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Our mission
To create opportunities 
for children, parents and 
communities to discover and 
realise their potential.

Our vision
A community where every 
child has the opportunity to 
be their best and where every 
parent, family and community 
is enriched by the experience 
of their child’s learning.

Our values
• Inclusiveness
• Respect
• Learning and enrichment
• Connectedness
• Responsiveness
• Trust
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REFLECTING ON 2017

A message from our interm CEO, 
Dr Judith Slocombe

2017 marked ECMS’ 21st year of providing 
high-quality, accessible and inclusive early 
learning and care for Victorian children 
and families. In this time, we have  
matured into an early childhood sector 
leader with a reputation for quality,  
family-centred practice, innovative service 
model design and a voice in advocating  
for children and families. 

2017 was a year of healthy progress 
at ECMS. In the policy and advocacy 
space, we were intensively involved in 
negotiations with our Federal Government 
on two main issues: the Universal 
Partnership Agreement that provides all 
four-year-olds with 15 hours a week of 
kindergarten in the year before school, and 
the Jobs for Families Child Care Package 

that will come into play in July 2018. We 
have been strong in our advocacy for more 
vulnerable families and children on these 
policy issues, ensuring both our State and 
Federal Government are aware of some 
of the structural and systemic barriers to 
inclusion for some children. 

We were also keen and delighted to 
work with the State Government on its 
revolutionary Early Childhood Reform Plan. 
This plan will provide new and valuable 
resources that will support children to get 
the best possible opportunities before they 
start school. 

At an organisational level, we were proud 
that our centres continued to surpass 
both state and national averages for 
quality under the Federal Government’s 
assessment and ratings process.  
All ECMS centres assessed and rated 
met or exceeded the Government’s 
benchmarks, with many improving  
since their last rating. Particular strengths 
were educational program and practice, 
staffing, relationships with children,  
and collaborative partnerships with  
families and communities. 

These results reflect our strong investment 
in quality improvement. This investment 
includes resourcing a team dedicated 
to driving high-quality pedagogy and 
practice across our network, and giving 
all staff access to an annual professional 
development (PD) program informed by 
contemporary research and individual  
and centre needs. 
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Child safety was a focus of our PD program 
in 2017. To further embed child safety into 
our curriculum, we trained all educators 
in how to equip children with the skills, 
language and knowledge to help them 
contribute to their own safety. It has been 
wonderful to see our services reflecting 
their learnings in practice since.  
We’ve seen an increase in educators  
having conversations, seeking support from 
child safety advisors and speaking  
to parents about child safety as a 
preventative measure.

We also embarked on an exciting project 
to teach children about their rights.  
This has seen some of our early learning 
and care centres coming together to 
explore children’s rights, share resources 
and plan their approach to teaching 
children about rights. You can read more 
about this valuable project on page 42.

Also in the area of staff PD, we are thrilled 
that eight of our senior leaders recently 
graduated from ECMS’ pioneering cross-
cultural Trans-Tasman Post-Graduate 
Diploma of Leadership, in partnership with 
the Early Childhood Foundation at Te Rito 
Maioha, New Zealand. You can learn about 
their journey and how they are using their 
new knowledge to lead high-quality early 
learning and care in communities across 
Melbourne on page 30.

In Term 4 we were pleased to introduce 
seven Practice Principles that underpin 
quality practice in all ECMS centres.  
These Practice Principles are a unique and 
practical expression of our philosophy, 
built on the five principles of the national 
Early Years Learning Framework. In the 
pages ahead, I invite you to read about 
our Practice Principles, including shining 
examples of how our early learning centres 
are living out these principles in their 
everyday practice.

I would like to thank ECMS’ dedicated 
staff, board and many service partners, 
whose passion and commitment enable 
us to achieve great things for children 
and families every day. I would also like to 
acknowledge my predecessor, Bernie Nott, 
for his outstanding contribution to ECMS 
from August 2010 to August 2017.  
Finally, I would like to welcome Kim 
Bertino into the role of ECMS CEO from 
2018. Kim joins ECMS with a wealth of 
experience in the early childhood sector, 
and is looking forward to leading ECMS 
into its next stage of growth.

Regards,

JUDITH SLOCOMBE
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REFLECTING ON 2017

A message from our Board Chair, 
Kay Gibbons

I am pleased to present the Chair’s Report 
for ECMS for 2017. 

2017 was a year of change and progress  
at ECMS as we continued to strengthen 
the foundations of our organisation in  
line with the first stage of our 2016-2020 
Strategic Plan – Expect Great Things.  
Our key priorities for the year were 
delivering excellence in early education, 
innovating and being progressive in 
our approach for today’s children and 
communities, while continuing to  
drive change that improves outcomes  
for the future.

During this period of change our staff 
continued to offer quality education and 
care to children and families. We are  
proud that our centres score well against 
the National Quality Standards and  
exceed state and national performance 
levels, affirming the investment we  
make in quality.

In delivering high-quality early education 
and care, ECMS holds children’s safety and 
wellbeing as central to our work in practice, 
recruitment, professional development, 
advocacy and policy. To reflect this, in 2017 
the board endorsed the ECMS Child Safety 
Commitment Statement and child safety 
policies and procedures to guide our work. 

ECMS also trained all educators in this  
vital aspect of their work as part of  
our ongoing investment in staff 
professional development. 

ECMS is dedicated to improving 
opportunities and outcomes for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people, in 
particular Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander children attending our education 
and care services. To support this, in 2017 
we embarked on the first stages of our 
“Reflect” Reconciliation Action Plan (RAP). 
The plan will outline how we will achieve 
relationships, respect and opportunities 
with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people within the workplace and the 
broader community. As part of this work 
I was pleased to take part in a workshop, 
facilitated by Reconciliation Australia, 
alongside representatives from across 
ECMS, to discuss how we can progress our 
RAP. Following this workshop an ECMS 
board member joined a group of ECMS 
representatives who will advance our RAP. 

As Chair, I am supported by a wonderful 
team of board members, and I want to 
thank them for their commitment to 
their role. Thank you to Maria Duta and 
Michael Maher, who will leave the board 
in 2018, for the contributions they made 
to ECMS. I would like to highlight Maria’s 
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work as Chair of the Audit & Finance 
Committee and acknowledge Michael 
for his valuable expertise in the early 
childhood sector. Jo Murray will complete 
her term on the board in 2018; a board 
member since 2007, Jo has served as 
Chair and as Company Secretary and has 
made an outstanding contribution to the 
development of ECMS. I want to thank Jo 
on behalf of the ECMS community.  

On behalf of the board, a huge thank you 
to all ECMS staff for their commitment 
to creating opportunities for children, 
families and communities to discover and 
realise their potential. Throughout the year, 
my fellow board members and I enjoyed 
visiting some of our services to meet with 
staff and see the children playing in their 
learning environment. It was wonderful 
to see and talk with educators and to hear 
about the many examples of innovative 
practice. We look forward to visiting more 
ECMS services in 2018 and connecting  
with educators across the organisation  
who have a real passion for delivering 
quality education and care for all children 
in ECMS services. 

