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From borrowing to localization: Implementing the pyramid model in
a Canadian early childhood context
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Abstract: This study examines the implementation of the U.S.-developed Pyramid

Model for Promoting Social-Emotional Competence in Infants and Young Children withina  Atticle History

Canadian early learning and childcare context, using Policy Borrowing and Lending ~Received: 17 November 2025
Theory as the guiding framework. Drawing on three waves of focus group interviews ~/Accepted: 21 June 2026

with 18 early childhood educators and 10 Pyramid Model coaches conducted between

2023 and 2025, the study explores how a globally disseminated, evidence-based —Keywords

intervention was adapted and localized within a provincially regulated early learning Pyramid model; Policy
system in a Canadian province. Findings reveal that the transfer of the Pyramid Model ~ Porrowing and lending;
involved far more than procedural training or technical implementation. Instead, the Early learning and child care;
process required reconciling structural and curricular differences between the Cross-national transfer; Cultural
imported model and the province's early learning curriculum framework, navigating adaptation

linguistic and cultural gaps across bilingual communities, and exercising professional

agency to reinterpret and indigenize the model in practice. Educators and coaches

engaged in active negotiation—filtering, translating, and hybridizing elements of the

model to ensure cultural relevance and pedagogical coherence. By situating these

findings within Policy Borrowing and Lending Theory's conceptual categories of

cultural misalignment, local reinterpretation, and resistance, this study contributes to

broader understandings of educational borrowing in early childhood policy. It

underscores that effective cross-national transfer of evidence-based frameworks

depends not only on fidelity to design but also on contextual responsiveness, cultural

translation, and the empowerment of local practitioners as co-creators of innovation.

Introduction

Over the past decades, Canada's early learning and childcare (ELCC) landscape has undergone
significant transformations, marked by substantial government investments, shifts in governance, and
efforts to integrate childcare with education (Arias de Sanchez, et al., 2021). For instance, the Federal
Secretariat on Early Learning and Child Care, announced in the federal government's 2020 Fall Economic
Statement, aims to enhance governmental capacity and engage stakeholders to deliver childcarepolicy
analysis for a nationwide ELCC system. Beginning in 2018, the Government of Canada has committed $100
million over a decade to foster innovative practices in early learning and childcare through the Early
Learning and Child Care Innovation Program. A critical focus of these advancements has been the
development of innovative pedagogical frameworks and policies; however, cohesive and relevant training
for early childhood educators (ECEs) remains a challenge (Arias de Sanchez & Li, 2025; Bierman &
Motamedi, 2015; Darling-Hammond et al., 2019; Hyson & Tomlinson, 2014; Sheridan et al., 2010; Zinsser et
al., 2015). This lack of professional development is particularly true regarding training aimed at supporting
young children's socio-emotional competencies.

Acquiring healthy socio-emotional skills early in life is foundational for humans' self-regulation,
social problem-solving, well-being, academic success, and positive life outcomes (Barton & Smith, 2015;
Braund & Timmons, 2021; Ledford et al., 2019; Montroy et al., 2016). A lack of socio-emotional capacities
in childhood can lead to increased risk of negative behaviours, such as aggression and poor academic
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performance, which in turn can influence later stages in life by limiting educational and employment
opportunities and increasing the likelihood of mental health issues (Denham & Brown, 2010; Jones et al.,
2015). These issues can hinder the development of critical life skills, negatively impacting personal
relationships and overall well-being into adulthood (Moffitt et al., 2011). Research indicates that ECEs hold
a fundamental role in providing healthy and supportive conditions that are crucial for young children's
socio-emotional development and overall well-being (Denham et al., 2012; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009;
Raver, 2002). However, previous studies have shown that ECEs' responses to young children's behaviours
often tend to be reactive and insufficient in achieving sustained behavioural improvements (Gilliam, 2005;
Hemmeter et al., 2006; Raver, 2002).

In response to the need to enhance ECEs' professional development and their capacity to foster
young children's social-emotional competence in a Canadian province, the provincial early childhood
association proposes a re-conceptualization of professional development for ECEs in their province using
the US-based Pyramid Model for Promoting Social Emotional Competence in Infants and Young Children (PM)
(Fox et al.,, 2003). The PM is an evidence-based framework that encompasses three tiers of socio-emotional
promoting practices: nurturing relationships and supportive environments, targeted social-emotional
supports, and intensive interventions (Fox et al., 2010; Hemmeter & Fox, 2009); Hemmeter et al., 2006, ,
2013, 2021). It also incorporates a Practice-Based Coaching (PBC) approach, which utilizes observation,
reflection, and collaborative coaching to facilitate collaboration between ECEs and PM coaches, as well as
the implementation of PM practices in real educational settings (Snyder et al., 2015). Extensive US based
research supports the PM's effectiveness in improving socio-emotional competencies and educator
practices across various educational settings (Fox et al., 2003; Fox & Hemmeter, 2009; Hemmeter et al., 2016,
2021; Ohl et al.,, 2013; Snyder & Hemmeter, 2015; Swalwell & McLean, 2021). Our research team was
commissioned to conduct an independent, third-party evaluation of this provincial innovation initiative

Although evidence-based frameworks such as the PM have demonstrated positive outcomes in
multiple US contexts, the educational transfer of such frameworks across national boundaries often entails
significant systemic and cultural challenges (Phillips & Ochs, 2004; Steiner-Khamsi & Waamsi, 2012). In the
Canadian province involved in this study, ELCC are underpinned by values of play-based, child-led
pedagogy, bilingual inclusion, and outdoor learning, which may diverge from the structured, hierarchical
design of the US-based PM. Adapting the PM, therefore, entails more than technical training—it requires
aligning evidence-based practices with local pedagogical values and provincial early learning standards.

