
A pioneering early childhood education initiative 
within the University of Wollongong is breaking 
down barriers to improve outcomes for children 
across Australia. Fran Molloy reports.

headstart

Open wide: Children take a ‘tour’ of an inflatable 
digestive system at the Early Start Discovery Space. 
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T he University of 
Wollongong’s Early Start 
initiative is an innovative 
program that is breaking 
down barriers between 

research, teaching and professional and 
community engagement to improve 
early childhood outcomes.

Launched in 2013, Early Start 
was developed in response to the 
overwhelming research confirming the 
critical impact of education on children’s 
health, development and life outcomes. 
The underlying aim of the program is to 
drive real social change through world-
class research and teaching programs, 
using the latest technologies to connect 
disadvantaged, regional and remote 
communities.

This is done through three key 
elements: the multidisciplinary Early 
Start Research Institute, the Discovery 
Space children’s museum, and a network 
of 41 early childhood ‘engagement’ 
services across NSW and the ACT 
brought on board to enable research to 
be tested in practice.

Early Start CEO Michelle Kellaway 
says that by integrating these three 
early childhood education elements, 
each is spring-boarded, allowing better 
outcomes individually and together. 

“Our students here on campus 
studying early childhood or primary 
education or even public health or 
social work, often volunteer within 
the Discovery Space to get hands-on 
engagement with families and children,” 
she says. 

“Academics often integrate their 
subjects into the centre, so students 
might read to the children in the 
Discovery Space during a literacy 
exercise, and then give us feedback on 
the effectiveness of the experiences 
there, how they deliver literacy and 
numeracy outcomes.” That feedback 
helps determine future programs, 
Kellaway adds.

The Early Start centre itself is a 
three-storey building on campus, 
which was built after the university 
received $31 million from the Australian 
government’s Education Infrastructure 
Fund. The centre houses more than 130 
researchers and students—including 
more than 100 PhD students, post-
doctoral researchers and academics—all 
with the goal to deliver evidence-based, 
real-world solutions to address the issues 
of disadvantage and social inclusion, 
which are core to the Early Start mission 

of transforming lives through education. 
Professor Sue Bennett, deputy director 

of the Early Start Research Institute, 
says researchers come from a variety 
of disciplines, including education, 
nutrition, health, psychology and arts. 
The ultimate aim is to conduct evidence-
based research that drives government 
policy and assists industry professionals 
in making informed educational 
decisions for policy and practice.

“I see it as a wonderfully integrated 
opportunity. Usually universities 

ENGAGEMENT IN PRACTICE
Melinda Wren is director of The Basin Preschool and Long Day Care Centre, a 
40-place service for two- to five-year-olds at Sanctuary Point on the NSW south 
coast. It is also one of the 41 Early Start Engagement Centres across NSW.
“We were really fortunate to be one of the project pilot centres,” she explains. 
Part of the deal included a technology package and support for a smart board, 
smart table and iPads. 
Because the engagement centres are spread across NSW, technology is an 
important tool for staying connected.
“We would never be able to afford these resources if it wasn’t for the university 
and because we are in a regional, low socio-economic area, it’s been such an 
enormous asset to our program and what we have to offer for the families 
down here.”
She says that many of the children who come to the service have additional 
needs, ranging from autism spectrum to behavioural management issues to 
vision impairment, and the technology allows the preschool to introduce all 
kinds of extra supports.
Visitors to the preschool show presentations on the smart board to help 
children understand topics like water safety, and the centre can use the 
technology to link smaller groups of children in the preschool to services that 
suit specific needs. 
“Some of our Aboriginal kids are learning some traditional dances by linking 
with other Aboriginal services from our region over the video-conferencing 
platform,” Wren explains.  
There are moves in place to link by Skype with an Arabic-speaking bi-cultural 
support officer for other children, too.
“The technology brings down those distance barriers and also makes it easier 
and cheaper for kids to see what’s out there,” she says. 
Using the smart board video-conferencing platform, the preschool has already 
had several virtual ‘tours’ of the Early Start Discovery Space, too. 
“We do quite a few excursions, but going anywhere with a bunch of two to five 
year olds, you can’t go too far and it’s an exhausting day,” Wren says. “Virtual 
tours are a good way to go.”

are completely separate or they are 
integrated in an ad-hoc fashion, but ESRI 
ties the research into practice and into 
things like the discovery centre, all our 
outreach programs, our engagement 
centres and even into the training 
program for Wollongong’s early years 
degree.”