In 2017 we also said goodbye to our CEO of 
eight years, Bernie Nott. With Bernie at the 
helm, ECMS developed in size, impact and 
influence. I would like to highlight Bernie’s 
work in advocating for improved outcomes 
for Australian children and families, 
reflected in his role as co-chair of the 
national advocacy group the Early Learning 

and Care Council of Australia. I would also 
like to acknowledge Bernie’s supportive 
leadership style and his passion for helping 
others realise their potential. 

In an interim CEO role, we welcomed  
Dr Judith Slocombe, who steered ECMS 
with sure and sensitive hands as we 
undertook our search for a new leader. 
Judith offered care to staff and extended 
her broad interests in children’s wellbeing. 
During her time, Judith identified and 
provided observations and insight in 
readiness for a new CEO. 

The task of choosing a new CEO is a 
great responsibility for any board. This is 
especially true for an organisation with an 
excellent reputation and duty to support 
children and families. After an extensive 
search both within and outside the early 
childhood sector, we appointed Kim 
Bertino to the role. Kim has extensive 
early childhood education experience 
at all levels and is well respected in the 
sector. Under Kim’s leadership, ECMS can 
enter the next stage of our journey with 
confidence, and we can look forward to an 
exciting 2018.

Regards,

KAY GIBBONS
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Our governing board comprises a diverse, experienced, 
passionate and professional group of people. Our board 
ensures ECMS is continually empowered to deliver on the 
important outcomes we seek to achieve for the children, 
families and communities with which we work.

To learn more about our board members, visit  
www.ecms.org.au/ecms-board-managment.

OUR BOARD

Kay Gibbons
CHAIR

Celia Pollard
MEMBER

Maria Duta
MEMBER

Charlotte Rendle-Short
DEPUTY CHAIR

Clare Luehman
MEMBER

Michael Maher 
MEMBER

Joanne Murray
SECRETARY

Linda Weatherson
MEMBER

Sophie McNamara
MEMBER
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2017 TREASURER’S REPORT

Statement of profit and loss
Overall, ECMS recorded a surplus of 
$361,521 for the year to 31 December 2017, 
compared to a surplus of $404,170 for the 
year to 31 December 2016. The 2017 result 
was $319,527 lower than budget.

The 2017 result included a yield of 
$120,000 from the investment portfolio, 
down from the 2016 return of $145,000. 

Statement of financial position
Total equity in the ECMS Statement of 
Financial Position as at 31 December 2017 
is $4,920,992, which is up $361,521 on the 
position at 31 December 2016 of $4,559,471. 
This reflects 2017 surplus.

SUMMARY 
The summarised accounts presented with this report are for 
the financial year 1 January 2017 to 31 December 2017.
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STATEMENT OF FINANCIAL POSITION FOR THE YEAR  
ENDED 31 DECEMBER 2017

  2015 2016 2017
CURRENT ASSETS

Cash and cash equivalents 3,319,212 2,172,158 2,000,220
Trade and other receivables 738,846 876,256 746,477
Financial assets 3,214,618 5,415,712 5,345,308
Other assets 297,149 158,658 302,384
Total current assets 7,569,825 8,622,784 8,394,389

NON-CURRENT ASSETS      

Property, plant & equipment 1,474,179 1,146,211 1,053,734
Intangible assets 34,387 268,285 542,662
Total non-current assets 1,508,566 1,414,496 1,596,396
TOTAL ASSETS 9,078,391 10,037,280 9,990,785

CURRENT LIABILITIES 

Trade and other payables 1,425,003 1,654,082 1,257,544
Employee benefits liabilities 2,080,151 2,450,976 2,351,165
Other liabilities 779,039 782,101 818,737
Total current liabilities 4,284,193 4,887,159 4,427,446

NON-CURRENT LIABILITIES

Employee benefits liabilities 638,897 590,650 642,347
Total non-current liabilities 638,897 590,650 642,347
TOTAL LIABILITIES 4,923,090 5,477,809 5,069,793
NET ASSETS 4,155,301 4,559,471 4,920,992

EQUITY

Reserves 3,136,007 3,271,945 3,392,847
Accumulated surplus/(deficit) 1,019,294 1,287,526 1,528,145
TOTAL EQUITY 4,155,301 4,559,471 4,920,992
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2017 AUDITOR’S REPORT
STATEMENT OF PROFIT & LOSS AND OTHER COMPREHENSIVE 
INCOME FOR THE YEAR ENDED 31 DECEMBER 2017 

  2015 2016 2017
REVENUE

Childcare fees 16,954,916 19,395,619 19,331,876
Kindergarten fees 6,457,854 7,097,172 7,472,014
Family day care fees 1,113,184 877,586 0
Management fees 235,017 230,472 0
Grants 12,167,433 14,105,321 14,553,632
Interest 53,778 60,930 83,515
Project revenue 255,752 148,457 18,251
Other revenue 47,381 102,585 61,041
TOTAL REVENUE 37,285,315 42,018,142 41,520,329
Other income 84,539 164,402 139,584
TOTAL INCOME 37,369,854 42,182,544 41,659,913
   
EXPENSES   

Administration expenses 3,739,758  3,702,959  3,776,321 
Depreciation and amortisation expenses 438,979  461,578  488,476 
Employee benefits expense 31,126,305  34,997,941  34,203,119 
Occupancy expenses 2,632,038  2,543,763  2,693,915 
Other expenses 205,437  71,929  136,561 
Finance expenses 0  204  0 
TOTAL EXPENSES 38,142,517  41,778,374  41,298,392 
NET SURPLUS / (DEFICIT) (772,663) 404,170  361,521 
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Opinion
We have audited the financial report, 
being a special purpose financial report, 
of Early Childhood Management Services 
Inc. (the “Association”), which comprises 
the statement of financial position as 
at 31 December 2017, the statement of 
profit or loss and other comprehensive 
income, the statement of changes in 
equity and the statement of cash flows 
for the year then ended, and notes to the 
financial statements, including a summary 
of significant accounting policies and 
other explanatory information, and the 
statement by Members of the Board  
of Management.

In our opinion, the accompanying financial 
report presents fairly, in all material 
respects, the Association’s financial position 
as at 31 December 2017 and of their 
financial performance and their cash flows 
for the year then ended in accordance with 
the financial reporting requirements of the 
Associations Incorporation Reform Act (Vic) 
2012 and the accounting policies described 
in Note 3*.

Basis for opinion
We conducted our audit in accordance 
with Australian Auditing Standards.  
Our responsibilities under those standards 
are further described in the Auditor’s 
Responsibilities for the Audit of the 
Financial Report section of our report.  
We are independent of the Association  
in accordance with the ethical 
requirements of the Accounting 
Professional and Ethical Standards Board’s 
APES 110 Code of Ethics for Professional 
Accountants (the Code) that are relevant 
to our audit of the financial report in 
Australia. We have also fulfilled our other 
ethical responsibilities in accordance 
with the Code. We believe that the audit 
evidence we have obtained is sufficient 
and appropriate to provide a basis for  
our opinion.

