learnings.
•	 Planned additional prototypes in an effort to further understand key 

assumptions from the Festival prototype that were outstanding from the first 
prototype.

The Prototype Process

•	 In a neighbourhood-wide event, it can be challenging to ascertain if 
the key audience is being engaged with. Working with a trusted partner 
organization that works directly with the audience is helpful.

•	 Consider activities that are both individual and collective in order to 
effectively engage the parents/caregivers. Parents tended to step away 
when children engaged in activities.

•	 Generating a very small prototype creates challenges testing the wider 
benefits from other organizations working together.

•	 It’s easy to overlook the unique needs of a specific audience when planning 
an event. Efforts to broaden the event for greater inclusivity can sometimes 
dilute its focus and leave the intended audience overlooked.

The Learning
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PROTOTYPE 4
AI Chatbot
The team for the “Generative AI Chatbot” solution had two members. Matt, the Lab Steward, conveyed 
the conceptual framework of the project to software developer Andrew Thomson. Andrew built the tech 
stack and programmed the chatbot with Matt as an advisor.

Creating a Generative AI chatbot that draws on programs, events and resources from literacy 
organizations’ websites will be a tool that newcomers can use to get up-to-date information on literacy 
resources that are based on their needs. The chatbot would also be less costly to maintain compared to 
traditional approaches (e.g. managing a database or creating an ecosystem map).

Matt Mayer
Arete Initiative

Andrew Thomson
Software Developer

Solution Team Members

CLICK HERE OR SCAN TO SEE 
HOW THE CHATBOT WORKS
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Many newcomer caregivers, caseworkers, and other support groups may not know the 
extent of resources available to them and may miss out on opportunities to support 
their child. At the same time, new organizations are formed and existing programs are 
added, changed, or removed. Online database resources for newcomers tend to not have 
extensive literacy resources and are expensive and cumbersome to maintain.

The Challenge

Creating a Generative AI chatbot that draws on programs, events, 
and resources from literacy organizations’ websites will be a tool that 
newcomers can use to access up-to-date information on literacy 
events, programs, and resources that are based on their needs. The 
chatbot would also be less costly to maintain compared to traditional 
approaches (e.g. managing a database or creating an ecosystem map).

The Hypothesis/Idea

This prototype team…
•	 Discussed the feasibility of the challenge with a software developer and conceptualized 

a GenAI solution.
•	 Gathered a list of local literacy organizations in the city that provide literacy services 

to newcomers.
•	 Selected the technology stack and inputted the local organizations into a prototype.
•	 Tested the tool with Literacy Lab Team, individuals working directly with newcomers, 

newcomers themselves, and seasoned literacy practitioners (~15 individuals)
•	 Integrated feedback from tests where appropriate with prototype scope, triaging 

additional features where needed.
•	 Discussed the utility of the tool with relevant literacy organizations to pass along for 

further investment and software development.

The Prototype Process
•	 Centering the users and being confident about the problem the 

technology aims to solve is critical in the discovery process
•	 Early feedback from a variety of perspectives is helpful, especially with 

prospective users. For example, it was realized that the translated text in 
Hindi was speaking too formally and at a very advanced level which was 
not the case when engaging in English.

•	 Costs still exist to maintain the tool as it must be updated with new local 
organizations or programs. Additionally, the “tokens” drawn to use the 
tool must be updated.

The Learning

•	 Newcomers may experience greater empowerment when using a tool like this as it 
has the potential to work in multiple languages, can provide highly contextualized 
information to each user, and will automatically update.

•	 Newcomers may require resources not offered by the organization servicing them. This 
tool could help the literacy organizations help the user navigate the literacy system 
based on what they need at any given moment.

•	 The tool is currently designed to help newcomers, however, could easily be adapted to 
other sub-categories (e.g. neurodiverse children) or aggregated to broader categories 
(e.g. all literacy needs for children that are in Grade 3 or younger).

The Potential
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The Calgary Public Library formally accepted a proposal from a Solution Team member to continue the 
work of the Understanding Schools in Calgary prototype. It will be fully operationalized in the coming 
months in collaboration with the Calgary Bridge Foundation for Youth.

Understanding Schools

Miskanawah, the broader organizational collaborator for the Indigenous Literacy Kit, has agreed to fully 
steward the project moving forward. They will build out and continue to utilize the online Lit Kit in their 
programming as they see fit.

Indigenous Lit Kit

CHECK OUT THE STORY LODGE WEBSITE
WWW.THESTORYLODGE.CA

Prototype 
Implementation
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Social labs are about challenging mindsets and doing things differently. The complex problems 
that social labs seek to address do not have simple answers nor are the pathways straightforward. 
Throughout the Lab journey we are constantly trying new things, failing, learning, changing 
approaches, and moving forward.

