


KIDS FIRST AUSTRALIA
Leading change for Australian children.
Kids First Australia is a proudly independent child and
family services provider and early years education
specialist, at the heart of community care since 1896.

Our v s on s for a  ch dren and young peop e to thr ve
n strong, res ent, and safe fam es and commun t es.
We do th s because we be eve a  k ds deserve a
br ght future.

Informed by ev dence, our sector ead ng programs
are des gned to strengthen fam y re at onsh ps,
support hea ng and recovery from trauma and ensure
ch dren can thr ve, now and nto the r future. K ds F rst
occup es a un que space w th n the ear y years and
commun ty serv ces andscape w th our strong focus
on deve op ng, test ng and de ver ng nnovat ve
ev dence based serv ces.

In th s subm ss on we focus on how our Ear y Years
Educat on Program (EYEP)™, an ntens ve ear y
ch dhood educat on and care mode  for ch dren v ng
w th s gn f cant advers ty, enro ed before the age of
three, m t gated the effects of tox c stress and trauma.
The support, earn ng, sk s and deve opment from our
EYEP™ have been adapted nto a un versa  p atform,
our Ear y Years Educat on Program (EYEP)™ 
K ndergarten Mode  that a  ch dren can access, no
matter the r start ng po nt n fe.

We know that the early years are critical.

Ch dren’s exper ences n the years mmed ate y after
b rth are a major determ nant of the r fet me
c rcumstances and we be ng. Ear y fe exper ences
have a fundamenta  nf uence on bra n arch tecture,
gene express on, and phys o ogy. 

The mpact of the ear y years s espec a y pronounced
for ch dren who exper ence neg ect, abuse and tox c
stress. Pro onged exposure to phys ca , emot ona
and/or sexua  abuse and traumat c exper ences ear y
n fe have been estab shed to cause profound ong
term adverse effects on bra n and phys o og ca
deve opment. (Tseng et a )

Our research demonstrates the importance of holistic
early years education and care.

For s x years, K ds F rst des gned and mp emented a
un que Ear y Years Educat on Program (EYEP)™, at our
West He de berg centre n V ctor a. The EYEP™
successfu y worked w th ch dren who exper enced
acute d sadvantage to support the r emot ona , soc a
and cogn t ve deve opment. The program prov ded
h gh qua ty educat on and care for ch dren who ve
w th s gn f cant fam y stress and soc a  cha enges so
that they cou d commence schoo  deve opmenta y
equa  to the r peers, and w th the know edge, sk s
and attr butes needed for ongo ng successfu  earn ng. 
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An ndependent random sed contro  tr a , the f rst
of ts k nd n Austra a, was conducted a ongs de
EYEP™’s de very. Th s research showed that,
when compared to the r peers, ch dren who
part c pated n EYEP™ had made ga ns across the r
IQ, res ence and emot ona  deve opment factors.
The r fam es responded better to stress and
exper enced ess of t.

EYEP™ was character sed by: nd v dua sed,
ho st c educat on and care, based on a re at ona
pedagogy; ntegrated tert ary eve  ntervent on;
susta ned and ntens ve engagement;
mu t ‑d sc p nary profess ona  know edge, sk s
and expert se; and safe, we com ng spaces.

Our next phase of innovation: a universal Early
Years Education Program – Kindergarten Model.

K ds F rst be eves that a  Austra an ch dren and
fam es shou d have access to h gh qua ty, ho st c
educat on and care, underp nned by a robust
pract ce framework and ev dence based serv ce
mode s. We ve and breathe th s ethos n our own
ear y years centres and have taken the powerfu
and pract ca  components of the EYEP™ and
created a new mode  that can be un versa y
app ed n k ndergartens, f ng a cr t ca  gap for
the sector.

Our EYEP™ K ndergarten Mode  s based on a
strengths based, trauma nformed, re at ona
pedagogy approach. ‘Re at ona  pedagogy’ refers
to the ntent ona  pract ce of car ng teachers
nteract ng w th students to bu d and susta n
pos t ve re at onsh ps.