Emphasis of matter  
Basis of accounting and restriction on 
distribution and use

We draw attention to Note 3* to the 
financial report, which describes the basis 
of accounting. The financial report has 
been prepared to assist the Association to 
meet the financial reporting requirements 
of the Associations Incorporation Reform 
Act (Vic) 2012. As a result, the financial 
report may not be suitable for another 
purpose. Our report is intended solely 
for the members and should not be 
distributed or used by parties other than 
the members. Our opinion is not modified 
in respect of this matter.

Responsibilities of the board  
of management
Management of the Association is 
responsible for the preparation and fair 
presentation of the financial report and has 
determined that the basis of preparation 
described in Note 3* to the financial report 
is appropriate to meet the requirements of 
the Associations Incorporation Reform Act 
(Vic) 2012 and is appropriate to meet the 
needs of the members. 

Management’s responsibility also  
includes such internal control as 
management determine is necessary 
to enable the preparation and fair 
presentation of the financial report that  
is free from material misstatement, 
whether due to fraud or error.

In preparing the financial report, 
management is responsible for assessing 
the ability of the Association to continue as 
a going concern, disclosing, as applicable, 
matters related to going concern and using 
the going concern basis of accounting 
unless management either intend to 
liquidate the Association or to cease 
operations, or has no realistic alternative 
but to do so.

* Special purpose financial statements for the year ending 31st December 2017.
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ISABELLE LEFEVRE, PARTNER
DELOITTE TOUCHE TOHMATSU

Auditor’s responsibilities for the 
audit of the financial report
Our objectives are to obtain reasonable 
assurance about whether the financial 
report as a whole is free from material 
misstatement, whether due to fraud or 
error, and to issue an auditor’s report that 
includes our opinion.  
Reasonable assurance is a high level of 
assurance, but is not a guarantee that an 
audit conducted in accordance with the 
Australian Auditing Standards will always 
detect a material misstatement when it 
exists. Misstatements can arise from fraud 
or error and are considered material if, 
individually or in the aggregate, they could 
reasonably be expected to influence the 
economic decisions of users taken on the 
basis of this financial report.

As part of an audit in accordance with  
the Australian Auditing Standards, 
we exercise professional judgement 
and maintain professional scepticism 
throughout the audit. We also:

  Identify and assess the risks of material 
misstatement of the financial report, 
whether due to fraud or error, design 
and perform audit procedures 
responsive to those risks, and obtain 
audit evidence that is sufficient and 
appropriate to provide a basis for our 
opinion. The risk of not detecting a 
material misstatement resulting from 
fraud is higher than for one resulting 
from error, as fraud may involve 
collusion, forgery, intentional omissions, 
misrepresentations, or the override of 
internal control.

  Obtain an understanding of internal 
control relevant to the audit in order 
to design audit procedures that are 
appropriate in the circumstances, but 
not for the purpose of expressing an 
opinion on the effectiveness of the 
Association’s internal control.

   Evaluate the appropriateness of 
accounting policies used and the 
reasonableness of accounting  
estimates and related disclosures  
made by management.

  Conclude on the appropriateness of 
management’s use of the going concern 
basis of accounting and, based on the 
audit evidence obtained, whether a 
material uncertainty exists related to 
events or conditions that may cast 
significant doubt on Early Childhood 
Management Services Inc. ability to 
continue as a going concern.  
If we conclude that a material 
uncertainty exists, we are required 
to draw attention in our auditor’s 
report to the related disclosures in the 
financial report or, if such disclosures 
are inadequate, to modify our opinion. 
Our conclusions are based on the audit 
evidence obtained up to the date of our 
auditor’s report. However, future events 
or conditions may cause Early Childhood 
Management Services Inc. to cease to 
continue as a going concern.

   Evaluate the overall presentation, 
structure and content of the financial 
report, including the disclosures,  
and whether the financial report 
represents the underlying transactions 
and events in a manner that achieves 
fair presentation.

We communicate with management 
regarding, among other matters, the 
planned scope and timing of the audit and 
significant audit findings, including any 
significant deficiencies in internal control 
that we identify during our audit.
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ECMS PRACTICE PRINCIPLES
Introducing and implementing 7 key 
Practice Principles across our services

In 2017 ECMS introduced seven key 
Practice Principles that underpin quality 
practice in all ECMS early learning and 
care centres. These Practice Principles are 
a unique and practical expression of ECMS’ 
philosophy, built on the five principles 
of the national Early Years Learning 
Framework (EYLF). 
   Secure, respectful and  

reciprocal relationships.
  Partnerships.
  High expectations and equity.
  Respect for diversity.
  Ongoing learning and reflective practice.

ECMS’ Practice Principles were developed 
by our educational leaders, with support 
from Professor Joce Nuttall, an early 
childhood expert from the Australian 
Catholic University. These Practice 
Principles are informed by key theories in 
early childhood and family partnership 
practice, including:
   Cultural and historical activity theory 

that includes the histories, cultures, 
rituals and artefacts families bring in 
raising their children. 

   A family-centred practice that sees 
parents as their child’s first and most 
important teachers.

   Children’s rights that respect and hear 
children as co-contributors in their 
development and learning. 

In the pages ahead, you can read shining 
examples of how our early learning and 
care centres are already living out these 
principles in their everyday practice.

1 
 We acknowledge the traditional 
custodians of the land on which 
we work, play and live.

2  Building relationships and 
knowing children and families  
is central to our work.

3  Families and educators come 
together to share their histories, 
knowledge, ideas, culture 
and aspirations in raising and 
educating children.

4  We are all learners. We recognise 
and value individual and different 
ways of learning.

5  Our educational programs  
foster investigation, inquiry, 
exploration, curiosity  
and creativity.

6  We support children to develop 
persistence and problem-solving 
skills, resilience, agency,  
self-regulation and friendships.

7  We listen to children’s voices 
and celebrate successes and 
achievements to instil a sense  
of pride and empowerment.
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 We acknowledge the 
traditional custodians of  
the land on which we work,  
play and live.

CASE STUDY

How our centres acknowledge and 
celebrate the first Australians

1

ECMS is committed to ensuring all the 
children and families attending our 
services learn about Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander history, culture and 
perspectives. To reflect this, over 80 per 
cent of ECMS services have active local 
Reconciliation Action Plans through 
Narragunnawali. ECMS is also committed 
to ensuring programs, curriculum and 
environments are inclusive and respectful 
to Aboriginal families and children.

At Brookside Preschool in Caroline Springs, 
in among the many teaching tools, 
are Indigenous artefacts, pictures and 
stories that reflect the local Aboriginal 
community. Alongside flags representing 
the many countries from which the 
children come are Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander flags, and in the garden 
there is a striking Indigenous-inspired 
mural and yarning circle that was created 
with the help and input of the local 
Indigenous community. 

For Brookside Preschool’s lead educator, 
Kristy, acknowledging the traditional 
custodians of the land and educating 
children about Indigenous culture, 
history and people is a priority. “We have 
a responsibility to ensure our curriculum 
pays respect to the first people of our land 
and provides rich and authentic learning 
opportunities about Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples,” she says.  