A central framework in comparative education for understanding educational transfer is Policy
Borrowing and Lending theory (PBLT) (Phillips & Ochs, 2004; Steiner-Khamsi, 2014; Portnoi, 2016; Seleznyov
etal., 2021). This theory posits that educational reforms are rarely transferred intact across contexts; instead,
their implementation is inevitably mediated by challenges of cultural misalignment, local reinterpretation,
and resistance. Although the PM has garnered increasing international attention, there is a scarcity of
research that investigates its implementation through this theoretical lens. This study, situated within a
large initiative evaluation project, focuses specifically on how key stakeholders- ECEs and PM coaches-
experienced the implementation challenges encountered when translating the PM into a Canadian context.
The study presents a unique situational opportunity, as participants were required to use two different
teaching models simultaneously throughout the project: the PM and the provincial early learning
framework. By framing the analysis through educational transfer and policy borrowing perspectives, this
study contributes to broader debates on how evidence-based practices are adapted, resisted, or indigenized
— meaning that imported evidence-based practices are reinterpreted and reshaped to align with local
cultural values, pedagogical traditions, and institutional realities — in early childhood education across
diverse national settings.

The dataset used in this study is part of a larger longitudinal action research project on the
implementation of the PM in a Canadian context. While the broader project collected both qualitative and
quantitative data, this paper focuses specifically on the qualitative data from three cycles of focus group
interviews.
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The Pyramid Model in Early Childhood Education

The Pyramid Model (PM) is a widely recognized framework that aims to enhance children's social-
emotional development while addressing behavioural concerns in early childhood settings (Hemmeter et
al., 2006; Fox & Hemmeter, 2009). The model is structured as a tiered system of support that progressively
intensifies depending on children's needs. At the foundational level, universal strategies emphasize the
importance of warm, responsive relationships and the creation of supportive environments for all children.
The second tier provides targeted practices for children who may be at risk of social-emotional difficulties,
while the third tier offers individualized, intensive interventions for those exhibiting persistent behavioural
challenges, see figure 1. Implementation of the PM is accompanied by a suite of fidelity and monitoring
tools, including behavioural screening instruments, observation checklists, and progress-tracking systems.
Research across a range of US early childhood contexts has consistently demonstrated the model's
effectiveness. Although the PM was originally developed in the United States and much of its evidence
base remains U.S.-based (Fox et al., 2003; Hemmeter et al., 2016, 2021; Ohl et al., 2013; Snyder et al., 2015),
a small but growing body of international research has also emerged (e.g. Swalwell & McLean, 2021)).
Studies have reported improvements in children's social-emotional skills, reductions in challenging
behaviours, and enhanced professional practices among educators who implement the PM. Beyond child
outcomes, the PM has also been positioned as a professional development tool that supports educators in
applying structured, evidence-based strategies to complex classroom challenges.

Figure 1.
Pyramid Model Structure

Intensive Intervention

Targeted Social-Emotional
Supports

(for children at risk)

Universal Supports

(warm, responsive relationships and supportive
environments)

As noted above, the PM consolidates a set of evidence-based practices that have been demonstrated
to be effective in promoting young children's social-emotional competence, and it provides a range of tools
to support implementation. Beyond these practices and tools, the PM also incorporates Practice-Based
Coaching (PBC), an approach that has become one of the core mechanisms through which the model
achieves its effectiveness. According to Snyder et al. (2015), in PM, PBC is conceptualized as a cyclical
process designed to enhance preschool teachers' implementation of evidence-based instructional practices,
with the ultimate aim of improving children's developmental outcomes. Unlike other coaching models in
early childhood, PBC is distinguished by its explicit emphasis on observable and measurable teaching
practices—specific teacher behaviours that shape the physical, temporal, interactional, or instructional
environment to foster children's competence, adaptation, and learning. Similar to the broader PM
literature, the evidence base for PBC has been developed primarily in U.S. early childhood settings. Overall,
these investigations indicate that PBC supports the uptake of PM practices in early childhood settings
across diverse formats, i with some studies reporting teacher implementation levels as high as 88-100%
(Artman-Meeker et al., 2014, 2022; Baughan et al., 2019; Fettig & Artman-Meeker, 2016; Fox et al., 2011;
Golden et al., 2021, 2024; Hemmeter et al., 2015; Snyder et al., 2015; Taylor et al., 2024).

Research examining the PM implementation in international settings remains sparse. Studies
conducted outside the U.S. are limited in both number and breadth, leaving considerable uncertainty about
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how the model is interpreted, adapted, and sustained across varied educational systems, policy
environments, and cultural contexts. This gap is especially noteworthy given the growing international
interest in evidence-based approaches to social-emotional learning, and it provides a compelling rationale
for investigating Pyramid Model implementation in the Canadian context.

Educational Transfer and Transfer-In Conflicts

In comparative education, educational transfer is broadly defined as the cross-national movement of
educational knowledge, practices, and institutions, highlighting how norms and practices circulate and
take shape across different educational contexts (Beech, 2006; Beech & Larsen, 2014; Eisemon, 1977;
Klerides, 2014). Until the 1970s, educational transfer was typically conceptualized as a linear, chronological
process (Beech, 2006). In this model, a local problem was first identified, followed by the search for potential
solutions in foreign educational systems. A proven — or at least perceived as successful — institution or
practice was then adapted and applied in the new context (Beech, 2006). Variations in this process were
primarily determined by agency, depending on whether the transfer was initiated voluntarily by the
borrowing country or imposed by external authorities, resulting in non-voluntary transfer (Beech, 2006;
Klerides, 2014).

