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They’re developing 
a mind for life. 

Explore our learning 
experiences and campuses 
by scanning the QR code or 

WHEELERS HILL
ELC to Year 12

MALVERN
ELC to Year 6

CAULFIELD
Years 7 to 12

BOARDING
Years 9 to 12

CO-EDUCATIONAL 

EARLY LEARNING TO YEAR 12

+61 3 9524 6333

ADVERTISING FEATURE

Early learning guide
Fostering curiosity through play and nature

Many schools encourage kids to follow
their natural curiosity. Photo: MGGS
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Scan the QR code to 
visit our website for 
tour bookings and 
more information.

www.stpeterselc.vic.edu.au

St Peter’s Early Learning Centre at 
St Kevin’s College is a coeducational 
Catholic early learning environment. 
We are a small setting with a big 
heart. Working in partnership, we 
are committed to instilling values of 
family, community and social justice.

At St Peter’s ELC, we believe in 
setting the right foundations for 
school readiness through a play-
based learning environment. We 
pay particular attention to the 
children’s early stage of ‘learning 
how to learn’, guiding this through 
the principles of the Reggio Emilia 
Educational Project’s view of 100 

languages, which considers the 
interests and curiosities of the 
children. Our program also utilises 
Howard Gardner’s theory of 
multiple intelligence, which looks 
at how different modes of learning 
can benefit each child.

Educators spend time ensuring 
that the learning stimulus and 
provocations are meaningful for 
the children. The aim of all learning 
activities is to stimulate curiosity, 
inquiry and learning to extend and 
nurture each child’s development.

We believe the foundations made 
in the early years strengthen the 
children’s social and emotional 
intelligence and provides confidence 
so that they are ready to learn in 
the formal settings of school.

2 THE AGE SATURDAY, JULY 20, 2024 ADVERTISING FEATURE
E A R L Y L E A R N I N G G U I D E

Putting children and environment first
‘Our young families go

to these beautiful
parks in Melbourne,

and we wanted to
represent those parks,
and that’s what it is –

it’s really beautiful.
Even the birds are

coming in!’
LisaMiller

FROM LEFT:
Children at play at
Westbourne
Grammar School;
Lisa Miller, head
of Junior School
at Strathcona Girls
Grammar.

By Peter Lenaghan

Early learningprovidersare connecting
childrenwith their environments in
innovativepush to support their growth
andboost resilience.
After thedisruptionof theCOVID-19

years, educators sayyoungpeople are
embracingaconnectionwith theworld
around them,while alsobuildinga solid
foundation to thrive in theirprimary
school years.
StrathconaGirlsGrammar is one

early learningproviderwithannew
learning space in theheart of
Melbourne’s eastern suburbs.The
school has converted threebuildings into
anEarlyYearsCampus.
At thecentre of the space,which

integrates theearly years studentswith
those inprepandgrade 1, sits an
establishedgumtree.
“The initial briefwasaround light,

spaceand time–wewanted those tobe
theguidingwords,”LisaMiller,
Strathcona’sheadof JuniorSchool, says.
“Theplayground is all natural

timbers, logs, rocks, and it really is a
beautiful urban landscape innature,
integrating those two together.
“Ouryoung families go to these

beautiful parks inMelbourne, andwe
wanted to represent thoseparks, and
that’swhat it is – it’s reallybeautiful.
Even thebirds are coming in!”
InMelbourne’swestern suburbs,

WestbourneGrammarSchool is
harnessing localFirstNations
knowledge tohelp its childrendevelopa
strongconnectionwith the local
environmentandsustainability.

In collaborationwith theBunurong
LandCouncil, the school hasdeveloped
anearly yearsprogramcalledMark
Making,which featuresan Indigenous
artist in residence.
“It’s really focusedondeveloping

children’sunderstandingof local
Indigenousculture,”TeaganCollins,
Westbourneassociateprincipal, says.
“We’vebeenworkingwith the

childrenaround Indigenous symbols and
representativedrawingsofnature.
“The intentionally crafted

experiencesand thoughtful
provocationshaveengaged families in
ourReconciliationActionPlan,which
hasprovokeda lot ofwonderand
thinkingabouthowtheycan

meaningfully connectwith theBunurong
FirstNations community.”
ForWestbourne, this is tied tohelping

