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The evidence is in. The early years of a person’s 
life influences their future health, wealth and 
wellbeing. The challenge for Australia is that 
whilst most children are doing well, there is 
a sizeable minority who are vulnerable and 
falling further behind. And the cost to them 
and the country is massive.   

CoLab was established to do something about 
this. We believe the best contribution we can 
make is to work with others to better translate 
research and evidence into policy and 
practice.  To do this well we need to be good 
at research, translation, communication, policy 
and partnerships.

In 2017 our focus was on building the 
foundations for future success and this has 
continued through the first half of 2018. The 
work completed with the WA Government and 
Minderoo Foundation to establish the Early 
Years Initiative demonstrated our commitment 
to partnership; establishing a team to translate 
and communicate important evidence 
built important internal capacity; and the 
commencement of flagship projects gave 
us a footprint in important areas.  

I extend my thanks to Council members who 
have contributed their time so generously.

Their advice, both in and out of meetings, has 
been invaluable. A special mention to Nicola 
Forrest. Her passion, deep understanding of 
the early years and capacity to communicate 
complex concepts simply and clearly has 
been a key to our success. I believe we have 
built the foundations to contribute strongly to 
a better life for our most needy children into 
the future. 

Emeritus Prof Bill Louden AM
CoLab Advisory Council Chair 
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CoLab’s first 18 months of operation has secured a 
number of successes and  unique opportunities. Our 
primary focus to date has been to build collaborations 
and lay strong foundations to ensure CoLab can 
achieve long-term sustained success in translating key 
early childhood evidence into policy and practice. 

Our success will continue to depend on our ability to 
engage with the early years’ sector and work together 
with them to enhance evidence-based practice and 
outcomes for young children and their families.

Our team has worked tirelessly forming strong 
partnerships, collaboratively developing projects, 
building capacity and supporting initiatives to 
ensure research evidence can and will be made 

more readily accessible 
and understandable for 
policymakers, practitioners 
and families. We have 
completed this work in 
close consultation with our 
colleagues at the Minderoo 
Foundation who have also 
provided the financial support 
to make CoLab a reality.

The numerous highlights from our first 18 months of 
operation are outlined in this report, which covers 
CoLab’s activities to June 30, 2018.

Importantly, in 2017 we also appointed the Co-
Director of Policy, David Ansell, to strengthen CoLab’s 
commitment to ensure evidence is translated into 
government policy to improve the learning and 
development of children. David is charged with 
finding new and innovative ways for research and 
policy to work together through joint projects like 
the Child Development Atlas – the first early years’ 
resource of its kind in Australia. In 2018, David was 
joined by fellow Co-Director of Research Dr Kim Clark 
who was appointed to lead the Research, Evidence 
and Evaluation Group of the Early Years Initiative and 
oversee other place-based and research initiatives.

Our second year of operation is reaping many 
benefits from the strong foundation established in 
2017 as families, policymakers, clinicians, educators, 
practitioners and researchers continue to work 
together to improve early years outcomes for our 
children.

Colab Director Professor Donna Cross and 
Co-Directors David Ansell and Dr Kim Clark
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Dr Kim Clark, Professor Donna 
Cross and David Ansell



Highlights3
Conceiving and establishing “the Early Years Initiative” 
(previously called ‘Action Zones’) to prototype evidence-
based new approaches to improving the development and 
learning of young children. This 10-year partnership between 
the Western Australian Government and CoLab, representing 
the Minderoo Foundation and the Telethon Kids Institute, will 
bring together researchers, policy makers and philanthropists 
to enhance the development of Western Australia’s most 
important asset – children.  

Establishing an Australian first –The Australian 
Declaration for Young Children.  70 
Organisations including ARACY, Child Australia, the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People WA, Playgroup 
WA, Murdoch Children’s Research Institute and WACOSS have 
pledged their support for what must be done to help young 
children, based on research completed to date.

Bringing together economic experts across the education, 
health, social welfare and labour sectors to push economic 
analyses boundaries though  ‘whole of child’  economic 
modelling.

Completing stage 1 of the pioneering Child Development 
Atlas, which will map data from multiple government agencies 
to identify locations in Western Australia that could be more 
efficiently targeted by service providers. 

Partnering with the Commissioner for Children and Young 
People WA (CCYP) to develop quality tools to benchmark and 
monitor the development of WA children and young people.
 

Professor Donna Cross and Minderoo CEO Nicola Forrest



Bringing together the major voices in early childhood development in Australia to collectively develop a “core story” 
to have a greater impact on enhancing the public understanding and confidence to act to support young children 
and their families, especially those experiencing adversity.

Developing tools to communicate important early childhood research into plain language and accessible resources 
for practitioners and policy makers. 

Convening numerous high-profile events with international experts including Dr Jack Shonkoff from the Harvard 
University Center on the Developing Child, Professor David Bloom Clarence James Gamble Prof of Economics and 
Demography in the Department of Global Health and Population, Harvard School of Public Health and UK policy 
expert Andrew Morris.