Several mechanisms shape how ideas and practices travel across contexts. First, networks of
communication facilitate transfer through cross-national linkages among educators. Within these
networks, a small cadre of "innovators" in the receiving community —often closely aligned with foreign
colleagues—act as mediators or brokers, diffusing external norms and practices to secondary groups
(Eisemon, 1977). Second, the process is mediated by status and deference. Differences in perceived prestige
between donor and recipient systems play a decisive role. Donor models may derive legitimacy either from
colonial legacies or from the attribution of a nation's social and economic "success" to its educational
arrangements (Eisemon, 1977). Such asymmetries frequently produce deference, visible when recipient
communities rely on foreign expertise or cite international publications as authoritative sources (Eisemon,
1977). Third, transfer is never a neutral process but involves filtering, adaptation, and contestation. Foreign
practices are selectively appropriated, resisted, or indigenized in light of pre-existing cultural and
pedagogical beliefs (Beech, 2006;). These dynamics often give rise to transfer-in conflicts, where imported
models clash with entrenched traditions or local priorities. For instance, prevailing conceptions of learning
within the recipient country may fundamentally reshape the interpretation and application of external
instructional methods (Eisemon, 1977). Such conflicts highlight that the outcomes of transfer are contingent
and unpredictable (Beech, 2006).

Educational transfer offers a valuable lens for examining how educational models operate in contexts
marked by transfer-in conflicts—that is, tensions that arise when an externally developed framework
encounters local educational values and practices (Rappleye & Paulson, 2007). The present study represents
such a case, as the PM was introduced from U.S. communities into a Canadian context. While our previous
work (Arias de Sanchez & Li, 2025) explored philosophical tensions between the imported and local
frameworks, the current analysis focuses on the additional conflicts that emerged during implementation.

Policy Borrowing and Lending Theory

This investigation employs Policy Borrowing and Lending Theory (PBLT) to examine the difficulties
that emerged when transferring the PM from the United States to a Canadian province. Policy Borrowing
and Lending Theory is a framework within comparative education that examines how educational policies,
reforms, or practices travel across national contexts and how they are subsequently selected, adapted, or
resisted. Unlike the broader notion of "policy transfer," the concept emphasizes the political and economic
drivers underlying these movements (Cowen, 2012; Phillips & Ochs, 2004; Portnoi, 2016; Steiner-Khamsi &
Waldow, 2012). It conceptualizes borrowing as a purposive act of adopting foreign models, while lending
highlights the ways governments or global organizations disseminate their policies, often situated along a
continuum from voluntary lesson-drawing to coercive imposition (Portnoi, 2016). Phillips and Ochs (2004)
proposed a four-stage model—cross-national attraction, decision, implementation, and indigenization—to
describe the cyclical process through which borrowed policies are contextualized and internalized.
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Ultimately, the theory underscores that educational borrowing is never neutral but shaped by legitimacy-
seeking, political production, and the complexities of local adaptation (Steiner-Khamsi, 2014; Morris, 2013).
The implementation phase of this theoretical model is particularly significant, as it involves the practical
application of imported policies and their subsequent recontextualization within different sociocultural
and institutional environments.

The literature frequently identifies three implementation challenges in the cross-national transfer of
educational policies. First, cultural misalignment occurs when the design of a borrowed policy conflicts
with the values and pedagogical traditions of the receiving system, undermining implementation integrity
and producing unintended adaptations; the Japanese Lesson Study, for instance, aligns with Japan's
cultural orientations but faces resistance in more "feminine" cultural contexts (Seleznyov et al., 2021).
Second, local reinterpretation highlights that borrowed policies are never transplanted wholesale but are
actively translated, indigenized, and hybridized to fit domestic "socio-logic"; this process may include the
strategic "hijacking" of international discourses for local purposes (Phillips & Ochs, 2004; Portnoi, 2016;
Silova, 2005; Steiner-Khamsi, 2014). Third, resistance reflects the agency of significant actors who block or
dilute reforms, often by arguing that contexts are not sufficiently comparable ("yes, but..."), or by opposing
externally imposed policies associated with coercive lending from global institutions (Phillips & Ochs,
2004; Portnoi, 2016; Steiner-Khamsi, 2014).

In this study, we employ Policy Borrowing and Lending Theory as the theoretical lens to examine
the implementation of PM within a Canadian context. Rather than addressing the complete borrowing
cycle, the focus is on implementation challenges—including cultural misalignments, local
reinterpretations, and resistance—which shape how the PM was negotiated, adapted, and potentially
indigenized (that is, reinterpreted and re-embedded within local cultural and institutional contexts) in
practice (Phillips & Ochs, 2004; Portnoi, 2016; Seleznyov et al., 2021; Steiner-Khamsi, 2014).

A Canadian Early Learning Context

This study was situated in an Atlantic Canadian province where a provincially mandated curriculum
framework guides ELCC. The framework emphasizes play-based, child-led, and inclusive pedagogies,
reflecting an interpretivist orientation that values holistic development, multiple ways of knowing, and
educators' interpretive role in co-constructing learning experiences. Documentation practices such as
learning stories and pedagogical narration reinforce this perspective by privileging qualitative,
contextualized understandings of children's growth.