thechildrendevelop their sensesof awe
andwonder for theworldaround them,
while alsodeveloping foundations for
academic learning.
“Theseplay-basedexperiences

providechildrenameaningful context
for theconstructionof their knowledge
andunderstandings,”Collins says.
“Thisdeepens their thinkingprocesses

and isanopportunity for self-regulation
of their learningenvironment,which isa
beneficial skill as theymove throughout
theireducational journey.
“Somethingwe’refinding increasingly

sowithourdiverse community –

regardless of their race, religion,
backgroundorethnicity – is theirdesire
tobe involvedandunderstandFirst
Nations culture. It is quite remarkable.”
LikeWestbourne,Strathcona’s

approach isheavily influencedby the
ReggioEmiliaprinciples of education,
with childrenat the forefront of their
learningexperience,LisaMiller says.
“Whatwe’ve created is this seamless

journey fromthree-year-olds right
through toyear 1 that are reallywell
connected in termsof thepedagogyand
play-based learning," she says.
“Butalsohaving intentional teaching

ofnumeracyand literacy,we’re able to
scaffold thatquite closelybetween the
ELC,prepandyear 1.”
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IMAGE
OF A 
CHILD

Westbourne’s Early Learning Centre

westbournegrammar.com/early-learning

The Reggio Emilia philosophy is based 
on the image of a child…who learns 
through the hundred languages that 
belong to all human beings.
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Phonics-based literacy in the spotlight
‘It is vital that children

are taught the
essential core

knowledge and
foundations to become

successful readers
and writers.’

Sarah Gill

ABOVE: Geelong
College has
embraced the
“science of
reading”
movement. Photo:
Meg Read
Photography.

ABOVE RIGHT:
Lola Ballis, a
teacher at Morris
Hall, MGGS’s
Junior Years
campus, with a
student.

By Nathan Scolaro

Howchildren inVictoria learn to read
is set for an overhaul, with all
government schools teaching the same
type of reading lessons fromprep to
grade 2, a shift from the current system
which allows principals to choose their
own approach.
Centring on structured phonics, the

model teaches children the sounds of
theEnglish language and the letter
combinations thatmake them.
It also requires the use of explicit

instruction,which promotes direct
teaching over student-led or inquiry-
based learning.
TheGeelongCollege Junior School

began its journey to explicit teaching in
2020 as the ‘‘science of reading’’
movementwas kicking off.
“Therewas a growing feelingwithin

our leadership team thatweneeded a
more consistent approach to theway
we taught reading, based on the
evidence ofwhatworks,” says the
junior school’s head of learning and
curriculum,Christie Barrett.
“Research, alongwith our own

experience, tells us that explicit
teaching helps build strong
foundations in phonemic awareness
and in turn encourages a love of
reading andwriting.”
In 2021,MelbourneGirlsGrammar

School alsomoved to an explicit
teachingmodel, alongwith the
introduction of the Initialit literacy
program,which has seen an increase in
staff and student engagement and
literacy levels.

“Following an evidence-based
program, the correct sequence and
code is taught,” says SarahGill, the
school’s executive director, junior
years and early learning.
“Beginning in prep, this allows us to

make sure that the important core
foundations about reading and spelling
are laid during this critical year. This is
then consolidated and extends
students’ reading and spelling
knowledge through to comprehension
andfluency in grade 2.”
Barrett says some important

considerations for teachers
implementing explicit teaching include
knowing how their students learn,
keeping lessons to an appropriate
length and level, and embedding
hands-on and visual elements.

“Whenwe introduced theHeggerty
curriculum, our children embraced it
with enthusiasm,” she adds. “They
eagerly look forward toword games as
part of their daily routine and [revel] in
their abilities to identify rhymes and
onset fluencywith their peers.
“Having teacherswhounderstand

the science and research behind
explicitly teaching phonemic
awareness andwho can deliver it in an
engagingway is paramount.”
Under the structured approach,

studentswill be taught aminimumof
25minutes of phonics and phonemic
awareness each day.
This is in addition to the otherways

that early learning centres encourage
literacy in young people, such as daily
structure reading time,weekly library

sessions, oral language development,
performing arts andmusic practice,
and thewriting and retelling of stories.
Gill says all of it is essential to

helping children develop good reading
habits early on.
“There is amisconception that

childrenwill learn to read effortlessly
withminimal guidance – almost by
osmosis,’’ she says.
“Research indicates that this is not

true.Students require explicit
instruction todevelop their reading
skills effectively. It is vital that children
are taught the essential coreknowledge
and foundations tobecomesuccessful
readersandwriters. It’s important to
teachphonics alongside a rich literature
andvocabularycomponent.”
Barrett adds that it is thedutyof

schools to ensure every learner is
literate for life.
“ProfessorPamSnowremindsus that

reading is thekey to studentsbeingable
toaccess theentire academic
curriculum,’’ she says.
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WE BELIEVE IN GIRLS