We learn as much about the process of innovation and collaboration as we do about the issue 
at the centre of the Lab. We are continuously unearthing tensions and surfacing new questions.

Beyond the “Usual Suspects” 

WHAT DID WE LEARN ABOUT THE LITERACY 
LANDSCAPE IN THIS PROCESS?

Literacy truly impacts every part of a community. An important part of this Lab was bringing as many 
diverse perspectives to the table as possible; rather than only consulting educators or working with 
organizations with clear mandates for literacy. The Lab collaborated with those impacted by low literacy, 
those with different lived experience, and those who saw the system and its challenges in diverse ways. 
Every experience with literacy is nuanced and by seeking out the stories and perspectives of those beyond 
“the usual suspects”, we gained a deeper understanding of the many touchpoints literacy has in Calgary. 
When these voices are not accounted for, our understanding of the systemic challenges is incomplete. 

How might we collectively ensure that frequently overlooked voices are 
included in community conversations and solutions work? How might 
we better honour the perspectives of those historically excluded from 
literacy and education spaces?

Organizational Partner

“The Lab created space for people to express needs thoughtfully and respectfully, 
and to feel represented and cared for in the process. That kind of environment 
is rare, and it makes meaningful, lasting work possible.”

Solution Team Member“You have to have the voices of the community you seek to reach in developing 
prototypes.”

Learning & 
Reflection
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The Literacy Landscape 
is Full of Blind Spots

Over the course of the Lab, we heard repeatedly that people were unaware of the work being done by other 
organizations in support of literacy. Several participants noted that a highlight of the Lab was getting to 
make connections with those from other organizations that shared similar projects, goals, or priorities. 
The challenge revealed the extent of blind spots and disconnection across Calgary’s literacy ecosystem. 
It became apparent that more opportunities need to be created to bring together organizations and 
community members working across the system.

Cooperation within the literacy ecosystem is paramount to change. This applies to organizational 
collaboration, but also extends to awareness and partnership across systems that extend beyond 
education. More trusted partners means broader cooperation and synergized action, but this is made 
difficult when cross-community awareness is missing. 

How might we further illuminate systemic blind spots to create more 
intentional and effective collaboration?

Solution Team Member
“Many organizations are doing similar work and we could be so much more 

effective by working collectively and sharing resources.”
Solution Team Member“Network and collaboration is key to achieve success.”

Literacy as a Both/And Problem
Childhood literacy is a multi-faceted issue. Many perspectives on root causes, barriers, and solutions are 
deeply entrenched (as exemplified by the ongoing “Reading Wars”). Entrenched perspectives posed a 
challenge in the Lab process. The Lab had an incredible assortment of knowledgeable professionals and 
changemakers that represented a breadth of perspectives on childhood literacy. While some participants 
were very passionate about new approaches,  others felt frustrated by the choices made. In prototyping, 
we found that in order to engage effectively with the challenge, looking at the problem from multiple 
perspectives and giving each fair consideration was necessary, albeit challenging. 

The literacy landscape is full of fixed mindsets that may prevent or challenge the ability to examine 
the system in a different way. Complex challenges are difficult to loosen and, like literacy, require us to 
embrace the both/and mindset in order to explore new possibilities for action and problem solving—even 
when it challenges what we know. In holding on too tightly, we fail to acknowledge the full extent of the 
problem and limit our ability to generate new approaches and solutions. 

How might we more fully evaluate entrenched community challenges 
to broaden perspectives and shift mindsets?

Organizational Partner

“The Lab helped surface a deeper question: How do we make learning to read 
something families and children genuinely enjoy together? When literacy is 
joyful, relational, and confidence-building, it opens doors to a child’s gifts 
and sense of possibility. Reading then becomes a bridge, not just to academic 
success, but to belonging, imagination, and connection. ”

Organizational Partner

“The most challenging part for me was surrendering ego and truly practicing 
humility. The process asked me to hold something with care, and then be willing 
to open it up for feedback, guidance, and shared ownership. That requires 
trust, appreciation for others’ expertise, and a willingness to be changed by 
the process, not just affirmed by it.”
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WHAT ARE WE LEARNING ABOUT SOCIAL LABS?

Battling Perfectionism & 
Managing Expectations

The lab process is unique and challenges our typical ways of working. In the thick of prototyping, 
participants who do not have a grounded understanding of social innovation work may feel defeated. 
Experiences from this Lab high-lighted the importance of checking in with participants around what we 
are (and are not) doing. Social labs are not meant to solve problems in their entirety, they are designed to 
shift patterns. Ensuring participants understand this helps to prevent feelings of failure when prototyping 
does not go as expected. Failure is success when learnings are mobilized toward change. 