“Through educating the children, we 
are also educating their families about 
being more inclusive and respecting the 
Indigenous community. And those children 
will move on to school and share what 
they’ve learnt at kinder with their teachers 
and friends. Then we build a culture of 
acceptance and working together.” 

It’s a philosophy shared by Kristy’s 
colleagues from across ECMS and the 
organisation as a whole, says Kathryn 
Rawlings, ECMS Practice Quality  
Co-ordinator. “We are committed to 
improving opportunities and outcomes 
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples and, in particular, for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander children 
attending our education and care services,” 
says Kathryn. 

PRINCIPLE
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Roni, lead educator, Copperfields Preschool
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“We also have a responsibility under our 
frameworks to develop environments that 
foster a high level of knowledge and pride 
in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
histories, cultures and contributions.” 

To reflect this commitment, Kathryn 
says ECMS is supporting its early 
learning centres to develop a localised 
Reconciliation Action Plan (RAP) – a 
framework of practical actions to 
advance reconciliation. “Every two years 
Reconciliation Australia conducts the 
Australian Reconciliation Barometer 
and the Workplace RAP Barometer, to 
measure progress towards reconciliation in 
Australia,” says Kathryn. 

“Findings from the 2016 Barometer show 
that reconciliation is further progressed 
within RAP organisations compared to the 
broader Australian community. With this  
in mind, we are incredibly proud that over 
80 per cent of our centres have started 
work on their RAPs and three of these 
centres, including Brookside Preschool, 
have had their RAPs endorsed by 
Reconciliation Australia.” 

To support centres in creating their RAPs, 
at the end of 2016 ECMS introduced 
educators to Narragunnawali, an online 
platform that provides professional 
learning opportunities and curriculum  
resources to help develop, implement 
and manage community RAPs. ECMS has 
also offered educators support at regional 
meetings and training via Early Childhood 
Australia and SNAICC, the peak body 
representing Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander children and families’ interests. 

Roni from Copperfields Preschool in 
Delahey says this support has helped her 
staff feel confident in developing an action 
plan and using Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander cultural resources in the 
kindergarten program. “We always felt the 
need to have a RAP in place, but we never 
knew where to start,” she says. “Now we’ve 
been able to engage a lot more with our 
local community and provide information 
and knowledge to our families. 

“One of our major goals this year is to 
work with a local elder to start one of our 
community dinners with a Welcome to 
Country. We’re excited about that because 
it means we’re not only giving experience 
to the children, but to all the families in  
our community.”
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“

”

Educators at Brookside Preschool 
have formed strong partnerships with 
Indigenous organisations and people who 
they invite to share their history and culture 
with the children. The children have 
learnt an Acknowledgement of Country, 
which they performed at the local primary 
school’s assembly. And last year the 
kindergarten launched its RAP at a special 
event attended by the Department of 
Education and Training, Brookside College 
P-12 and council representatives.  

So what’s the next stage of Brookside’s 
reconciliation journey? “Conversations have 
begun with Brookside College about a 
combined Welcome to Country, including 
a smoking ceremony, the first in our 
community,” says Kristy. “We’re also talking 
to the children more about Aboriginal 
culture, stories, food, who was on the land, 
where they lived and what they did, and 
including some deeper conversations 
around that.

“Each year our personal and professional 
knowledge grows and evolves, which 
results in richer environments for learning 
to bubble away in. The development of 
the RAP gave us a base to grow even more 
from and helped us to identify where we 
need to focus our energy.”

Findings from the 2016 Barometer 
show that reconciliation is further 
progressed within RAP organisations 
compared to the broader Australian 
community. With this in mind,  
we are incredibly proud that over 80 
per cent of our centres have started 
work on their RAPs and three of 
these centres, including Brookside 
Preschool, have had their RAPs 
endorsed by Reconciliation Australia.
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 Building relationships  
and knowing children  
and families is central to  
our work.

In 2016 ECMS received funding from the 
Department of Education and Training 
for a pilot program to support children 
and families experiencing vulnerability 
in Melton and Brimbank to access Early 
Start Kindergarten and pre-purchased 
kindergarten places. More than two years 
on, the program has been so successful 
ECMS is advocating for it to become a 
permanent part of the Victorian education 
system.

ECMS was the lead as one of four early 
years management providers in the 
western region of Melbourne to receive 
funding to take part in the Outreach 
Family Support Program, a Victorian 
Government-funded pilot program 
designed to connect families experiencing 
vulnerability to free kindergarten and other 
specialist support.

CASE STUDY

Helping families in need with the 
Outreach Family Support Program

2
PRINCIPLE
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Janet Williams-Smith, ECMS’ Director 
of Service Development and Strategy, 
says, “ECMS used the money to second 
two family violence workers from the 
Caroline Chisholm Society to work at 
ECMS for 12 months as outreach family 
support workers. Their role was to build a 
connection between kindergartens, family 
support and child protection services,  
to identify children who were experiencing 
vulnerability and on their caseloads who 
were not attending kindergarten.”

Children were allocated free places at their 
nearest kindergarten. And the outreach 
family support workers then worked in the 
kindergartens to support educators and 
navigate families into the pathways  
of kindergarten. 

“Knowing how to respond to families in 
crisis and directing parents to the right 
help and resources can be challenging for 
ECMS educators,” says Janet. “The outreach 
family support workers have been a critical 
resource in opening up pathways between 
education, health and family support 
services in these local communities.” 

To support educators taking part in the 
program, ECMS ran two training workshops 
on how to work with families experiencing 
vulnerability. They learnt how to have 
tricky conversations with families around 
children’s presenting behaviours, how to 
recognise signs of and symptoms of the 
impact of family violence and trauma, and 
how to report to child protection. 

For Bridge Road Kindergarten educator 
Melanie, this training and working 
alongside the outreach family support 
workers was a huge learning curve. “I 
knew in this particular area of Melton and 
Melton South there’s a high number of 
families experiencing vulnerability and 
disadvantage, but I certainly didn’t know 
how important it was to have that support 
person to liaise with the families from Child 
FIRST or child protection. That’s something 
I became aware of and used.”

Melanie says the Outreach Family Support 
Program was invaluable in enabling her 
to engage and teach some of the most 
hard-to-reach families and children in 
the local community. “Providing children 
experiencing vulnerability access to safe, 
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progressive and supportive environments 
at kindergarten, where there are educators 
who have their best interests at heart, can 
really help them flourish.

“We have one family with three and four-
year-old children who experienced such 
severe separation anxiety when they came 
to us that their mum couldn’t leave a 
room without them worrying about where 
she was. Eighteen months into their time 
at kindergarten and these children are 
thriving. They have developed so much 
confidence and built wonderful friendships 
with their peers and educators that will 
support them when they start school.

“Their parents are happy knowing whatever 
else is going on in their lives; their children 
have the opportunity to attend a high-
quality kindergarten program 15 hours 
a week. And the family can come in and 
have someone to talk to about what’s 
going on in their lives that is affecting  
their children.”

Janet says, “Many children experiencing 
vulnerability are often in families that are 
struggling with some really complex issues. 
Some families need lots of different types 
of support to enable them to provide 
opportunities for their children.