We have taken th s approach because t s proven
that the most sa ent env ronmenta  nf uences for
nfants and young ch dren are the r careg v ng
re at onsh ps and the degree of stress that they ve
w th. A  ch dren need stab e re at onsh ps,
respons ve careg vers and attent on to the r
emot ona  we be ng and soc a  competence so
that they can f our sh.





Early Years Strategy response
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2. What vision should our nation have for Australia’s youngest children?

A  ch dren hav ng equ ty of access to ear y ch dhood educat on and care, e m nat ng any barr ers to
access;
A  ch dren are ab e to deve op a strong sense of dent ty n a safe space. Cu tura  se f determ nat on s a
v ta  pr nc p e, n order to enhance persona  agency;
A  ch dren are connected w th and contr bute to the r wor d through earn ng act v t es that encourage
these behav ours; 
A  ch dren and fam es’ vo ces are act ve y heard and ncorporated nto the ear y years program;
A  ch dren are ab e to deve op a strong sense of we be ng;
A  ch dren are conf dent and nvo ved earners and commun cators; 
Fam es have strong parent ng capab ty so they can moderate r sk and advers ty and support hea thy
ch dhood deve opment and we be ng; and
Austra an governments at a  eve s must work co aborat ve y to shape the br ght futures that a  young
ch dren deserve; 

Our nat on shou d have a v s on for an Austra a where a  ch dren thr ve n res ent, strong and safe fam es
and commun t es  no one s eft beh nd. Th s shou d be underp nned by:

We be eve our program og c for the EYEP™ K ndergarten Mode  (as dep cted n d agram 1 be ow) s a robust
ev dence based mode  of educat on and ho st c care that addresses the nterconnected factors that
contr bute to ach ev ng th s v s on. 

 

Recommendation:
For the Early Years Strategy to consider not developing a vision and outcomes for the child in isolation,
rather inclusive of their family and community. This will enable the strategy to deliver holistic outcomes
that will see Australia’s youngest children thriving in resilient, strong and safe families and communities –
no child is left behind. 



3. What mix of outcomes are the most important to include in the Strategy?
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ho st c wrap around support prov ded to the fam es of the ch dren engag ng n ear y ch dhood
educat on and care to overcome stress and engage as equa  partners w th the Ear y Years Manager n the r
ch d’s earn ng; 
a strong partnersh p w th oca  government and other oca  serv ces to prov de ntegrated wrap around
support; and
ongo ng tra n ng and profess ona  deve opment for educators nc ud ng tra n ng n re at ona  pedagogy,
and strengths based and trauma nformed pract ce. 

Ch dren and fam es hav ng a shared sense of be ong ng; 
Ch dren hav ng strong, authent c re at onsh ps w th the r c assmates, care g vers and educators;
Ch dren are act ve, engaged and capab e earners, and are supported to enter pr mary schoo ; 
Fam es hav ng strong protect ve factors so that they can moderate r sk and advers ty and support hea thy
ch dhood deve opment and we be ng; and
H gher than benchmark staff retent on.

Language and teracy
Numeracy and other non verba  cogn t ve sk s 
Se f regu at on
Emot ona  hea th, soc a  we be ng and soc a  and emot ona  sk s.

We be eve that a coord nated response to meet oca  commun ty needs and ach eve mproved outcomes for
ch dren and fam es through effect ve fam y centred pract ce wou d be the most mportant outcome of the
Strategy.

We have a v s on for an enhanced ear y ch dhood educat on and care mode  that prov des a strengths based,
trauma nformed re at ona  pedagogy approach, coup ed w th ‘ear y he p’ support and capac ty bu d ng
act v t es to fam es. Integra  to ts ach evement s three d st ngu sh ng features, be ng: 

It s through the app cat on of these mode  e ements that we be eve the Ear y Years Strategy can ach eve the
most mportant outcomes of: 

1.
2.
3.
4.

5.

