Professional Supervision:
Reducing Risks in the
Environment

A supplementary resource to
the Practice Note: Professional
Supervision of Children

The College of Early Childhood Educators published
the Practice Note: Professional Supervision of
Children (2019) to support Registered Early Childhood
Educators (RECESs) in understanding that professional
supervision requires them to pay close attention

to children, the environment and relevant details
about children and families. Providing safe and
supportive supervision also involves RECEs using
their professional judgment when considering the
many factors (i.e., people, places, policies, practices)
that inform and influence the effectiveness of their
supervision strategies.

One in three concerns received by the College

relates to inadequate supervision of children. This
supplementary resource focuses on strategies to
reduce risks and support professional supervision in

a variety of environments where children learn and
play. While risks can arise in any setting, they are often
heightened outdoors, such as on playgrounds, in yards
or during field trips.

The Code of Ethics and Standards of Practice (Code
and Standards), particularly Standard lIll, C.2, C.5
and C.8, outline RECESs’ responsibilities for safe,
appropriate and responsive supervision.
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RECEs are expected to:

Recognize the benefits
and limitations of physical
environments

Provide engaging, inclusive,
safe and accessible
environments

Minimize potential hazards
through proactive design and
monitoring’

Apply effective observation,
documentation and monitoring
techniques

Know and track the number of
children in their care at all times

' Visit the College of Early Childhood Educators’ Discipline and Fitness to Practise Hearings Office website

to review the Discipline Committee decision regarding Mackenzie, Sophia (2017), which highlights that
RECEs are to inspect indoor and outdoor environments and take appropriate action to prevent injury.
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https://www.college-ece.ca/en/Documents/Practice_Note_Professional_Supervision.pdf
https://www.college-ece.ca/en/Documents/Practice_Note_Professional_Supervision.pdf
https://www.college-ece.ca/members/code-and-standards/
https://www.hearings-ece.ca/cases/past-cases

Key areas of focus

Highlighted below are important aspects of appropriate professional supervision in the physical
environment.
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conditions

{ o
{Jo> v =
@ V=

Ensuring safe and Assessing and improving
supportive transitions strategies
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Identifying hazards

Recognizing and addressing potential safety risks

A in all environments before they can cause harm.

While risks may occur anywhere, they are often more common outdoors.

RECEs ensure that learning environments comply with safety, health and accessibility
legislation by actively observing and monitoring conditions. They avoid exposing children
to harmful or unsafe situations and position themselves where they can effectively see,
hear and scan the entire space. For example, in areas where children may hide, RECEs
adjust supervision practices or the environment to eliminate blind spots.

Unattended hazards, such as broken gates, unlocked doors or unsafe classroom
equipment, can create serious safety risks. RECEs must maintain full awareness of their
surroundings and inspect entrances, exits and play areas from all angles. These hazards
must be identified and addressed immediately to prevent harm. Safe and appropriate
supervision requires a proactive, alert and responsive approach at all times.

Conducting playground inspections

RECEs have a professional responsibility to inspect outdoor environments and take
immediate, appropriate action to prevent injury. If a hazard such as a broken gate or
damaged equipment is identified, it must be reported and dealt with without delay. RECEs
must demonstrate a clear understanding of their role in maintaining a safe space, both
indoors and outdoors, by being proactive and responsive in addressing unsafe conditions.

When to inspect:
+ Daily before use
» After weather events (e.g., rain, wind, snow) that may affect conditions
+ Following repairs or maintenance
* As needed based on observed concerns

How to inspect:
+ Use a standardized checklist
* Walk the perimeter, checking entry/exit safety
+ Assess equipment stability, surfacing and fencing
* Remove or block off any hazards immediately
+ Document and report issues immediately

+ Communicate with colleagues to ensure they are aware of conditions, issues, or
hazards and can respond appropriately
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Common hazards in the outdoor environments:

Broken or loose equipment (e.g., swings, slides, bolts)

Uneven or slippery surfaces (e.g., ice, mud, wet grass)

Sharp objects or debris (e.g., glass, metal, sticks)

Inadequate or damaged surfacing material (e.g., worn rubber, exposed concrete)
Blind spots and obstructed views (e.g., sheds, trees, corners, climbing structures)
Animal waste, insect nests or natural allergens

Unsecured fencing or gates left open

Weather-related hazards (e.g., standing water, extreme heat, windblown debris)

Maintaining environmental
awareness

Remaining attentive to children and surroundings
through active scanning and situational awareness.