“Free kindergarten places provided by the 
Victorian State Government is one piece of 
the puzzle, but families also need support 
and navigation to find them and maintain 
participation. The early childhood service 
teachers also need skills and resources to 
ensure they can respond and engage the 
families and children.

“This program has seen some staggering 
outcomes: a 300 per cent increase in the 
uptake of Early Start Kindergarten places  
in Brimbank in 2017, along with a 93 
per cent uptake of the pre-purchased 
kindergarten places. 

“These children now have access to a care-
free, open learning environment in their 
year before school. They have opportunities 
to play, learn new things and become the 
people they are.”
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CASE STUDY

Partnering with families to optimise 
children’s development

 Families and educators 
come together to share  
their histories, knowledge,  
ideas, culture and 
aspirations in raising and 
educating children.

Recognising parents and families as 
children’s first and most important 
teachers, ECMS centres encourage 
families and communities to contribute 
and participate in every facet of their 
children’s kindergarten and early learning 
experience. It’s an approach that helps 
the children at QV Children’s Centre 
connect, settle and become confident and 
independent learners. 

When three-year-old Audrey discovers 
her mum Andrea has left work to make a 
surprise visit to kindergarten one afternoon,  
she rushes over to give mum a big hug. 
They spend the next half an hour in  
QV Children’s Centre’s playground, riding 
bikes, drawing, telling stories and engaged 
in quiet conversation. Audrey can “share” 
her mum with her friends, and show her 
friends her relationship with her mum.  
She and her mum talk to the other 
children about what they do at home.  
This simple interaction gives Audrey a 
sense of holistic recognition. Showing her 
whole life to her friends and teachers by 
having her mum there provides a platform 
for Audrey to feel ownership and true 
participation in her kindergarten.

Moments such as these are precious for 
Andrea, who works full-time in a nearby 
office building. But although Andrea 
doesn’t get to spend much time with  
her daughter during the working week,  
she’s happy knowing Audrey loves 
kindergarten and that she, Andrea,  
“knows” and is incorporated into the 
environment in which her daughter 
spends time. Her family contribute to and 
influence how and what Audrey learns 
while she’s there. This is important to 
Andrea because she wants Audrey to  
grow and flourish within the boundaries  
of her family’s values, history and culture. 

Audrey’s teacher Liz says encouraging 
parents such as Andrea to share their 
histories, knowledge, ideas, culture and 
aspirations in raising and educating  
their children is a crucial part of QV’s 
teaching philosophy.

“Parents are their children’s first and most 
important teachers,” explains Liz. “As 
their kindergarten teachers, we need to 
learn and be informed about what the 
families value, where they come from 
and what is important to them in raising 
their children. The best way to support a 
child’s development is to be well informed, 
‘know’ the families and have synchronicity 
between families, us and school.”

3
PRINCIPLE
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It’s a philosophy that’s backed by research. 
A 2008 study, Parent Involvement in 
Preschool: Predictors and the Relation of 
Involvement to Pre-Literacy Development, 
found parents’ involvement in children’s 
early learning settings is associated with 
stronger pre-literacy skills. Further research 
has found that educator efforts in building 
strong partnerships with parents have a 
significant impact on improving children’s 
educational outcomes.

At QV Children’s Centre, building open 
communication, trust and respect 
between educators and families starts 
from the moment a child is enrolled in the 
centre. This orientation period is critical in 
getting to know the family and educators 
encourage families to come in and spend 
time with them. 

“We have developed a questionnaire for the 
families, to help get to know them better,” 
says Liz. “Families are encouraged to tell us 
their family story and cultural background, 
their festivals and celebrations and their 
goals and aspirations for their child so that 
we can work towards the same thing.”

This careful orientation can be a very 
validating experience for families and 
helps build trust between the staff and the 
family. For Andrea, this approach has made 
her feel both confident in the program 
and valued as a parent. “It’s huge. They’re 
making sure we share as parents how we 
see our children and what we want our 
children to achieve every year.”

Liz, educator, and Andrea, parent, 
QV Children’s Centre.
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Educators refer to the questionnaire 
throughout the year to ensure children’s 
learning continues to be influenced by  
the knowledge they have of the family.  
The educators also have daily conversations 
with parents when they come in the 
mornings, seeking information on  
anything they need to know about at 
home that might influence the children’s 
day, for example, any events, celebrations, 
visiting family members etc. This regular 
catch-up time is important in enabling 
educators to use relevant family activities 
in developing and planning the curriculum 
and programs at the kindergarten. 

This exchange of information, activity and 
learning is also evident in parents’ use of 
Storypark, an online documentation and 
communication tool the centre uses that 
connects families to what children are 
doing in the program and vice versa.

“I love Storypark,” says Andrea. “It’s great to 
be able to see what Audrey is learning and 
doing in the moment, and it helps to be 
able to check in when I miss her through 
the day. 

“Educators post images, videos and some 
of the work the children produce at 
kindergarten. I am able to comment back, 
ask questions and upload photos of what 
she’s been doing on the weekend and 
share these experiences with my extended 
family, which is really important to me.

“There are many opportunities for families 
to get involved in the kindergarten 
community, such as attending movie 
nights where we can bring in and share 
food with other families, joining the 
children on excursions and coming in to 
read stories. Parents have been encouraged 
to bring in their favourite stories and tell 
them to all the children, and also talk 
about why it’s a favourite story.”

Liz says, “Many of the children in our 
services speak English as a second 
language and we [the educators] have 
been really proactive in ensuring children 
have access to and can learn in different 
languages. We invite parents to come 
in regularly to talk about their culture 
and teach children simple words in their 
language. All the children really enjoy 
having their parents coming in. Their sense 
of pride and belonging is evident as the 
children share their family’s rituals, stories 
and language with their friends.”
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Ninety per cent of QV’s kindergarten 
families are from non-Australian 
backgrounds. Liz says finding ways to 
ensure their histories, cultures and values 
are maintained and incorporated into 
the program is vital. First language is a 
very strong tool that helps children stay 
connected to their community. QV has 
a number of teachers in the team who 
speak different languages, which helps 
to preserve use of first language. It’s 
something Andrea, who moved to Australia 
from Ireland, loves about the centre. 

“In the lead up to St. Patrick’s Day Audrey’s 
teacher asked me if we mark or celebrate it 
and, if so, what we do. I was able to post up 
some videos of our traditional Irish dancing 
and storytelling on Storypark that was 
shared with all the children the following 
week. Audrey was thrilled that this family 
celebration was shared with her friends.” 

This culturally and historically inclusive 
approach to teaching promotes a strong 
sense of being, becoming and belonging 
for children. Recognising people and 
noticing and celebrating differences is the 
beginning of true inclusion.
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We are all learners.  
We recognise and value 
individual and different 
ways of learning.

In 2016 ECMS launched Australia’s first 
cross-cultural Post-Graduate Diploma 
of Leadership, in partnership with the 
Early Childhood Foundation at Te Rito 
Maioha, New Zealand. In March this year 
eight ECMS senior leaders attended their 
graduation ceremony in Wellington, and 
they are now using their new knowledge 
to lead high-quality early learning and care 
in communities across Melbourne.