These provincial values both align with and diverge from the US-based PM. Elements of the PM,
such as nurturing relationships and supportive environments, resonate with the province's holistic
priorities. At the same time, its structured tiers of intervention and emphasis on measurable outcomes sit
in tension with the emergent, child-driven ethos of the provincial framework. The resulting dynamic
creates both possibilities for complementarity and risks of philosophical misalignment during
implementation (Arias de Sanchez & Li, 2025).

Beyond pedagogical considerations, the broader provincial context also shapes the transfer of the
PM. This region is marked not only by its maritime heritage, Francophone communities, and Indigenous
cultural presence, but also by its policy emphasis on play-based learning, bilingual inclusion, and outdoor
education. While some of these priorities may also be present in many US early childhood settings, their
particular configuration within the provincial curriculum framework shapes how educators interpret and
implement educational initiatives. For example, the strong emphasis on child-led and play-based learning
may create tensions with PM practices that are perceived as more structured or prescriptive. Similarly, the
province's bilingual and culturally diverse context introduces challenges that extend beyond direct
translation, requiring educators and coaches to adapt terminology, examples, and communication
strategies to ensure cultural and linguistic relevance. The province's early childhood curriculum
framework was one of the first developed in Canada. Although its primary purpose was to provide a
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common pedagogical language, it has also evolved over the years into a tool for empowerment and ECE
autonomy.

Method
Research Design and Approach

This study is situated within a larger provincial evaluation project that employs a mixed-methods
design (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Morse, 2016) framed by an action research methodology (McNiff,
2016; Reason & Bradbury, 2008). Action research is particularly appropriate for this context as it integrates
action and reflection with the explicit aim of improving practice (Cohen et al., 2007). The larger project was
structured to unfold across three iterative cycles—plan, act, observe, and reflect (see figure 2; Kemmis et al.,
2014; Stringer, 2014) —conducted between 2023 and 2025. Each cycle lasted between three to four months
and generated data that informed both immediate practice adjustments and ongoing research insights,
thereby creating a feedback loop between implementation and reflection.

Figure 2.
Action Research Design

Identifying an area for Implementing the planned
improvement and designing a strategy within the real-world
practical strategy context
Analyzing results to gain Gathering data and monitoring
insights and refine future actions the effects of the implementation

At the end of each AR cycle, participants engaged in focus group interviews (Krueger & Casey, 2015).
Separate focus groups were held for ECEs and PM coaches to ensure participants could speak openly about
their experiences without concern for hierarchical influence. This separation also enabled comparative
analysis of the perspectives of practitioners directly implementing the PM and those providing coaching
support. As previously indicated, this paper focuses on the data from the three cycles of focus group
interviews. The interview questions were derived from the data collected in each AR cycle. All interviews
were semi-structured and flexible (Fontana & Frey, 2000), enabling the research team to follow up on
unanticipated insights raised by participants. This adaptability was crucial for investigating challenges in
cultural transfer, as it enabled participants to articulate evolving interpretations and resistances as the
implementation unfolded.

Reflection data generated during the focus group cycles informed subsequent PM implementations,
creating an ongoing AR process of adaptation and refinement through which action and reflection
continuously informed one another. Further, participants' voices, through the presence of focus groups,
facilitated the co-construction of shared meanings about the PM and, in alignment with AR democratic
principles, included perspectives that otherwise would have been missing from the PM provincial leaders.

Action Research Cycles

Cycle 1 focused on initial implementation and exploration. Educators and coaches participated in
PM professional development training provided through the provincial implementation initiative prior to
beginning classroom implementation. During the first cycle, educators and coaches worked collaboratively

358



From borrowing to localization: Implementing the pyramid model...

to implement PM practices within their early learning settings. At the end of the cycle, the first round of
focus groups lasted approximately 2.5 to 3 hours and were designed to explore participants' initial
encounters with the PM, focusing on perceived strengths and areas of misalignment. The focus group
interviews identified a range of implementation challenges, including tensions between the PM and the
provincial curriculum framework, language barriers, and difficulties adapting resources to local contexts.

Cycle 2 focused on negotiating challenges and refining implementation. Building on issues identified
in the first cycle, educators and coaches worked collaboratively to address emerging concerns while
continuing implementation. Particular attention was given to navigating curriculum alignment,
responding to linguistic and cultural challenges, and adapting PM practices and materials to better fit local
educational realities.. The focus groups at the end of this cycle lasted approximately 90 minutes and
provided opportunities to evaluate emerging adaptations and identify additional areas requiring
modification.

Cycle 3 focused on localization, ownership, and sustainability. As implementation matured,
participants increasingly shifted their attention from adopting the PM to integrating it within existing
pedagogical approaches and community contexts. The focus groups lasted 60 to 90 minutes. Discussions
during this focus groups highlighted growing professional ownership of the model and efforts to develop
locally meaningful approaches that maintained the core intentions of the PM while aligning with provincial
values and practices.

To enhance methodological transparency, Table 1 provides an overview of the three action research
cycles, including their focus, key activities, participant roles, and sources of reflection and data collection.
This overview illustrates how implementation evolved across cycles and how ongoing reflection informed
subsequent adaptations.

Table 1
Overview of the Three Action Research Cycles

Cycle Focus Key Activities Role of Coaches Role of ECEs

Initial ?I‘lltlal tramm.g, class.room Supported 1mPlementat10n Introduced PM practices
Cycle1 . implementation, action through coaching, . .

Implementation and . . . and identified
(2023 - 2024) R planning, observation, and observation, feedback, and . .