Des gned spec f ca y for un versa  sett ngs, the K ds F rst EYEP™ K ndergarten Mode , as ev denced by
Murdoch Ch dren’s Research Inst tute, s de ver ng these mproved outcomes for ch dren and respond ng
seam ess y to the chang ng needs of fam es, part cu ar y fam es exper enc ng d ff cu t es.

When cons der ng the ch d’s nd v dua sed ear y years earn ng journey, so d foundat ona  exper ences n
ear y earn ng offer young ch dren the poss b ty to exp ore the r own nterests, grow ng the r capab t es and
deve op cogn t ve sk s. Def c enc es n cogn t ve and soc a  sk s before the age of f ve are ke y to pers st
nto ater fe and become the bas s of prob ems such as ow educat on atta nment, unemp oyment, teenage
pregnancy and nvo vement n cr me. Therefore, a ch d who exper ences strong foundat ons n k ndergarten
and/or an ear y years program are more ke y to exper ence ncreased we be ng across a broad array of
nd cators as adu ts, such as soc a , phys ca  and menta  hea th, educat ona  atta nment and emp oyment.

The d mens ons of earn ng that are of s gn f cance nc ude: 

These d mens ons of ear y earn ng are nterconnected, wh ch suggests that a ho st c eva uat on of these sk s
s necessary when try ng to make sense of we be ng n ear y ch dhood and ts future consequences.

Eva uat ons of ear y earn ng techn ques and pract ces offers the opportun ty to understand whether
governments, commun t es, schoo s and fam es are support ng the power and prom se of ear y earn ng as
ntended (Shuey & Kankaraš, 2018). As such, an add t ona  outcome ought to centre on mean ngfu  eva uat on
measures for determ n ng academ c and d spos t ona  read ness. We know how cr t ca  the ear y years are for
shap ng not on y ch dhood, but who e fe trajector es. Invest ng n systems and n t at ves for young ch dren
w  de ver returns across soc a , econom c, hea th and we be ng doma ns. 

EA S uey a d M Ka ka aš  T e powe  a d p om se o  ea y ea g  2018  OECD Educat o  Wo k g Pape  No  186  Pa s  F a ce  OECD

 

Recommendation:
For the Early Years Strategy to apply a holistic integrated lens when aspiring to achieve the social,
emotional, physiological and educational outcomes for Australia’s youngest children that ensures no
child is left behind and is thriving in resilient, strong and safe families and communities. 
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5. What could the Commonwealth do to improve outcomes for children—
particularly those who are born or raised in more vulnerable and/or disadvantaged
circumstances?

As we have h gh ghted n our ntroduct on K ds F rst has spec f c expert se and exper ence n work ng w th
and mprov ng outcomes for vu nerab e ch dren part cu ar y n the un versa  ear y years sett ng. 

Our Ear y Years Educat on Program (EYEP™) was des gned to (and was proven n ts eva uat on f nd ngs to
successfu y) support ch dren w th h gh y comp ex support needs, and the r fam es' emot ona , soc a  and
cogn t ve deve opment. The program not on y focused on prov d ng a h gh qua ty educat on and care
program for ch dren, t a so addressed the trauma exper enced by these ch dren n the r format ve years and
wrapped a su te of ear y ntervent on and therapeut c fam y support serv ces around the r fam es to a ev ate
fam y stress, and ensure ch dren commenced schoo  deve opmenta y equa  to the r peers. Th s program was
the subject of an Austra a f rst random sed contro  tr a  (RCT) undertaken by the Un vers ty of Me bourne and
a qua tat ve study by Char es Sturt Un vers ty. The success of th s mode  s documented n the research
reports ava ab e on the 'Informat on Hub' on our webs te.