This pioneering study group kicked off in 
February 2016, when the ECMS scholars 
travelled to Wellington, New Zealand, for 
their first tutorial and to meet their Kiwi 
colleagues. During their stay, the “Tasman 
Tigers” (as they’ve been nicknamed) visited 
early childhood services, meeting staff 
and gaining insights into the New Zealand 
early childhood service provisions. They also 
learnt about the Te Whāriki early childhood 
curriculum and how it compares to 
the Victorian Early Years Learning and 
Development Framework.

The trip was the start of a transformational 
two-year cross-cultural Post-Graduate 
Diploma in Leadership, delivered in 
partnership with the Early Childhood 
Foundation at Te Rito Maioha, New Zealand. 

Janet Williams-Smith, ECMS Director of 
Service Development and Strategy, says the 
idea for the ground-breaking partnership 
came to her after meeting the CEO of Te 
Rito Maioha at an Early Childhood Australia 
conference a few years ago. “Te Rito Maioha 
was keen to partner with an Australian 
organisation to look at leadership in 
the sector, and ECMS was in the throws 
of bringing together the Educational 
Leadership Forums. As the discussions 
progressed there seemed to be some real 
opportunities for both organisations to 
join forces for a ‘first’ in international study 
across the Tasman.”

Following a meeting of minds with the 
two CEOs and discussions with some 
of Australia’s universities to ensure the 
qualifications were valid here in Australia, 
a partnership was established. ECMS put 
expressions of interest for the scholarship 
program to educators and leaders in 
the organisation. The response was 
overwhelming, and ECMS had the difficult 
task of choosing the final recipients from a 
pool of high-quality applicants. 

Transforming leadership and learning 
via the trans-Tasman program

CASE STUDY

4
PRINCIPLE
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Debbie Muir, a scholarship recipient from 
Bridge Road Kindergarten, says one thing 
that appealed to her about the program 
was the unique opportunity to learn about 
the Maori perspective of leadership and 
early childhood education. “I’m so grateful 
I could go and learn overseas to see a 
different way of learning and teaching and 
leadership,” she says. “I never expected I’d 
be able to do that.” 

Kristy, a recipient from Brookside 
Preschool, says, “The visits to New Zealand 
were amazing. We could never thank ECMS 
enough for the opportunity to see the great 
work happening in NZ and study alongside 
the Maori culture. The authenticity of what 
it provides in its services is so inspiring.”

After their first visit to New Zealand, 
participants embarked on the first of four 
areas of study: Leadership in Pedagogy. 
This involved developing research and 
referencing skills, understanding and 
comparing theories in practice and 
applying critical reflections in debate and 
tutorials. This was a big learning curve 
for many of the scholars who had not 
undertaken formal training for some years.

Participants went on to study Leading 
Teams and Organisational Leadership, 
ending with a paper on Social Change, 
which involved the scholars writing a 
submission to government.  

Janet (who was a participant observer 
through the two years and guest presenter 
in some of the tutorials) says, “It was 
refreshing and inspiring to see very highly 
experienced teachers and leaders reading 
and researching and learning about the 
theories of leadership. The depth and 
length of the study were, at times, really 
tough alongside working, but I could see 
transformation happening in front of me. It 
was great to see the scholars flourishing in 
new knowledge.

“Educational leadership is about leading 
and teaching adults, which is very different 
to pedagogy, which is the theory and 
practice of teaching children. Having the 
opportunities to explore adult teaching 
theories alongside cultural and historical 
activity theories, phenomenology and 
many others have given this group of 
senior leaders depth of knowledge that has 
influenced their everyday practice.” 

Kristy says participants not only studied the 
different learning styles, but also practised 
them. “There were tasks we worked on 
alone that were research-based. We would 
analyse articles, reflect and then bring 
the information together and present our 
findings. Other times, we worked in small 
groups, communities of practice, sharing 
knowledge. We also engaged in weekly 
online learning where we could engage 
with our colleagues from across the ditch. 
A big focus of the study was a collaborative 
approach and having respect for everyone’s 
learning styles and abilities.” 
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For Debbie, collaborating with the other 
trans-Tasman participants was one of the 
best things about her experience. “We had 
so much support, and the girls I studied 
with were awesome too. Their knowledge 
overwhelmed me. We’ve all been able to 
share something and give something of 
ourselves, and now we can embed our new 
knowledge in our practice and leadership.”

Debbie says the program has helped her 
understand the importance of developing 
leaders to build communities and 
businesses of the future. “I want to  
develop a thriving, healthy community  
of practice and better people for the  
future. Leaders grow more leaders,  
through knowledge we get power,  
and that power is a positive thing.”

Kristy says, more than anything, the 
program has taught her to stand up for 
what she believes. “I’ve always been vocal 
and shared my thoughts and opinions 
on things, but now I want to advocate for 
children and families at a higher level,” she 
says. “I’ve recently been accepted into the 
Talking Reconciliation group through Early 
Childhood Australia, and I’m hoping to 
contribute to journals and conferences and 
engage more with other organisations.

“It’s going to take time, but all the trans-
Tasman graduates are committed to 
making a real impact, and sharing what 
we’ve learnt. Our confidence, knowledge 
and ambition have grown. We don’t want 
to be quiet any more. We want to use what 
we’ve learnt, to share it and speak up more. 
Knowledge is power.”
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 Our educational programs  
foster investigation, inquiry, 
exploration, curiosity  
and creativity.

How some eastern rosellas inspired 
an incredible learning journey

CASE STUDY

When educators at Delta Road Preschool 
in Watsonia noticed some eastern rosellas 
nesting at the kindergarten, they never 
imagined it would inspire an incredible 
learning journey that’s going strong almost 
four years later.  

It’s the “best day ever” at Delta Road 
Preschool in Melbourne’s leafy north-east. 
A group of children have spotted some 
eastern rosellas soaring through the native 
trees surrounding the kindergarten.  
The news spreads quickly. And, binoculars 
in hand, the entire four-year-old group and 
teacher Shelli run into the playground, 
eager to catch a glimpse of the beautiful 
rainbow-coloured birds. 

It doesn’t take you long to realise bird 
watching is one of the children’s favourite 
things to do at kindergarten. This year 
they’ve spotted a few eastern rosellas, 
plenty of magpies, some galahs, a couple 
of rainbow lorikeets and, recently,  
a blue-faced honeyeater. They chart  
their successes by placing stickers on a  
specially made bird-watching board in  
the kindergarten room. 

This group of children have only recently 
discovered the wonder of birds, but Shelli 
says birds have been a big part of the Delta 
Road curriculum for almost four years. 

5
PRINCIPLE
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The journey started when a colleague 
told Shelli about some eastern rosellas 
she’d spotted nesting in the kindergarten 
building. “I got excited about it, so the 
children got excited about it,” says Shelli. 
“We started having conversations about 
it. And the excitement exploded into this 
amazing world of birds that we are now 
immersed in at Delta Road.”

Since then, educators have used children’s 
curiosity about birds to extend their 
research, exploration and problem-solving 
skills, all crucial learning outcomes of the 
Early Years Learning Framework (EYLF). 