Exploration . . . implementation challenges

reflection collaborative goal setting

Negotiating Contlm%ed 1rnplern.entah0n, Provided ongoing coaching, Refined implementation
Cycle 2 Challenges and adaptation of practices, feedback, and support for ractices and responded to
(2024) Refining collaborative problem- adapting practices to local P . P

. . . emerging challenges

Implementation solving, and reflection needs

Localization Contextualization of Supported local adaptation,  Integrated PM practices into
Cycle3 Ownershi /an d practices, localization of sustainability efforts, and local pedagogical
(2024 - 2025) Sustainability materials, sustainability continued professional approaches and reflected on

planning, and reflection

learning

long-term use

Participants and Sampling

Participants were recruited in partnership with the provincial ECE association using purposive
sampling strategies (Patton, 2015). Recruitment targeted both ECEs and coaches who had received training
in the PM, ensuring that participants had direct experience with the implementation process. Care was
taken to include educators from across the province's counties, representing both rural and urban contexts
as well as English- and French-speaking communities. This sampling strategy was intended to capture a
range of perspectives relevant to the cultural transfer of an imported framework, recognizing that language
diversity and geographic context are key dimensions of implementation.

In total, 10 PM coaches and 18 ECEs consented to participate in the study. Each coach was assigned
to work with one to five ECEs under the PBC coaching model (Snyder et al., 2015). The study received
ethics approval from the university research ethics board in August 2023, with renewal granted in 2024.
All participants were provided with detailed information outlining the purpose of the study, procedures,

359



Li LING & Gabriela ARIAS de SANCHEZ

potential risks, and confidentiality safeguards. Written informed consent was obtained from all
participants prior to their involvement in the study. Participation was entirely voluntary, and participants
retained the right to withdraw at any time.

While the participant group remained stable during the first two waves of data collection, turnover
occurred in the third wave as several ECEs and coaches left their positions and were replaced by new staff.
To ensure comparability across cycles, only those who had participated in the first two rounds were invited
to join the third wave of focus groups. This approach facilitated a longitudinal perspective on participants'
experiences while acknowledging the dynamic nature of the ELCC workforce.

Data Analysis

All focus group interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim and supplemented by
field notes documenting group dynamics and contextual observations, ensuring a rich dataset for
subsequent thematic analysis. Transcripts were analyzed thematically following an iterative process of
open coding, categorization, and theme development (Naeem et al., 2023). Two members of the research
team independently conducted initial rounds of coding to ensure analytic rigour. Emerging codes were
compared during peer debriefing sessions, and discrepancies were resolved through consensus. This
process resulted in the creation of a shared coding framework that was refined across subsequent
transcripts, allowing for both consistency and flexibility as new insights emerged.

Initial codes captured participants’ experiences related to curriculum alignment, language and
cultural relevance, adaptation practices, professional autonomy, and implementation challenges. These
codes were subsequently grouped into broader analytic categories through constant comparison across
transcripts and focus group rounds.

PBLT was then used as a sensitizing theoretical framework (Bowen, 2006) to support interpretation
of the emerging categories. Specifically, the concepts of cultural misalignment, local reinterpretation, and
resistance informed the examination of how educators and coaches experienced, negotiated, and adapted
the PM within the Canadian early learning context. Rather than imposing predetermined theoretical
categories, the research team moved iteratively between the data and the theoretical framework, refining
themes through ongoing comparison and discussion. To enhance analytic transparency, Table 2 provides
examples of how initial codes were grouped into broader analytic categories and subsequently interpreted
through the lens of PBLT.

Cross-cycle comparisons were conducted to examine how participants' interpretations shifted over
time. This analytic strategy ensured that findings not only highlighted static challenges but also illuminated
the ongoing negotiation of meaning as educators and coaches engaged with the PM within a Canadian
context. The final themes reflected both participants’ lived experiences and key concerns identified in the
educational transfer literature.

Table 2

Examples of Coding Development and Theoretical Interpretation
Representative Quote Initial Code Analytic Category PBLT Interpretation
F;f:necieiources arenotin Lack of French resources  Linguistic barriers Cultural misalignment

“We were adapting the language

. . Rewriting materials Adaptation of materials Local reinterpretation
in those forms.
“Take what we know. But make
it P Ownership of the model Professional agency Resistance / Indigenization
it ours.
Findings

Tensions between the Pyramid Model and the Local Pedagogical Framework

A central challenge in implementing PM in a Canadian context involved reconciling a structured,
externally developed intervention framework with the province's locally designed early learning
curriculum framework (hereinafter referred to as the curriculum). While the PM provided a set of tiered
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strategies, fidelity measures, and coaching protocols, the curriculum promoted open-ended, inquiry-based,
and relational pedagogies that emphasize children's agency and educators' professional autonomy.
Participants described the difficulty of aligning two systems that were organized around different
paradigms (Arias de Sanchez & Li, 2025) of how learning and development should occur. As one educator
observed,

"The structure [of the PM] gives you confidence. But then the openness [of the curriculum] is like — a way of
expressing your understanding and your knowledge."

Educators and coaches repeatedly noted that the PM's prescriptive components—such as its
structured routines and data-driven tools— conflicted with the curriculum's flexible, reflective, and child-
centred orientation. For example, educators noted that the PM prioritized emotional regulation and
problem-solving but left less room for emergent curriculum planning. As one coach explained,

"Some educators felt like they were taking steps backwards...,"

while another described the U.S.-based approach as more “teacher-led,” even when it encourages children's
“free choice.” An educator similarly reflected on the difficulty of connecting the two frameworks in practice:

"We value emergent and incidental learning...the PM is not authentic.”