However, th s program was on y for h gh y vu nerab e 0 3 year o ds and t nadvertent y st gmat sed the very
ch dren t was support ng by exc ud ng them from engag ng w th the r commun ty and future c assmates n
the ma nstream/un versa  educat on and care sett ng. It was c ear to us through our fam y support data and
our ro e as co ord nator of a reg ona  ch d and fam y serv ces a ance that few vu nerab e fam es access
ch dcare however they d d access k ndergarten. We knew that w th n th s h gh y targeted mode , ay the
bu d ng b ocks for a un versa  ear y years mode  that cou d de ver pos t ve outcomes for a  Austra an
ch dren and the r fam es, no matter the r start n fe, and th s cou d be ach eved n a susta nab e and
rep cab e manner. Therefore, we took the best pract ce earn ngs from th s program and tr a ed t w th n one
of our un versa  k ndergarten programs.

An eva uat on of th s approach was undertaken by Monash Un vers ty Centre of Hea th Research and
Imp ementat on n 2018 wh ch dent f ed that the best pract ce e ements that have been extracted and
mp emented at the Ch d and Fam y Centre enab ed the educators to effect ve y dent fy, manage and
support ch dren from more vu nerab e and/or d sadvantaged c rcumstances. It was recommended that these
e ements, wh ch had never before been emp oyed together w th n a un versa  care sett ng, warranted further
deve opment. K ds F rst then deve oped the EYEP™  K ndergarten Mode  for app cat on n un versa  sett ngs.
 
K ds F rst has been at the forefront of nnovat on n the deve opment of the EYEP™ K ndergarten Mode . The
Mode  has been des gned to mprove educat on, hea th and we be ng outcomes for ch dren who are born or
ra sed n more vu nerab e and/or d sadvantaged c rcumstances, and the r fam es, w th n a un versa  ear y
years sett ng.

The EYEP™  K ndergarten Mode  s based on a strength based, trauma nformed, re at ona  pedagogy
approach. We have taken th s approach because t s proven that opt ma  emot ona  and behav oura
regu at on s ach eved by nfants w th the scaffo d ng prov ded by the r pr mary careg ver (Hofacker N &
Papousek 1998, Tron ck E & G anno A 1986) n moment to moment nteract ons n the context of everyday care
and s the foundat on for menta  hea th throughout fe (Shonkoff , 2011). A  ear y ch dhood educat on and
care serv ces need structures and processes that fac tate h gh qua ty nteract on.

Murdoch Ch dren’s Research Inst tute’s f nd ngs from the r eva uat on of our EYEP™ K ndergarten Mode
support th s. Whereby the data from the second year eva uat on has shown h gh c assroom qua ty w th our
k ndergartens de ver ng the EYEP™ K ndergarten Mode  scor ng h gher than Austra an compar son data
across Emot ona  support, C assroom organ sat on and Instruct ona  support doma ns. These resu ts are
nc us ve of our Centres n h gh y d sadvantaged areas, such as Seymour n V ctor a. The major ty of our
centres are ocated n vu nerab e commun t es w th h gher than state average proport ons of ch dren
engag ng n our k ndergarten program whom have exper enced ntergenerat ona  abuse and neg ect. It s for
th s reason that our eva uat on f nd ngs are except ona y prom s ng.

Ho acke  N & Papousek M (1998 )  D so de s o  excess ve c y g  eed g a d s eep g  T e Mu c  te d sc p a y Resea c  a d ovat o
P og am  a t Me ta  Hea t  Jou a  19 (2) 180 2101
T o ck E & G a o A  (1986) te act ve m smatc  a d epa  C a e ges to t e cop g a t  Ze o to T ee  6(3) 1 6
S o ko  J P  (2011)  P otect g b a s  ot s mp y st mu at g m ds  Sc e ce  333(6045)  982 83
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Key features of the EYEP™ K ndergarten Mode  that we be eve mprove outcomes for ch dren part cu ar y
those who are born or ra sed n more vu nerab e and/or d sadvantaged c rcumstances nc ude:

Wrap around support

'Wrap around’ support serv ces are ntegrated and embedded w th n our Ear y Years Ch d and Fam y
Centres. These are des gned to reduce barr ers to access and part c pat on and address ch dren’s dent f ed
deve opmenta  needs, essen ng the mpacts and r sks of adverse, traumat c events, and strengthen ng fam y
funct on ng. These nc ude a mu t d sc p nary team of materna  & ch d hea th, fam y support, p aygroups,
a ed hea th serv ces and parent ng groups.