“This whole bird project has fostered a 
journey of investigation and intense inquiry. 
It’s about seeing something in its real 
natural space,” says Shelli. “The children 
feel like they know them because they’ve 
seen them, and because it’s concrete, the 
information then sticks. They find it useful 
because it’s something they can see again 
and again and again.”

Through regular group discussions, 
speaking with community members, 
online research and reading bird books 
and guides, children have learnt about the 
different bird species – from their names 
to what they like to do, when they visit and 
how they nest.

These discussions have also led to 
conversations and learning about all sorts 
of other topics, including dog names and 
breeds, the weather, trees and how human 
children leave home when they grow up, 
just like magpies’ offspring. 

Shelli says the bird project has also been 
a fantastic way to promote children’s 
creativity, which is connected to all five 
learning outcomes in the EYLF. “This 
was highlighted when one of the trees 
the birds used to perch on near the 
kindergarten got cut down. The children 
were really sad by the tree being cut down, 
and a lot of that came out in their artwork. 
They were expressing their thoughts 
through their artwork.”

Another example of how the project has 
fostered children’s creativity can be found 
in the striking bird murals painted on 
the outside of the kindergarten building. 
The murals, funded by a local community 
grant and painted by a local artist, feature 
many of the bird species the children have 
spotted at kindergarten. “The council and 
the artist came and had meetings with 
the children about what to paint on the 
murals,” says Shelli. “The conversations with 
the children were amazing, about the 
birds, clouds and rainbows that you can 
now see in the murals.
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Educator Shelli bird watching 
with some of the children.
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“

”

What do you love about 
the birds at kindergarten?
“ They’re beautiful. And they sit  
on the trees and they fly.”  
– Kadence, aged five 

“ I love spying them.”  
– Valentine, aged five

“ I love looking at them  
with binoculars.”  
– Christian, aged four. 

What’s your favourite bird 
and why?
“ Rosellas, because they’re  
really pretty with lots and lots  
of colours.”  
– Kadence, aged five 

“ Eastern rosellas, because they’re  
all the colours of the rainbow.  
Also the wedge tailed eagle.”  
– Valentine, aged five

“ The rainbow lorikeet, because  
I love rainbows!”  
– Christian, aged four.

“Each child painted a small plaque to sit 
alongside the mural. They were amazed 
that their artwork was displayed on the 
back wall of their kindergarten. There was a 
lot of pride, a lot of ownership, a real sense 
of belonging for those children to have 
their artwork up on the wall permanently 
and their ideas included.”

Shelli says the kindergarten’s bird learning 
journey has been a wonderful way for the 
entire kindergarten community to come 
together, contribute and feel a sense of 
belonging. “Everyone’s excited about it – 
children, educators, parents, grandparents 
and the school. To notice the birds that are 
already in our space, to encourage children 
and families, to notice what’s in their local 
space and observe it and be appreciative of 
it is really valuable.”

Where to next for Delta Road’s bird 
learning journey? “We’ve started to 
document what birds we see at each time 
of the year,” says Shelli. “So I’m hoping over 
time we’ll get a calendar with the birds we 
normally see at different times. We are in 
the process of purchasing a bird bath to 
encourage more birdlife into our garden!

“We have also had exchanges with other 
ECMS services in different regions. Our 
colleagues in Brookside Kindergarten in 
Caroline Springs recently called us up 
to ask if we could help them identify a 
bird they had seen in their playground. 
They sent through some pictures and the 
children at Delta Road got busy with their 
research to help identify the bird. What 
next? Watch this space!”

CHILDREN’S VOICES
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 We support children to 
develop persistence and 
problem-solving skills, 
resilience, agency, self-
regulation and friendships.

How a friendly pooch is helping 
children prepare for school

CASE STUDY

With almost half of children at  
Cambrian Preschool in Melton West 
from families experiencing vulnerability, 
educators wanted to rethink their 
approach to helping children build vital 
school readiness skills, to aid in a smooth 
transition to their new environment.  
They found an answer in an unlikely  
place, and 12 months on, the results  
have been incredible.  

The sound of children’s laughter fills the 
yard on a sunny afternoon at Cambrian 
Preschool in Melbourne’s outer west. It’s 
coming from a group of children playing 
“find the ball” with Billy, a one-year-old 
border collie.

A passer-by might presume Billy is only 
visiting the kindergarten for the day. But 
he’s as much a part of the program as the  
children themselves. Billy is a therapy  
dog, you see. And he has been specially 
trained to support the children’s social  
and emotional development. 

The idea to introduce a dog into the 
program came about in late 2016,  
when educators Vicki and Janet were 
looking for new ways to nurture  
children’s development, particularly  
the most vulnerable.

“Forty-eight per cent of children come to 
our kinder with some trauma,” explains 
Vicki, Cambrian’s lead educator. “We see 
families with drug and alcohol abuse, 
major mental health issues and domestic 
violence. We also see a lot of neglect and 
some cases of physical abuse.”

Acutely aware that vulnerable children 
are likely to start school behind their 
peers, Vicki and Janet were searching for 
innovative approaches to help children 
build school readiness skills such as 
resilience, persistence, confidence, self-
regulation and friendships. 

After reading about some impressive cases 
of dogs being introduced into primary 
schools in areas of disadvantage, the pair 
started exploring the idea of getting a dog 
for their kindergarten. 

6
PRINCIPLE
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As luck would have it, fellow educator 
Naomi, who teaches the four-year-old 
Warrwarren group and is an experienced 
dog trainer, was looking for a puppy for  
her family around the same time.  
So the three sat down to discuss how 
they could effectively incorporate Naomi’s 
puppy into the kindergarten program.  
After nutting out the finer details, Naomi 
agreed to train her new puppy, Billy, to join 
her kinder group. 

The educators notified families, asking 
them to sign a consent form and 
welcoming any questions or concerns. 
Most were thrilled to discover Billy would 
be joining the kindergarten.

Twelve months on and Billy is a permanent 
fixture of the Warrwarren group. He comes 
to every session with Naomi and often visits 
the other groups, too. The children love 
bathing and feeding Billy, playing fetch 

and find the ball with him, and sitting 
together for a quiet cuddle. For many of 
them, Billy has become a best mate. 

“Billy makes me so happy!” squeals five-
year-old Jet. “Like 10 out of 10!” he says, 
holding up his 10 fingers to emphasise the 
point. It’s a sentiment echoed by most of 
Jet’s peers. And for parents such as Jet’s 
mum Stacey, Billy has been a godsend. 
“When I first heard about Billy entering 
the program, I was excited because Jet 
interacts well with animals,” says Stacey. 

Jet, who sits on the autism spectrum, uses 
animals as a calmer, says Stacey. “He’s 
able to relax a lot more with an animal. 
Telling him that Billy is waiting for him at 
kindergarten makes getting ready in the 
mornings a lot easier. It’s also taught Jet 
to share more with other kids, to take it in 
turns throwing the ball and to be patient.” 