Coaches further explained that these tensions created uncertainty among staff:

"Educators often saw these (the PM and the local curriculum) as separate approaches rather than complementary."

The absence of clear documentation connecting the two frameworks or explaining how PM practices
could be integrated into curriculum-based programming made the implementation fragmented at times.
For some educators, these differences created a sense of dissonance in practice, and although they valued
the consistency and structure introduced by the PM, they also felt constrained by the need to follow
prescribed steps. Others saw opportunities to blend approaches by embedding PM strategies into existing
routines, thereby maintaining the curriculum's child-led spirit. Overall, participants described the process
of figuring out how the two fit together as one of the most challenging aspects of implementation. The
tension between a standardized, imported model and a contextually rooted curriculum framework
revealed how the transfer of educational early childhood innovations involves not only adopting new
practices but also negotiating their place within established pedagogical cultures.

Navigating Language and Cultural Gaps

Beyond pedagogical differences, educators and coaches encountered significant linguistic and
cultural gaps that complicated the transfer of a U.S.-developed educational model into the Canadian
context's bilingual and community-based early learning culture. French-speaking educators consistently
identified the absence of French-language resources as a major barrier. One educator stated plainly,

"The resources are not in French. So that is definitely a limitation."

Coaches supporting francophone centers described the translation process as slow and incomplete,
noting that they often had to translate documents themselves. In some cases, the translation implied that
coaches needed to modify terminology, examples, and explanations to ensure that concepts were
meaningful within local linguistic contexts. As one bilingual coach put it,

"By the time [translation] comes back, we've moved to something different.”
Another coach emphasized the ongoing workload this issue created, noting,

"It's also a lot of work for us supporting French-speaking centers, because most of the educators do not speak English
atall."

Language and cultural gaps created a sense of distance between the PM design and educators'
everyday realities. These gaps blurred the boundaries between professional learning and translation work,
as participants continually adapted materials, engaging in an ongoing process of cultural translation for
bridging conceptual, linguistic, and value-based differences.
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These gaps extended beyond language to encompass broader cultural assumptions embedded in the
PM. Participants emphasized that many of the training materials, videos, and visuals were based on
American classroom contexts that did not resemble the province's centers.

"Culture is left completely out of the Pyramid,"

one coach remarked, expressing frustration that a program devoted to social-emotional learning omitted
cultural diversity and inclusion. This matter was also evident in the complexity of some of the English
words used by the PM, which at times appeared to dismiss the presence of English Language learners who
compose the multicultural Canadian early childhood classrooms. As one coach stressed,

"For example, the interview questions for the TIPTOs observation tool... it has come to my attention that the way it's
worded, especially for those dual language learners, is tricky."

Another coach reflected that

"certain practices might be a little bit less relevant in Canada—or even in the province—because we value certain
things differently,"

highlighting how localized pedagogical values shaped educators' responses to imported frameworks.
Specifically, some coaches noted that these differences were grounded in ECEs' beliefs about children's
self-regulation, co-regulation, educator authority, and child-centred practices. An educator similarly noted,
“the cultural piece so far... past all of that,” referring to the need to filter out culturally distant examples in
U.S. materials. Cultural misalignments were also present in most of the PM visual tools (such as
photographs of children and schedules); according to participants, these tools did not represent Canadian
classrooms' ethnic groups, thus limiting engagement,

“"We want to see children represented. Children can connect more when they can see themselves."

Furthermore, ECEs and PM coaches noted that many of the practices targeted by the PM and its
observation tools (TPOT/TPITOS) occur in indoor classroom settings, hence not adequately reflecting core
local practices of outdoor learning. As one educator explained,

"When they're doing TPOT [observations], they couldn't observe you outside, whereas some of our richest moments
and teaching happen outdoors."

Another coach echoed this concern, suggesting

"they should adapt it to match the province a little bit more, and do the mealtimes and the outdoor learning,"
reinforcing that these moments are integral to the province's educational philosophy.
Reinterpreting and Localizing the Model in Practice

Despite these tensions, the agency of educators and coaches in reinterpreting and localizing the PM
to fit the Canadian province's early childhood education context became a fundamental aspect of
adaptation. Rather than rejecting the model outright, participants actively experimented with ways to
adapt its strategies, materials, and language in an effort to make them culturally relevant. For example,
educators working with infants and toddlers noted that the PM model's activities and language often had
to be simplified or restructured. One educator described this process:

"I'm in the baby room and I feel like I just stick with like three things [from the PM guidelines] because they don't
make sense for [babies]."

Others adjusted lesson content and documentation styles to fit the local curriculum, integrating the
PM's focus on emotional regulation into existing narrative documentation.

"When I'm writing to the parents,"
one educator explained,
"I'm telling the story of how they're learning to care for others, not just the skills they show,"

highlighting how educators reframed the PM systematic developmental language to emphasize
relational learning.
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Coaches echoed this adaptive spirit. One noted that they often reworded PM materials entirely:

"We were adapting the language in those forms... because it just doesn't make sense to us here."

In other words, they were adapting the language to make materials clearer for local educators.
Another described replacing clipart with real photos of local children and adapting the well-known
"Tucker the Turtle" story (Lentini, 2005) to use animals familiar to the province's children. These creative
modifications allowed the model to resonate more authentically with local classrooms and families.

Beyond adapting materials, educators also localized how they communicated the purpose and value
of the PM to families. Educators recognized that the PM supported their learning about children's socio-
emotional development, particularly regarding guiding disruptive behaviours and using technical
language to explain socio-emotional growth. As one educator shared,

"We've gotten more wordy."
Another educator described this process, explaining,

"When I'm doing the documentation, I'm telling the story —writing it all out—to show the parents what learning looks
like."