Early and sustained engagement of families

When fam es are engaged t s v ta  to susta n the r engagement. If they fee  a sense of be ong ng and
connectedness to the serv ces offered, they may be ess ke y to stop attend ng. Serv ces prov de h gh
qua ty nteract ons and susta n the nvo vement of parents, the r ch dren a so part c pate n the serv ces w th
the goa  of mprov ng a ch d’s earn ng, deve opment and we be ng. We know from our research that the
most sa ent env ronmenta  nf uence for nfants and young ch dren s the r careg v ng re at onsh ps.
Interpersona  nteract ons are the pr mary source of exper ences (pos t ve and negat ve) that shape the
deve op ng bra n and therefore nf uence deve opment and earn ng.

Trauma-informed training and reflective practice for educators

To be trauma nformed requ res a  act v t es and ways of work ng to respond to the effects of trauma that
ch dren and the r fam es may have exper enced, and wh ch may be v s b e or nv s b e. Research shows that
trauma nc ud ng gr ef, abuse, parenta  add ct on or fam y stress, can underm ne ch dren’s ab ty to earn,
form re at onsh ps and funct on capab y.

Educators are tra ned n attachment theory and recogn s ng and respond ng sens t ve y to trauma through
behav oura  gu dance techn ques and mode ng se f regu at on. Furthermore, educators have ready access to
co eagues who pract ce n nfant menta  hea th for adv ce and support. Regu ar ref ect ve superv s on and
c n ca  coach ng prov des educators w th frameworks and concepts to understand emot ona  deve opment,
ch d responses to stress, and the sk s to app y these concepts to the nd v dua  ch d. Month y staff meet ngs
occur for a  staff w th a mu t d sc p nary focus on ref ect on, profess ona  earn ng, prob em so v ng and
dec s on mak ng.

Co-designing with families

Empower ng ch dren and fam es’ vo ces and act ve engagement by ensur ng part c pat on of a  ch dren,
w th a part cu ar focus on ensur ng ch dren from vu nerab e backgrounds and the r fam es are appropr ate y
supported to part c pate n the r cr t ca  ear y years. Based on the pr nc p es of proport onate un versa sm, the
mode  has an n bu t capab ty to be sca ed up for ch dren and fam es requ r ng add t ona  support n a
seam ess manner.

Question 5 continued

 

Recommendation:
For the Commonwealth to support the integration of a strengths based, trauma informed, relational
pedagogy into the universal early childhood education and care setting. 
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Ch d focused and nc us ve
Resourc ng fam es and commun t es
Re at ona  pedagogy
Trauma nformed pract ce
Safety and we  be ng
Co aborat on and d vers ty
Se f determ nat on.

Kids First recommends the inclusion of a Strengths Based, Trauma Informed principle to underpin the
Strategy.

Th s s a centra  tenet of the K ds F rst EYEP™  K ndergarten Mode .

Th s pr nc p e recogn ses the ncreas ng preva ence and exper ence of trauma and v o ence perpetrated
aga nst ch dren and fam es, therefore t s cr t ca  that we adopt trauma nformed pract ces to promote
hea ng and recovery. Th s nvo ves understand ng trauma, v ew ng fam y v o ence n the context of trauma,
hav ng know edge of mpacts, and recogn s ng that many behav ours and responses expressed are d rect y
re ated to an nd v dua ’s exper ences. Trauma nformed pract ce nvo ves understand ng the neuro og ca ,
psycho og ca , b o og ca , soc a , and sp r tua  mpact that trauma and v o ence can have on nd v dua s
seek ng support.

The mpact of trauma can ast many generat ons and cont nue to have ast ng effects through ts mpact on
parent ch d re at onsh ps. When work ng w th vu nerab e fam es, the mpact of trauma needs to be
understood, acknow edged and he d n m nd.