Educator Naomi with Billy 
and some of the children.
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“

”

What do you love doing  
with Billy?
“ Playing fetch and hide the ball.” 
– Jet, aged five

“ Playing in the playground, in 
the sandpit and the swings.”  
– Jada, aged four

How does Billy make  
you feel?
“ He makes me feel 10 out of 10!”  
– Jet, aged five

“ He makes me feel happy!”  
– Jack, aged four

“ Billy makes me feel good.”  
– Ruby, aged four

“ He makes me feel better.” 
 – Elizabeth, aged four

CHILDREN’S VOICES
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Naomi loves seeing how much Billy 
has helped Jet’s social and emotional 
development. But, she points out, Jet 
is only one example of Billy’s amazing 
impact. “We had a child last year who 
came from a family with a lot of different 
issues. He wouldn’t engage with us, but 
when Billy was around, he would play  
with him, he would pat him, and they’d 
read stories together, so it really calmed 
him down.

“He wasn’t very interested in doing painting 
or drawings at the start. But as soon as we 
tapped into his connection to Billy, he was 
excited to paint, and his artwork totally 
transformed. He went from creating blot 
paintings to being able to paint people, 
trees and the sun clearly for the first time.”

It’s this innate ability to bond with children 
that has made Billy such an integral part  
of the kindergarten program.“A few  
times I’ve had children that are being  
quite unsettled, and he has a knack,  
he’ll go and sit with them, and he’ll calm 
them down by encouraging them to pat 
him,” says Naomi. 

When Billy joined the kindergaten, a few 
of the children were a bit apprehensive 
about dogs. But Naomi says they have 
helped these children overcome their 
fear by slowly and calmly introducing Billy 
until they feel comfortable. “We’ve had 
some great successes with these children. 
Working with Billy has reassured them  
that it’s safe, and they’re no longer 
frightened of dogs.”

Vicki and Naomi couldn’t be happier with 
Billy’s integration into their kindergarten 
community. It has been such a success  
that this year, many families have chosen 
the Warrwarren group because of Billy.  
And some families are now considering 
buying a puppy for home.  

More than anything, Vicki and Naomi are 
excited to see how this friendly pup will 
continue to help children experiencing 
vulnerability prepare for a smooth 
transition to school.  



ECMS 2017 ANNUAL REPORT42

We listen to children’s voices 
and celebrate successes  
and achievements to instil  
a sense of pride  
and empowerment.

ECMS believes all children have the right 
to be safe, secure, treated fairly, listened 
to, have privacy and to reach their full 
potential. To reflect our commitment to 
teaching children and families about these 
fundamental rights, in 2017 we introduced 
the Children’s Rights Project.

When a group of children at Keon Park 
Children’s Hub in Melbourne’s north 
were concerned their bathroom wasn’t 
private enough, their teacher Rachael 
encouraged them to brainstorm solutions 
to the problem. “The children came up 
with some great ideas,” says Rachael, the 
kindergarten’s lead educator. “For example, 
covering part of the bathroom window 
with wallpaper and adding dividers 
between the toilets.”

Promoting children’s rights in our 
early learning centres

CASE STUDY

7
PRINCIPLE

Rachael, lead educator, 
Keon Park Children’s Hub
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When the children decided what they 
really wanted was doors for each toilet, 
Rachael helped them write a letter to the 
council voicing their concerns and asking 
for help. “They said things like, ‘We need 
doors for the bathroom because people 
don’t like being seen on the toilet.’  
And they talked about how the lack of 
privacy makes them feel. For example, 
‘People looking at me makes me feel shy.’ ” 

While the children at Keon Park are  
still advocating for their new toilet doors, 
Rachael says the process has been a 
wonderful way to educate them about  
the importance of standing up for their 
rights. “It’s about teaching children to  
work together and take action on matters 
that concern them. We’ve done well,  
and you can see the children are taking 
this learning on board.”

Rachael’s passion for educating children 
about their rights inspired her to volunteer 
Keon Park for ECMS’ Children’s Rights 
Project in 2017. The kindergarten was 
one of eight ECMS centres to take part 

in the project, which looked at strategies 
for promoting children’s rights within 
kindergarten and childcare settings. 

Shannan Mudie, Senior Advisor of 
Pedagogy and Practice, says ECMS 
introduced the project in response to 
implementation of the Victorian Child Safe 
Standards in August 2016, particularly Child 
Safe Standard 7: Strategies to promote 
the participation and empowerment of 
children. “Project participants took part 
in group professional development to 
inform their children’s rights thinking, and 
began an inquiry process or project in their 
centres to share with the broader sector,” 
says Shannan.

At Keon Park, the children were introduced 
to the concept of children’s rights via 
a video called What are Child Rights? 
It included footage of children from 
developing countries getting sick from 
drinking dirty water. When the children 
showed concern for these children’s 
welfare, Rachael decided to buy a bottle of 
water from the social enterprise Thankyou.



ECMS 2017 ANNUAL REPORT44

“The profits from Thankyou water go 
straight to hygiene and sanitisation 
programs for people in need,” explains 
Rachael. “The beauty of Thankyou water 
is you’re able to track the impact, so you 
know exactly where the profits are going 
for every bottle of water. I tracked the 
impact with the children on the laptop. 
And that particular bottle of water went 
to a project in Vanuatu that helped 229 
people in need.” Rachael says this was a 
great way to remind the children that little 
acts of kindness can make a difference in 
other people’s lives. 

The next stage of Keon Park’s project,  
the bathroom privacy issue, happened 
after some of the children raised concerns 
during a discussion on their right to privacy. 
“The advocacy and perseverance of this 
group of children has been remarkable,” 
says Shannan. “And the process is 
continuing in negotiation around safety, 
supervision and the need for privacy to  
this day.”

Shannan says children at the other ECMS 
centres that took part in the project also 
came up with creative ways to promote 
their rights. “One kinder group created 
a book of illustrations and comments to 
take home and share with their families 
because they wanted to ensure adults 
knew about children’s rights. They went as 
far as wanting to organise a community 
meeting to tell everyone what they’d learnt. 
One early learning and care centre invited 
the children to draw pictures illustrating 
the different rights, and then created a 
song called Everybody has Rights.”

Rachael attributes the Children’s Rights 
Project’s success to the children having a 
sense of ownership over it. “It’s based on 
children’s interests, their thoughts and 
ideas,” she says. “It’s an amazing approach 
because the children have the sense of 
ownership in their learning, and I think 
they’re very capable of that.” 

Shannan says the project has been 
an excellent learning opportunity for 
educators, too. “They’ve learnt how to 
ensure children have a voice in everything 
we do. How to engage families in the 
process and empower children to be 
activists and advocates for others whose 
rights are not being upheld.”

This year ECMS will publish the project 
learnings in a book to be shared with  
the early childhood sector, and it will 
present the findings at the national  
Early Childhood Australia conference  
in September.



Thank you
Thank you to all the families and staff members who 
contributed to the creation of this Annual Report.

We would also like to acknowledge each and every person 
who has played a part in shaping the future over the past year, 
including our dedicated team of educators, our support staff and 
our voluntary board. In particular, we would like to acknowledge 
our service partners, those in local and state government and the 
many committed parents and families who contribute in so many 
different and important ways to shaping the services of the future.
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