In future labs, prioritizing unpacking the elements of social innovation and prototyping for participants 
more fully may combat perfectionism and prevent debilitating frustration.

How might we better prepare and support participants engaging with 
prototyping and systems change work for the first time? How might we 
equip them for frustration and “failure”?

Solution Team Member

“Once we had decided on [the initial idea], I felt like that was our job. I felt like 
a failure.  We were entrusted to do it and we aren’t even close. I felt like we let 
everyone down… I was not prepared for failure. I felt like I was half drowning the 
second year.”

Lab Team Member“We need to create the conditions for folks to not let perfection get in the way 
of [prototyping].”

Labs Can’t Do it All
Social labs are time and resource intensive and because of this we simply are not able to dive deeply into 
every aspect of the challenge. The process of choosing areas of focus for the Lab was not about ranking 
areas of importance. This, we discovered, was incredibly subjective from participant to participant, from 
expert to expert. Rather, the process sought to identify systemic blind spots. What areas of this problem 
are overlooked? Where can we shift patterns in new ways? 

Too Slow... and Too Fast
The Literacy Lab spanned two years; some periods felt incredibly slow, while others flew by. Several 
Solution and Lab Team members noted how quickly time seemed to pass once we began prototyping. 
Shorter timelines do create urgency and this can be helpful for creativity and spurring action. However, 
when timelines become such a pressure that important work is rushed through or participants experience 
significant stress, they must be reevaluated. 

We are pre-programmed to jump into solutions. Complex problems require a level of patience in order 
to see below the surface. Taking time with a problem allows participants the opportunity to become 
immersed, allow for relational processes, and go beyond usual ways of evaluating challenges and their 
solutions. 

How might we balance action, reflection, and thoughtful process? 

Organizational Partner

“What I found most valuable was that the process took time… this Lab allowed 
us to slow down, include community voices, and create something preventative 
rather than reactive. That pace honoured the complexity of literacy, culture, 
and family life, and it reflected a genuine care for doing the work well and in a 
good way.”

Solution Team Member
“We went from broad learning to super narrow learning too quickly. It felt like we 

lost some ideas along the way. It felt like we were racing. ”
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Time Commitments are Difficult!
The Lab Counsel and Solution Team members were deeply committed to the process. Having said this, the 
reality of work that is largely volunteer is that people cannot always invest the time that a lab may demand. 
People are committed to the issue but it is difficult to continuously carve out hours in busy schedules. 
The time spent learning with one another through this process was a gift, but also had the potential to 
become burdensome. Because prototyping moved swiftly, missing one meeting meant falling behind. 
Disconnection became a challenge. As with other social labs, figuring out how to best engage with and 
honour the time of our participants is an important question we continue to explore.

How might we create a lab process that provides the time and space 
needed to build authentic relationships, challenge and break through 
entrenched mindsets, and create space for creative problem solving, 
while not burdening otherwise already overstretched participants?

Solution Team Member

“Like most group work that you aren’t mandated to do (that is “off the side of your 
desk) some folks can commit more and are more invested than others. Decision 
makers from each organization need to be actively involved to push the work to 
a place of operationalization. ”

Solution Team Member
“Some people came once in a while, but threw the conversations out of whack. 

They didn’t follow the evolution. We restarted and didn’t get anywhere.”

Creating Opportunities for 
Connection

Online meetings are the most convenient for many participants, but some reflected that they became 
isolating. In phase one, we were regularly gathering and discussing. The lack of in-person meetings and 
gatherings during phase two may have been a disservice to Solution Team members and impeded idea 
generation. Creating opportunities for connection amidst competing schedules should be considered 
in future labs.

How might we provide opportunities for meaningful, in-person 
engagement without overwhelming the busy schedules of participants?

Solution Team Member
“I wish I had known that other teams were going through wobbles.  It would have 

been good to connect with other teams. Solution teams were isolated.”

Solution Team Member

“Real engagement is still a barrier (people are looking for shortcuts to human 
engagement), but connection cannot be short cut. It is not an advantage to our 
civic society.”
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Literacy Lab Showcase The Design & Facilitation Team and Solution Teams hosted community members, partners, educators, 
and supporters at the Central Library for the Literacy Lab Showcase. The Showcase was an opportunity for 
Solution Teams to share their prototypes and insights with community and celebrate the their hard work.
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Community 
Connections

 Clinique Del
Education

ECL Network

Monterey Park 
Community 
Association

Juanita Brandt 
Creative Inc

Phoenix 
Foundation
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“When literacy is joyful, relational, and 
confidence-building, it opens doors to 
a child’s gifts and sense of possibility. 
Reading then becomes a bridge, not just 
to academic success, but to belonging, 
imagination, and connection.”

Organizational Partner