The role of an RECE extends beyond physical presence. It involves a deep understanding
of the responsibilities tied to ensuring children’s safety, well-being and learning. Professional
supervision requires RECEs to remain attentive, assess risks continuously, respond
promptly to hazards, and position themselves intentionally according to children’s needs
and the environment.

Engaging, play-based environments support effective professional supervision by holding
children’s attention and reducing the likelihood of unsafe behaviours driven by boredom
or frustration. Purposefully designed spaces foster curiosity, exploration and collaboration
while helping to minimize risks.
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Using professional judgment to adapt supervision
strategies based on changes in weather, group
composition or activities.

Professional supervision also means anticipating needs and being responsive to
children’s cues and environmental changes. RECEs are expected to monitor the
environment continuously, assess when additional support or intervention may be
required, and work collaboratively with colleagues to ensure the environment is safe,
secure, healthy and inviting for all children and families.

RECEs should determine where they are most needed by observing children’s
behaviour and adjusting positioning based on risk level and visibility. When an RECE
is aware of a reported hazard, elevated caution and alertness are required. If the
known danger raises concerns about the RECE’s ability to adequately supervise,

an appropriate solution in some cases may be to avoid taking children to that space
altogether until the issue is fixed.

Outdoor environment supervision

Outdoor environments provide rich learning opportunities but also introduce unique
risks. RECEs have an obligation to ensure safety in these spaces by being proactive
and responsive. They must supervise with intention, responsiveness and awareness to
support children’s exploration and autonomy while ensuring safety.

Key principles for outdoor supervision:
* Actively observe all children at all times
* Regularly scan the entire space
* Anticipate and respond to risks before harm occurs
» Position yourself with clear sightlines
* Move frequently to eliminate blind spots
*  When working with multiple staff, spread out to cover the entire area
* Rotate positions with colleagues and stay alert to changes in the environment

» Ensure consistent and ongoing supervision of high-risk areas (e.g., climbing
equipment, sandbox, water play)
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Inspect the space before use and respond to hazards

Look for broken equipment, debris, weather-related hazards and unsecured gates
Remove hazards immediately or block access and report the issue

Engage with children while maintaining situational awareness

Adjust your approach based on children’s needs, play choices and emerging risks
Consider how materials, equipment and weather impact supervision needs

Proactively manage pick-ups and drop-offs (e.g., post reminders to close/latch
doors/gates, assign a door/gate monitor)

Complete a headcount immediately after any entry/exit activity

Avoid passive supervision (e.g., distracted cellphone or tablet use or lengthy
staff conversations)

Avoid becoming absorbed in administrative tasks or unrelated duties in outdoor
environments

Supervision in unfamiliar environments (e.g., field trips):

Conduct a brief risk scan of the route/site (e.g., traffic, water, construction,
uneven surfaces)

Confirm roles (e.g., lead/mid/sweep; crossing lead; who carries first aid/meds/
emergency info)

Tighten ratios; use small groups with fixed buddies and a consistent adult
Choose safer routes over shorter ones; avoid high-risk areas

Conduct headcounts at all transitions (e.g., depart/arrive, crossings, venue
entries/exits)

Pause, reroute, or return if conditions change or supervision cannot be
maintained safely

On arrival, complete a quick site sweep (e.g., exits, washrooms, hazards).
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Communicating with clarity

Collaborating with colleagues to ensure shared
responsibility, prevent gaps in supervision and
support coordinated responses.

Clear, consistent communication among colleagues is essential for safe supervision.
RECEs use appropriate tools, such as walkie-talkies, to stay connected and ensure
timely responses to children’s needs or safety concerns. A shared understanding of
roles and responsibilities enables consistent supervision and promotes a culture of
accountability and support within the team.

RECEs play an important role in supporting each other by:

Clearly communicating expectations regarding supervision responsibilities
Maintaining consistent communication before, during and after transitions
Explicitly communicating headcounts and confirming attendance during staff
transitions (e.g., when leaving for or returning from a break)

Engaging in shared reflection and role clarification to strengthen collective
practice

Supporting new or supply staff in becoming familiar with routines, policies
and relevant information about children and families (e.g., allergies, interests,
capabilities)

Encouraging new or supply staff to seek clarification when unsure of their
responsibilities

Establishing and clarifying realistic expectations regarding responsibilities
Encouraging ongoing dialogue and responding to questions about individual
roles within the team
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Planning and managing movement between spaces
in ways that prioritize safety, minimize disruption and
respond to children’s needs.