Providing a foundation 

for learning and life

Ruyton Girls’ School, Kew 
ruyton.vic.edu.au

LEARN MORE
ruyton.vic.edu.au/admissions@ruytongirlsschool
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Kids have a natural love for bush kinder
‘They build resilience,

learning that it’s OK to
be wet and maybe

uncomfortable, but
that doesn’t stop you

from having fun.’
Jeanette Russell

FROM LEFT: The
Cornish College
EcoCentre sits on
40.5 hectares;
there are no
facilities at
Lauriston Girls’
School’s bush
kinder.

Joanne Brookfield

Theword ‘‘kindergarten’’may conjure
images of visually busy spaceswith
furniture, toys, books and artwork on
thewalls, but a “bush kinder” is the
wide-open opposite of that.
As the name suggests, schoolswith

early learning centres are increasingly
educating their youngest students in
the outdoors – or the “classroom
without a ceiling” as JeanetteRussell,
the early learning centre director at
CornishCollege, calls it.
Students at Cornish have a

dedicatedEcoCentre,which is for the
benefit of all year levels.
“TheEcoCentre is part of the 100

acres [40.5 hectares] of Bunurong
natural parkland onwhichCornish
College is located,” Russell says. “This
amount of land enables children to
learnwith, in, fromand for nature.”
Here the youngest children have

access to structured spaces like a
chicken coop, vegetable gardens and
an orchard. They learn to look after the
animals, collect eggs and harvest
vegetables and fruit that they then use
in cooking.
“They can extend on ideas and

knowledge they have learnt in the
classroomaswell as bringing back
skills and understandings to the
classroom,”Russell says. They also
learn about the important cultural
links the environment has to
Indigenous andFirstNations people.
ELC students at Cornish spend a

morning eachweek learning and
playing in nature,which includes

gettingwet andmuddy, and climbing
trees, Russell says.
“They build resilience, learning that

it’s OK to bewet andmaybe
uncomfortable, but that doesn’t stop
you fromhaving fun,’’ she says. ‘‘Once
we return to the classroom, they
change into dry clothes.”
ELC students have a similar

experience at LauristonGirls’ School
bush kinder, which is set in a natural
bush environment and doesn’t have
any facilities, play equipment or even
a toilet.
“The educators bring in all the

equipment needed, for instance, a

portable toilet – however, children are
encouraged to do ‘bushwees’,”
explains Lauriston director of
kindergartenFiona Ireland.
The sessions take place from9.30am

to 1.30pm. Students can access ropes,
tarpaulins,magnifying glasses and a
set of fishing nets forwhen they go
ponding, but the rest relies on their
creativity, imagination, collaboration
and sense of play.
“Research has told us that the two

things children need is to be dry and to
not be hungry and thenmostly they can
copewith anything,” Ireland says of
how these planned play experiences

build a number of life skills and a
hunger for for learning.
“Immersion in the sensory and

informational richness and dynamic
qualities of the bush builds basic
learning responses such as
identification, differentiation, analysis
and evaluation,” she says.
Examples she gives include children

learning to distinguish amagpie froma
duck, developing quantitative skills by
counting flowers, gainingmaterials
knowledge fromplaying in grass and
mud, and even creating ephemeral art
by using “all the treasures they find in
the undergrowth”.
While it looks and feels like play to

theELC students, educators have a
body of evidencewhich indicates that
contactwith nature remains vital to
child development.
“Abush environment, a seashore or

a forest is an immersive experience,
engaging and challenging thewhole
child physically, socially, cognitively
and emotionally,” Ireland says.
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Lauriston.
For Life.