Establishing three expert reference and consultation groups - the CoLab Community Ambassador Group, the CoLab 
Research Consultation Group and the CoLab National Economic Consultation Group.

Progressing the early development of a ground-breaking app to provide parents and caregivers with tailored 
information on building child and adult core capabilities.

Awarding CoLab top-up Scholarships to PhD students undertaking research with a clear and significant contribution 
to CoLab’s mission.

Winning grants:
Partnering with the Telethon Kids’ Development Pathways Project team – three-year The Ian Potter 
Foundation grant of $406,743 to deliver the ‘Western Australian Child Development Atlas - Geo-spatial 
mapping of child development and social data’.

Partnering with Assoc/Prof Hayley Christian (CIA), investigators from UWA, QUT, Uni Southern Denmark,  
and partners (National Heart Foundation, Goodstart Early Learning, Australian Childcare Alliance, Nature 
Play Australia, WA Departments of Health and Local Government, Sport and Cultural Industries)  –  three-
year NHMRC Partnership Project funding of $946,759 to develop evidence-informed physical activity 
policy for early childhood education and care.  



What We Set 
Out to Achieve
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CoLab set out to help create a better future for young 
children in Australia. Our contribution to achieving 
this is to unite the expertise of families, policymakers, 
clinicians, educators, practitioners and researchers 
to work together to improve the learning and 
development of children and reduce inequality.

We have a mission to translate evidence into policy and 
practice, with a focus on supporting service delivery 
and building the capacity of families and communities. 

We have a plan – Our Strategic Framework, launched 
in early 2017, sets out why we need to act, our plan to 
build a better future for young children and families and 
our priorities. 

Our priority areas of focus include:

Place-based approaches for families and 
communities .
Economic understanding of early childhood 
services.
Children and families experiencing vulnerability.



We know that if we are going to successfully achieve our 
desired outcomes we need to invest in time, talent and 
resources equally over an extended period in four areas:

    

       Key resource areas: 

New research and evidence synthesis, whereby we 
collate existing evidence and interpret findings into varying 
contexts, identifying gaps in the evidence and facilitating 
new research.

Translation and dissemination of robust evidence into 
meaningful policy and practice.

Communication of our work to service providers, policy 
makers and families in ways that make sense to them.

Positively influencing policies using our expertise, 
reputation and relationships to support policymakers and 
practitioners deliver better outcomes for children and 
families. 

Our vision is that every child in Australia can reach 
their full potential. The unacceptable reality is that one 
in five Australian children are not school ready and 
without the development foundations to thrive. 
Minderoo’s response is to support initiatives that enable:

Everyone to understand the importance of child 
development 

Every parent to be the best they can be

Greater investment in prevention

More effective services for children and families

CoLab is a cornerstone 
of Minderoo’s efforts. By 
translating and mobilising 
evidence to demonstrate 
more effective approaches, 
we can then advocate for 
their implementation at scale.





Supporting 
Communities 
to Raise their 
Children
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Services and community 
programs are most 
effective when they 
are integrated and 
delivered in a way that 
suits the needs of families 
in their community. A 
key priority for CoLab 
is understanding how 
place-based initiatives 
can be most effective. 

Dr Jack Shonkoff, Director Harvard Center 
on the Developing Child
– a compelling session with decision makers 

CoLab hosted an All Party Political Forum with Dr Shonkoff 
attended by then Shadow Community Services Minister 
Simone McGurk, then WA Police Commissioner Dr Karl 
O’Callaghan and Departmental Director Generals. 

Dr Shonkoff emphasised the need for an innovative long-
term (at least 10 years), cross government commitment to 
young children and their families 
experiencing adversity to ensure 
significant, sustainable progress 
could be achieved.

The meeting sparked momentum 
towards developing a long-term, 
bi-partisan, cross-government 
strategy in the early years.

Place-based approaches for families and communities .
Children and families experiencing vulnerability.

Positively influencing policies

 “I was inspired by the level of 
commitment from stakeholders across 
sectors in Western  Australia. I believe 
there is a unique opportunity here for 

community, business and government to 
take collective responsibility for achieving 

improved outcomes for children.” 
– Dr Jack Shonkoff on opportunities 

for WA re Early Years Initiative 

 “There was strong 
consensus at our first All 

Party Political Forum that 
something remarkable 

could be done in Western 
Australia to improve the 
outcomes of children – 
the engagement and 
energy was inspiring.”
– Emeritus Professor Bill Louden 



Economic understanding of early childhood services.
Children and families experiencing vulnerability.

New research and evidence synthesis

Translation

Positively influencing policies

Minderoo CEO Nicola Forrest, Premier 
Mark McGowan, Community Services 
Minister Simone McGurk and Telethon 

Kids Institute Director Jonathan Carapetis

“This initiative is about listening to 
WA families who are best placed 
to understand the needs of the 
children and communities, and 
how services in their local area 

can be improved. I believe this will 
result in genuine change.”