“We have an ongoing relationship 
with the [engagement] centres as 
partners, and try to fit research into the 
centres which makes sense to them,” she 
says. “Everybody is a stakeholder, we all 
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want to get traction; we want to make 
sure that it works.”
Research base
According to Marc de Rosnay, Professor 
of Early Start, the initiative is already 
building up a body of knowledge that 
translates into better outcomes, through 
professional learning or practice. He 
suggests that much of the literature is 
lacking, because of a strong tendency to 
focus on big longitudinal projects. 

“One of the tragedies of big 
longitudinal projects is that you’re 
documenting your failures. You’re 
showing again and again for which 
children you are failing to change things. 
That’s why I always focus on real time: 
what are you doing for this child, today?”

De Rosnay says that Early Start 
programs showing good results include 
a field study on effective early learning 
and the Jump Start program (including 
‘Standing Preschools’), headed by 
Professor Tony Okely, which looks at 
children’s physical health and activity.

“The broad thing that the longitudinal 
studies have shown is that a high-
quality early years environment for very 
disadvantaged children makes outcomes 
much better for them,” de Rosnay says. 

“So we want to put the tools for 
bringing about those changes in 
the hands of educators and their 
organisations. If I am an educator 
working with a disadvantaged group of 
children in a remote area, I know what 
I have to do to understand where those 
children are at and to be effective with 
those children, which is not easy.“

There’s currently no systemic 
approach for these situations, de Rosnay 

says, and educators work hard to deliver 
outcomes, but they need the research 
and tools to back them up. 

“These are tough kids to work with, so 
you need to know where they’re at, you 
need to know how to work with them, 
and you need to know whether you are 
being successful. That infrastructure 
doesn’t exist in early education right 
now.”

De Rosnay says that Early Start is 
also establishing effective professional 
development (PD), which will then be 
widely accessible to early childhood 
educators. 

“What we want in the future is to 
move to a place where educators are 
themselves engaging with the university 
more. That’s a wide zone, and it’s a 
funding base issue,” he says.

“We haven’t already taken that step 
because the last six to nine months 
have been about building an effective 
PD approach,” he says. “We’re building 
on the longstanding professional 
research of some of our members, to 
develop an effective PD approach that 
is foundational and based on changing 
practice in a way that we know is 
beneficial for kids. Then you add to 
it, with specific expertise around the 
details like numeracy, or digital literacy 
or whatever.”

De Rosnay says Early Start’s approach 
to PD will be different to what’s 
currently available, which is largely 
devoted to improving specific skills.

“The thing that will distinguish our PD, 
and hopefully into the future as well, is 
that it’s foundational. It changes practice 
in a way that you know is beneficial for 
kids, and then you can add to it. You can 
add specific expertise around numeracy, 
or around digital literacy.”

Explore and discover
Another part of the Early Start program 
is the university-operated Discovery 
Space, which was built thanks to a  
$7 million philanthropic gift from 
the Abbott Foundation (the largest 
single donation the university has ever 
received). It is now Australia’s only 
dedicated children’s museum, designed 
as a destination for preschool and school 
groups and for families with young 
children to join together in an exciting, 
learning-through-play learning space. 

Some of the experiences currently 
available include a ‘shop,’ with trolleys 
and products on shelves, a mysterious 
diamond-studded cave, and the HMAS 

We’re building on the 
longstanding professional 
research of some of our 
members, to develop an 
effective PD approach that 
is foundational and based 
on changing practice in 
a way that we know is 
beneficial for kids.  
—Professor Marc de Rosnay
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Discovery—an eight-metre long ‘ship’ 
structure where children can take the 
helm, or load and unload ‘cargo.’