By intentionally reframing their communication, educators sought to help families recognize the
program's broader developmental goals. These adjustments highlight how cultural translation extended
beyond classroom practice to include relationship-building with families—reflecting both educators'
cultural sensitivity and their growing professional autonomy.

Perhaps most powerfully, participants articulated a shared desire for ownership of the model. As
one educator summarized,

"Take what we know. But make it ours. We need to make it ours."

This sentiment encapsulated a broader movement toward indigenization—a process of transforming
an imported framework through active engagement, reflection, and reinterpretation. Through these efforts,
educators and coaches began to blur the boundary between "borrowed" and "homegrown" practice, signalling
a gradual shift from external adoption to local innovation.

Summary of Findings

Across the three themes, the data reveal that transferring the U.S.-developed PM to a Canadian
province's early childhood education system involved much more than introducing a new set of strategies.
As one participant noted, transferring is more than just thinking about the PM, "context should be considered.
Not the tool alone.” Implementation required reconciling structural and curricular differences between the
imported model and the province's locally rooted curriculum, while also navigating linguistic and cultural
gaps across English- and French-speaking contexts, as well as geographical distinctiveness and identity
matters. Educators and coaches exercised professional agency to create coexistence (Arias de Sanchez & L4,
2025), adapting, reinterpreting, and localizing the model so that it resonated with their pedagogical values
and community realities. The process was iterative and negotiated rather than linear, marked by moments
of adjustment, innovation, and occasional resistance. These findings highlight the complex dynamics of
educational borrowing and adaptation, setting the stage for the subsequent theoretical discussion of
cultural misalignment, local reinterpretation, and resistance within the broader framework of Policy
Borrowing and Lending Theory.

Discussion

The implementation of the U.S.-developed PM in a Canadian province's early learning context offers
a vivid example of the complex realities of cross-national policy transfer. Guided by PBLT, this discussion
interprets key stakeholders experience through three interrelated processes—cultural misalignment, local
reinterpretation, and resistance —which collectively illustrate how imported educational frameworks are
negotiated and reshaped in local contexts. Supported by PBLT, we view educational borrowing not as a
linear act of replication but as a dynamic process of contextual negotiation shaped by existing institutional
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structures, pedagogical norms, and cultural expectations (Beech, 2006; Beech & Larsen, 2014; Portnoi, 2016).
Cultural Misalignment and the Centrality of Context

The implementation of the PM in the province revealed substantial contextual and structural
misalignments that typify many cross-national education transfers (Beech, 2006, Rappleye & Paulson,
2007). As the authors (Arias de Sanchez & Li, 2025) previously observed, ECEs experienced tension when
attempting to integrate externally developed professional frameworks into locally grounded, relationship-
based pedagogies. Building on that insight, the present analysis situates such tensions within the broader
process of educational borrowing, focusing on how differences in institutional structures and pedagogical
orientations shaped local responses to the imported model. The PM's standardized design — with its tiered
intervention strategies, fidelity checklists, and structured coaching protocols — contrasted sharply with the
province's early childhood curriculum. The curriculum emphasizes play, inquiry, and relational
engagement, granting educators professional discretion to design learning experiences that align with
children's emerging interests. Participants described the difficulty of aligning these two logics: while the
PM offered clear behavioural expectations and tools for measuring children’s progress, its prescriptive
nature sometimes conflicted with the curriculum's open-ended, reflective approach.

Linguistic and cultural discontinuities further amplified this misalignment. The U.S.-developed PM
encountered significant linguistic and cultural gaps, particularly in francophone settings where French-
language materials were scarce.

Educators also noted that PM observation tools failed to capture locally valued practices such as
outdoor play and communal mealtimes. These omissions weakened the PM’s cultural relevance, requiring
educators to reinterpret its principles to fit their own communities. As stressed by Eisemon (1977), the
transfer became 'in conflict' as it mismatched local curriculum priorities. Similar to findings in other
international policy-transfer studies, (Seleznyov et al.,, 2021), the province's case underscores that
educational reforms are most viable when they resonate with the values, languages, and everyday practices
of the receiving context. These findings highlight that, in contexts where learning is closely tied to
educators' autonomy and curriculum decisions, the clash with such belief’s risks marginalizing core
dimensions of what is valued in children's experiences in that environment. As such, we contend that the
conflict needs space for resolution and reflection, so the transfer does not become a coercive imposition.

Local Reinterpretation, Translation, and Hybridity

Consistent with theoretical accounts of policy borrowing, the province's case underscores that
educational policies are rarely transplanted wholesale but instead undergo processes of adaptation,
translation, and hybridization (Phillips & Ochs, 2004; Steiner-Khamsi, 2014). Through these processes,
borrowed frameworks become contextualized, localized, and ultimately embedded —or indigenized —
within their new educational environments (Phillips & Ochs, 2004).

This was evident in how the province's educators selectively filtered and reinterpreted the PM. In
practice, the adoption was highly selective—policy borrowing, as Steiner-Khamsi (2014, p. 156) reminds
us, is never wholesale. Educators displayed their own agency in reinterpreting and localizing the PM,
simplifying or restructuring activities for infants and toddlers and integrating PM strategies into the
curriculum's child-led routines. Such practices exemplify the process of filtering described by Eisemon
(1977), where educators consciously adjust imported policies to fit local realities better.