� LAURISTON ELC 

“Children playing outdoors leads to 
improvements in their confidence, 
the ability to work with others, 
caring and empathy, and forming 
peer relationships.” 
– Fiona Ireland, Director of 
Lauriston’s Kindergarten

We invite applications for boys 
and girls to join the Lauriston early 
learning community at our newly 
developed Blairholme campus.
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Book now:  
mggs.vic.edu.au/tour

ELC – Friday 2 August
Junior Years – Tuesday 13 August

Meet Eshna, a curious 4 year old with a fascination 
with bugs and perhaps a future in entomology.

Discover how our Early Years Program builds the 
foundations of learning while encouraging wonder, 

self-confidence and creativity.

See learning in action and meet our educators  
at our upcoming Open Mornings.

MEET THE FUTURE
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Inspiring children through Reggio Emilia
‘What we’ve done is
take what really fits

with our values.
Embracing diversity is

one of those, and
inspiring creativity.’

Mary Grummet

Children learning
under the Reggio
Emilia system at
St Peter’s Early
Learning Centre,
above, and a
Caulfield
Grammar ELC.

Larissa Ham

TheReggioEmilia approach to early
childhood education has become a
worldwide educationalmovement
embraced bymanyAustralian early
learning centres (ELCs).
Butwhat does itmean in practice?
CaulfieldGrammarSchool’s two

early learning centres drawon a range
of different approaches, including
ReggioEmilia.
“Whatwe’ve done is takewhat really

fitswith our values,” says the school’s
ELChead,MaryGrummet.
‘‘Embracing diversity is one of those,
and inspiring creativity.’’
TheReggioEmilia approach is

named after its city of origin in Italy’s
north. One of the founderswas a young
teacherwhohelped parents provide
care for their children after the
disruptions ofWorldWar II.
Central to the philosophy is the

poem 100Languages,which symbolises
the endless potential of children and
their ability towonder.
Grummet says it’s based on the idea

that every child has the right to quality
education and should be seenas being
curious, capable and creative – “not this
sort of cute little childwho just needs
support andhelpwith everything”.
The philosophy also highlights the

importance of the learning
environment, soCaulfieldGrammar’s
ELCs are designed to be highly
engaging, beautiful centres that
encourage various types of learning.
An example of the philosophy at

work, Grummet says, waswhen a

teacher set up an easel and rested the
bookWelcome to Country on it.
“One of the children had opened the

book andwas starting to paint a replica
of one of the pages,’’ she says.
‘‘The teacher and the co-educator

sawher doing this andwere fascinated
by the detail and theway inwhich she
kept referring to the page.”
While the rest of the childrenwere

busy playingwith blocks, drawing or
doing puzzles, the educatorswere able
to ask the girl deeper questions.
“That, forme, just absolutely

captured theway inwhich the
environment can act as the third
teacher,” Grummet says.
Projects are also a huge part of the

ReggioEmilia approach.

For example, CaulfieldGrammar
undertook a cross-campus project
involving the idea of a rainbow,which
led to discussions around topics
including colour and light.
A current project explores culture

through the senses, with one class
creating a cookbook based on recipes
fromhome.
At St Peter’s Early LearningCentre,

which is owned and governed bySt
Kevin’s College, the educational
program is also highly influenced by
theReggioEmilia approach.
The school’s ELChead,Kathleen

Brohier, says learning is not a “oneway
fits all”model, but rather is carefully
designed around the children’s
interests, with students able to express

their learning via variousmedia, such
as photos, drawings, and oral and
digital recordings.
That idea of the “third educator” is

facilitated by a rich collection of
learning resources presented in a
stimulating environment – both inside
and outdoors.
Brohier says the development of

connection, and the building of
partnerships and relationships, is a
crucial part of the children’s early
learning journey.
For instance, students are

‘‘buddied’’ with students fromyear 4
who visit theELCand join in learning
andplay activities.
There’s also amusic andmovement

specialist, a student-ledmusic concert
and close collaboration between the
staff and their colleagues at StKevin’s.
Andwith theELC located next door

to a retirement complex, those close
connections extendwell beyond the
school community, Brohier says.
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Unstoppable 
starts here

To discover why Unstoppable Starts at 
Strathcona’s new Early Years campus, 
register for our Open Morning on
Tuesday 6 August using the QR Code.

Open Morning
6 August

P +61 3 8779 7500 | strathcona.vic.edu.au
CRICOS 00577C | ABN 75 073 413 626
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Starting early
makes a difference. 

Our VCE Class of 2023 performed exceptionally.