Trauma sens t ve env ronments benef t a  ch dren. Those whose exper ence of trauma s known or unknown,
and ch dren who share a earn ng env ronment w th ch dren affected by trauma.

We be eve that nk ng a progress ve curr cu um w th an ntegrated serv ce approach and carefu
cons derat on of the organ sat ona  capab t es requ red to de ver ho st c educat on and care n un versa
sett ngs s ntegra  to the Strategy.

Add t ona  to th s, as ev denced n our EYEP™ K ndergarten Mode , we be eve the fo ow ng s x pedagog ca
pr nc p es are ntegra : 

These pr nc p es are re evant n a  educat on and care sett ngs, and ev denced n atest research. S gn f cant y,
educators who engage w th a trauma nformed ens n a  e ements of the r work support an env ronment
underp nned by safety, trust, cho ce, co aborat on and empowerment. We be eve that these shou d be
ev dent throughout a  ear y years sett ngs un versa y as th s supports educators to pos t ve y mpact on the
ves of the ch dren by creat ng a safe and secure earn ng env ronment where there s a cu ture of respect for

each other.
 
Furthermore, we be eve that programm ng shou d be ch d focused and nc us ve, w th educators gu ded by
the Nat ona  Qua ty Framework and the re evant earn ng frameworks, as we know that when ch dren can
nf uence what and how they earn, they are more ke y to part c pate and earn ng opportun t es are
enhanced.  

W th regards to se f determ nat on, t s a v ta  pr nc p e, n order to enhance persona  agency. Our EYEP™
K ndergarten Mode  recogn ses the mportance of g v ng ch dren and fam es a vo ce, rather than mak ng
assumpt ons about them, the r context and the r behav our. Pr v eg ng ch dren and fam y’s se f
determ nat on s h gh y mportant n support ng the r recovery from trauma  th s means prov d ng cho ce and
opt ons and nformat on so they can make nformed dec s ons.

The pr nc p es and pract ce of se f determ nat on are h gh y mportant n our work w th F rst Austra ans. K ds
F rst are comm tted to n t at ves that ev dence our deep comm tment to work ng w th Abor g na  E ders and
Commun ty n a sp r t of hea ng and mutua  respect where we are equa  partners w th equa  opportun t es
and w th an equa  stake n shap ng new so ut on to endur ng ssues.

7. What principles should be included in the Strategy?

 
Recommendation:
To increase positive child outcomes we believe that the above mentioned evidence based principles are
integral to the Early Years Strategy. 
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An Ear y Years Strategy that ensures a  ch dren, no matter what the r eve  or comp ex ty of vu nerab ty, have
the opportun ty and r ght to engage n a un versa  k ndergarten program s ntegra  to mprov ng outcomes for
ch dren. 

K ds F rst's EYEP™  K ndergarten Mode  s be ng eva uated by Murdoch Ch dren’s Research Inst tute’s Centre for
Commun ty Ch d Hea th over a three year per od (2021  2023). Th s w  prov de ev dence of a cost effect ve,
mpactfu , nat ona y sca ab e un versa  k ndergarten mode  that de vers pos t ve outcomes for a  ch dren and
fam es.

The second year (2022) eva uat on report has shown h gh c assroom qua ty, w th our Ch d and Fam y Centres
where the EYEP K ndergarten Mode  s embedded scor ng h gher than Austra an compar son data across
Emot ona  support, C assroom organ sat on and Instruct ona  support doma ns. These resu ts are very prom s ng.

Our ntent on s to sca e up th s program as a new mode  that w  g ve Austra an ch dren the best start n fe. 
We wou d we come a conversat on w th the Commonwea th to d scuss the mode  and how th s can be accessed
by the Ear y Ch dhood Educat on and Care sector nat ona y. 

8. Are there gaps in existing frameworks or other research or evidence that need to
be considered for the development of the Strategy?

 

Recommendation:
That the Commonwealth partner with State governments and Kids First Australia to roll out the EYEP™-
Kindergarten Model nationally across the universal ECEC sector. 