Of interest were the ECEs' manifestations of learning and professional development. As previously
indicated, educators in this province shared a lack of professional development regarding children's
emotional growth. Hence, the step-by-step processes used by the PM tools served them well, particularly
because "it helped to move away from improvisation." Further, the technical jargon considered in the PM
allowed ECEs to "take those words" and use them when assessing children through documentation and
communicating with families. It could be suggested that consistent wording developed the reassurance
that pedagogies were improving. However, language does not exist in isolation as it is fully embedded
within context and practices; the PM language and "words" carried hidden narratives about educators'
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roles and child growth that this ECE community was not ready to leave behind. Educators and coaches
then engaged in cultural translations. They reworded materials entirely and adapted cultural references,
substituting the American "Tucker the Turtle" character with "animals familiar to the province's children."
These changes reflect Steiner-Khamsi's (2012, cited in Portnoi, 2016, p. 172) observation that policies are
"always reinterpreted in the local context" rather than mechanically copied (Portnoi, 2016).

Through this translation, a hybrid practice emerged —what Phillips and Ochs (2004) term synthesis—
in which global ideas were retained but localized in form and intent. The blending of the PM's emphasis
on emotional regulation with the curriculum's narrative documentation exemplifies such hybridity,
demonstrating how a borrowed policy becomes viable only once it resonates with the host culture's
pedagogical logic (Appadurai, 1996, cited in Portnoi, 2016, p. 171). As our findings indicate, local educators
engaged in hybridization as a key implementation strategy, blending elements of the imported PM with
their established pedagogical routines. In particular, the PM's focus on emotional regulation was effectively
incorporated into the province's existing practice of narrative documentation, illustrating a tangible
example of policy hybridization within the local early learning context.

Resistance and Local Agency

PBLT also emphasizes that educational transfer is not a unidirectional process. Local actors possess
agency to modify, reinterpret, or even resist borrowed reforms (Portnoi, 2016; Rappleye & Paulson, 2007).
In the Canadian context, this agency was evident in educators' and coaches' active efforts to reshape the
PM's implementation according to local conditions.

The most explicit expression of this agency came through the assertion of ownership: “Take what we
know. But make it ours. We need to make it ours.” This move from external adoption to local innovation
exemplifies indigenization — the transformation of borrowed policies into locally meaningful forms
(Lendrum & Humpbhrey, 2012; Seleznyov et al., 2021).

Implementation, as the findings show, was iterative and negotiated rather than linear, marked by
moments of adjustment, innovation, and occasional resistance. This perspective challenges assumptions of
fidelity-based replication and aligns with the view that educators are not passive "deliverers of manualized
programs” (Albers & Pattuwage, 2017, p. 21; Seleznyov et al., 2021, p. 6) but rather mediators who
reinterpret and broker global reforms (Eisemon, 1977). Even resistance —manifested through selective
adaptation, rewording, or prioritization of local needs—represents a form of active engagement and
contextual problem solving. We argued that the presence of focus groups facilitated these processes by
making tensions visible and providing space for collective reflection. In this sense, focus groups functioned
not only as a method of data collection but also as a dialogic space where educators negotiated meanings
and reasserted locally grounded practices. Focus groups' contributions reinforce the importance of
engaging practitioners' voices when implementing policy initiatives, ensuring that reforms are informed
by those who enact them in diverse educational contexts.

Ultimately, the Canadian province's case demonstrates that the transfer of educational reforms is a
politically and socially situated process. Local actors reshape imported models to ensure contextual fit,
affirming Ball's (2012, cited in Portnoi, 2016) argument that policies must always be reconfigured within
the "complex ecologies" of their new environments. Through adaptation, negotiation, and resistance, the
PM in this Canadian province evolved into a localized version that reflected the province's educational
identity while still maintaining the model's core intent.

Conclusion

The implementation of the PM in the Canadian ELCC context provides a compelling case of
educational borrowing in action—one that highlights both the promise and the complexity of transferring
evidence-based frameworks across national and cultural boundaries. The findings demonstrate that
importing an intervention model is not a simple act of replication but a process of continuous negotiation
with the sociocultural and ideological early childhood contexts. As such, local educators held the power to
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reinterpret, reshape, and ultimately recreate the new ideas in line with their own pedagogical traditions
and community realities.

Within the lens of Policy Borrowing and Lending Theory, three key processes characterized the
Canadian province's implementation experience: cultural misalignment, as the structured logic of the U.S.-
developed model met the open-ended, relational ethos of the local early learning curriculum; local
reinterpretation, as educators selectively filtered and translated materials to align with developmental
stages, linguistic diversity, and family expectations; and resistance, expressed not as rejection but as the
constructive reworking of external ideas to assert local ownership. Together, these processes produced a
localized hybrid —a version of the PM that retained its core intent while reflecting the values of the province's
early learning community.

This study presents some limitations. As is the case with qualitative research designs, the sample is
situated within a particular Canadian geographic context. The investigation represents the responses from
a small sample of educators and PM coaches who live and work in that context. Readers from elsewhere
should read this research with their own context in mind to determine if the results might be applicable in
their environment.

This study affirms that the success of educational transfer depends on contextual alignment and
educator agency. Sustainable innovation emerges when educators are not positioned as implementers of
external programs but as active participants in their reconstruction. For policymakers and professional
development designers, the Canadian province's case highlights the need to embed adaptation
mechanisms—such as bilingual resources, culturally responsive examples, and flexible coaching
structures—into the transfer of global educational models. Future research might further explore how
localized adaptations of the PM influence child outcomes, educator practices, and long-term system change
across Canadian provinces and other international contexts.
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