
this worked
YOUR PLACE TO EXCHANGE IDEAS AND EXPERIENCES
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IT’S MONDAY MORNING. Baby and toddler toys have 
been brought from the cupboards and spread out on the 
floor of the brightly decorated, spacious nursery. Ride-on 
toys, puzzles, playdough, and games for older children are 
set up at stations in another large room across the hall. 
In the small auditorium, mats are arranged in a big circle 
for little ones to sit on. In the kitchen, the coffee is on and 
snacks for the children sit ready on the counter. The Tots 
and Us staff at St. Paul’s United Church, Oakville, Ontario, 
have been busy!

Just before 10:00 a.m., they start to arrive. Moms, 
dads, grandparents, and babysitters, along with their 
young charges, make their way downstairs and head for 
whatever playroom appeals to them. They may try out all. 

The Rev. Lexie Chamberlain shares her enthusiasm 
for the Tots and Us program. “I love coming to work on 
Monday mornings,” she says. “It is wonderful to hear the 
children’s voices as they excitedly enter our church. What 
joy fills this place! Seeing and hearing their energy is a 
great way to start the week.”

Playtime lasts for half an hour; the next 30 minutes or 
so are spent in the small auditorium where stories, action 

songs, cookies, and juice are served up. Caregivers may 
enjoy a cup of tea or coffee during snack time. 

Erin Shearn, parent of four, says, “I have been coming 
since the oldest of my four kids was a toddler. What I 
really like about Tots is that it has two parts, so it changes 
things up to keep the children engaged.”

Some children and adults choose to visit the church 
library before they go home to sign out books and videos 
or to simply browse. There is a small work centre in the 
library where the children may colour the take-home pic-
tures they receive each week.

Of course, the program doesn’t run itself. It began as 
an idea for a simple, gentle, safe, social setting that would 
appeal to young children and their caregivers. Judy 
DeVenne and the Rev. Lexie set up a program in 2000 that 
was to last for four weeks during the winter. It filled a need 
in the community so it thrived and continued until spring. 

“The idea for the program came from a few moms in 
the congregation who were looking for a place where they 
could meet and bring along their little ones,” explains co-
ordinator Judy. “We started with six children the first week 
and by week four, the number had grown to 17.” 
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Tots and Us
by Fay Copland

Getting the week off to  
a lively start for children  

and their caregivers
Jaylan and Shalabh Tayal enjoy playtime.
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ST. PAUL’S UNITED CHURCH,  
OAKVILLE, ONTARIO

• location: a fast-growing city in a suburban 
setting, west of Toronto

• 220 families 

Judy continues to lead it each week, with the assistance 
of three or four helpers. All volunteer staff are members at 
St. Paul’s. So are some who attend our program, but we 
welcome everyone who wants to come and enjoy the ben-
efits of a morning out with other adults and young children.

“It has been a good way to reach out into the com-
munity and has brought new families into the church,” 
Judy notes. “Caregivers are able to network and continue 
friendships outside the program.” 

Tots and Us runs Monday mornings, 10:00 until 11:00, 
from mid-September to mid-May, except for holiday 
Mondays. It is geared for babies, pre-schoolers, and their 
minders, so anyone caring for a young child qualifies. We 
advertise weekly in the local paper and on our church 
roadside sign. It is not unusual for 20 or more youngsters 
to show up on any given Monday. Many lasting adult and 
childhood friendships have been formed through the 
program. And it’s free! In January we celebrated our 14th 
anniversary.

“People build relationships here. It provides a place of 
warmth and friendship. Monday mornings remind us that 
we are not about ourselves, but we are about serving a 
need within the community,” states the Rev. Lexie.  

Fay Copland (faycopland@yahoo.ca) took up writing as 
a hobby in her retirement. She is a member at St. Paul’s 
United Church, Oakville, Ontario, and part of the staff 
team at Tots. 

Coordinator Judy DeVenne.
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