Transitions between environments, whether indoors or outdoors, are high-risk moments
that require heightened attention, communication and planning. RECEs have a
responsibility to ensure that transitions are safe, unrushed, and responsive to children’s
needs. They must consider how the environment affects children during daily care
routines and transitions and implement strategies to ensure sufficient time for safe and
supportive transitions while maintaining professional supervision.

RECEs are expected to:

+ Know all transitions and routines, propose improvements and communicate
changes clearly

+ Confirm attendance, conduct headcounts and environmental scans regularly and
before, during and after transitions

+ Communicate clearly with colleagues about who is supervising which children—
avoid assumptions

» Share relevant information received from families and colleagues

* Know which children are new to the group or may need additional support

» Transition in small groups that reflect children’s ages and capabilities

* Increase adult-to-child ratios if needed based on the group and environment

* Be aware of and check potential hazards such as, but not limited to, small hideaways,
sheds, under playground equipment and stairways, entrances/exits and gates

* Pay close attention to new or unfamiliar environments or routines

* Remain particularly attentive during drop-off and pick-up times, especially when
these occur outdoors, as children may be arriving and leaving the centre while
supervision responsibilities are shared among colleagues

* Anticipate and respond to challenges when the group is moving to another space

+ Stay present and focused during transitional moments

RECEs know that planned, organized transitions make it easier to supervise and support
children. When routines change, RECEs effectively communicate with colleagues,
children and families to help ensure that transitions are smooth, environments are safe
and welcoming, and professional supervision is maintained.
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Assessing and improving
strategies

Engaging in individual and team reflection to
evaluate supervision practices and strengthen
future approaches.

RECEs must also demonstrate a strong understanding of their ethical and legislative
obligations, including knowing and applying workplace policies and procedures
(Standard IV), especially in cases where these conflict with workplace expectations.
Reflection on these obligations should include consideration of how different
environments shape supervision needs and risks.

Role of supervisors and employers

Supervisors should ensure that all team members, particularly those new to the setting,
are supported in understanding supervision of children protocols and expectations.

When RECEs have a clear understanding of their job responsibilities and those of
their colleagues, they make well-informed decisions about supervision of children,
observation, documentation and reporting. By fostering collaboration, RECEs can
share mutual and differing areas of concern, clarify roles and support one another to
strengthen supervision practices.

Supervisors and employers also play an important role in:

» Ensuring that daily inspections of indoor and outdoor environments are completed
and that any identified hazards are addressed immediately

» Confirming that headcounts are occurring regularly, are documented, and are
reviewed with the team

» Providing additional staffing support during higher-risk times, such as transitions,
outdoor play, or drop-off and pick-up periods

* Monitoring that protocols are consistently followed and offering coaching or
clarification as needed
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Self-Reflection Questions
Use these guiding questions to assess and improve your professional supervision practices:

+ How do | decide where to position myself in the environment (indoors, outdoors or during
transitions)? Am | able to see all children at all times? If not, how can | adapt?

* What hazards do | commonly see in our spaces and how do | address them?

* How do we prepare for and supervise transitions effectively?

1 O \ Professional Supervision: Reducing Risks in the Environment | October 2025



+ How do we support new or supply staff in understanding their supervision roles?

* Have | been distracted during supervision? How can | improve?

Additional resources to support your learning

For more information on your responsibilities related to professional supervision of children review the
following resources from the College:

» Case Study 8: Balancing Supervisory Responsibilities

* Practice Guideline: Communication and Collaboration: Section 3

* Practice Note: Professional Judgment

* Practice Note: Professional Supervision

e Scenario: Communication & Collaboration

» Standards in Practice series: Standard Ill: Safety, Health and Well-Being

»  Supporting Children’s Safety through Professional Supervision

1 1 \ Professional Supervision: Reducing Risks in the Environment | October 2025


https://www.college-ece.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/CS8_Balancing-Needs-A-Supervisors-Support.pdf
https://www.college-ece.ca/practice-guideline-on-communication-and-collaboration-section-3-2/
https://www.college-ece.ca/en/Documents/Practice_Note_Professional_Judgement.pdf
https://www.college-ece.ca/en/Documents/Practice_Note_Professional_Supervision.pdf
https://www.college-ece.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Scenario_communication_collaboration-1.pdf
https://www.college-ece.ca/members/standard-iii-safety-health-and-well-being/
https://www.college-ece.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Supporting_Children_Safety_through_Professional_Supervision_EN.pdf
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