Children can also climb through an 
inflatable digestive system, where they 
imagine becoming a piece of food that 
travels through inflatable walls complete 
with heart-beat, breathing and digestion 
sound effects, and can learn about how 
digestion works, the role of stomach 
acids and gut bacteria, and why healthy 
food is important. 

“Our public health students and 
academics helped us design a public 
program to help get the best outcomes 
for children so that when they are 
coming through the inflatable tummy 
tour, they learn really useful things 
about digestion,” explains Kellaway. 

“So we might take children around 
the tummy and talk about healthy 
eating, then they go and play in the 
supermarket, and there’s a direct 
connection made through their play.”

The Discovery Space was modelled 
on children’s museums found in the US 
and Europe, where young children and 
adults go through play-based learning 
together, but the centre also consulted 
academics, preschools and community 
members. They also had children from 
several primary schools brainstorm and 
collaborate on ideas for the Discovery 
Space, from big concepts to small details.

Experiences were designed to be a fun 
connection between play and learning, 
they had to be multi-purposed (for 
example, the cave could be an old mine, 
a wombat burrow, or an ancient cave), 
accessible to children with a range of 
needs, and aligned to early childhood 
and primary school curriculums.

Building a digital network 
The Early Start Engagement Centres 
came on board in 2014 and are tied into 
the University’s research—as well as 
being connected to each other—using 
various technologies, underpinned by 
a support team including a learning 
technologist who also does outreach 
visits. This provides educators in these 
centres access up-to-date research, 
to help deliver best outcomes to 
disadvantaged children. 

There are around a thousand children 
across the various early education and 
care services (preschool, long day care 
and ACFCs) who are in the target age 
group of three to five years, from areas 
of socio-economic disadvantage, and a 
third are Aboriginal.  

“It’s quite different to typical 
education research projects where a 
researcher focuses on one particular 
area,” Kellaway says.

The centres stretch to Broken Hill in far 
west NSW, to Tweed Heads in the north, 
Eden on the NSW south coast. There 
are also a couple of centres in the ACT. 
Around nine centres are close enough to 
the university to make in-person visits to 
the Discovery Space.

“They’ve all been provided with a 
technology bundle as part of the Early 
Start relationship and we pioneer 
innovation with the centres through 
research and a range of other things,” 
Kellaway says.

The technology bundle includes 
access to a video-conferencing platform 
called Blue Jeans, with the cameras and 
computers to facilitate it, a smart board, 
smart TV, smart tables and an iPad set. 

“We maintain the equipment and 
train the educators to use it. We use 
the video-conferencing, not just for 
virtual visits, but we do professional 
development with our centres using the 
equipment as well.”

A recent example is a series of 
professional development workshops 
on healthy lifestyles, delivered via 
videoconferencing for educators in 
remote centres. Another major PD 

event for the centres was the Early Start 
Conference. Nearly 700 people attended 
the first professional development 
conference, held at the university in 2015, 
from 11 countries. A second conference is 
planned for 2017.

“We found that a combination of 
both face-to-face and technology-based 
professional development is important, 
because it’s about building those 
relationships and those connections 
with the centres and with Early Start. If 
you do this purely through technology 
then you don’t have that collegial 
interaction that is often required to 
make those networks work.”

Engagement centres are now 
connecting with each other, forming 
natural networks based on proximity 
and personal relationships, Kellaway 
says. And there are ongoing visits 
from academics who are siting various 
research projects within the centres. 

Baseline research on the 41 
engagement centres has assessed the 
children in the centres, the educators 
and the parents and, using a rapid 
responsive research model, the analysis 
is used to co-create programs that can be 
applied straight away. With this kind of 
immediacy, they are on track in meeting 
Early Start’s aim to give all children the 
best possible start in life. ✹
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