– Premier Mark McGowan

Early Years Initiative 



Despite significant funding from Governments and the community, the 
gap between the least and most disadvantaged children in Western 
Australia has widened since 2009. CoLab knew that large scale change for 
vulnerable children would not result from the implementation of a single 
program, but rather from a portfolio of approaches tailored to suit the 
individual needs of communities.

CoLab developed a plan to 
work with the Western Australian 
Government to establish a bold 
new 10 year approach to improving 
the development and learning of 
vulnerable children. A proposal 
was prepared for discussion with 
the Premier and the Minister for 
Communities in late 2017,  with 
extensive work then undertaken 
to develop a detailed Project 
Plan. The “Early Years Initiative” 
was officially launched in March 
2018 by Premier Mark McGowan, 
Community Services Minister Simone 

McGurk, Telethon Kids Director Professor Jonathan Carapetis and Minderoo 
Foundation CEO Nicola Forrest.

The Initiative will design, test and evaluate new evidence-informed service 
delivery, community capacity building and partnership models involving 
community leaders, all levels of government, researchers, business and 
philanthropy. 

It will link communities with renowned researchers, including the Center on 
the Developing Child at Harvard University, to provide the best available 

evidence on approaches to improving child development and to help 
communities shape these approaches to suit the needs of their families.

The community will then develop and implement their own evidence-
informed strategies to help improve child development and learning 
outcomes. There will be no one-size-fits-all approach as the Initiative will 
evolve in response to the needs identified by the communities and the 
priorities of families involved.

Researchers will work with communities and service providers to rapidly 
assess what works and then share evidence with stakeholders across the 
state to improve early childhood service in every community. 
Benefits will include:

Assessing the effectiveness, efficiency and coordination of current 
early childhood and related service provision in priority communities. 

Evaluating new evidence-informed approaches to improving 
development and learning outcomes for vulnerable children, 
community and governance models and co-design approaches 
between State Government and communities.

Strengthening system-wide partnerships to facilitate effective service 
planning and provision. 

Promoting WA as a centre of excellence 
for child development 
and learning research.

In April 2018 UK place-based approaches 
expert, Andrew Morris visited Perth to discuss 
the remarkable opportunity presented by 
the Initiative and met Community Services 
Minister Simone McGurk and members of 
State government agencies involved in its 
design and delivery.

 “The Early Years Initiative is 
an opportunity to bring long-
term thinking and innovation 

to an important social 
challenge. Minderoo is making 
a commitment to invest in our 
children and deliver the state 

a significant generational 
dividend in the future. This 

type of long-term investment 
is exactly the role philanthropy 

can and must play.”
– Minderoo Foundation 

CEO Nicola Forrest

“We know that 
early childhood 
development is 

complex and this 
cannot be solved by 

Government alone - it 
requires a united effort. 
The Early Years Initiative 

will do exactly that.”
– Community Services Minister 

Simone McGurk

Early Years Initiative 



Place-based approaches for families and communities .
Children and families experiencing vulnerability.

The Child Development Atlas 

CoLab partnered with the Developmental Pathways Project (DPP) Team at 
Telethon Kids to drive the development of an Australia-first resource – the 
Child Development Atlas. With funding from The Ian Potter Foundation and 
Minderoo Foundation, we started developing an interactive tool to map 
data from multiple government agencies to build comprehensive child 
development, health and social profiles of WA communities. The Atlas will 
use geo-spatial technology to inform policy making, research and service 
delivery, and help facilitate 
coordination between service 
providers. This technology 
maps population-level 
data, grouped into levels of 
geography (e.g., suburbs), so 
that patterns in the data can 
be more readily identified and 
used for service planning and 
delivery. The Atlas came from 
the DPP and the Government 
agencies they work with. The 
Child Development Atlas pilot 
was launched in June 2018.

 

 Supporting the Midland Community

‘we the people’, a community group based in Midland felt that there had 
been little improvement in the developmental status of vulnerable children 
in their community in recent years. They asked CoLab to work with them 
to prepare a report to investigate whether current services and programs 

New research and evidence synthesis

Translation

Communication

Positively influencing policies

“The evidence is clear that the 
effect size of a single program is 
very small.  To make a significant 
difference to the development 
of children you need a suite of 
programs tailored to the needs 
of each community.  The Child 
Development Atlas will greatly 

assist with this.”  
– Professor Steve Zubrick, Telethon Kids Institute. 

“The Atlas will address 
the critical need to 

holistically understand 
the services available 

for children and families. 
With this understanding 

we can more effectively 
target community 
needs and enable 

better outcomes for 
children.” 

– Nicola Forrest, Minderoo 
Foundation CEO

Place-based approaches for families and communities .
Children and families experiencing vulnerability.

New research and evidence synthesis

Translation

Positively influencing policies



were meeting community needs. With funds from the East Metropolitan 
Health Service, CoLab undertook a study looking at the developmental 
status of children up to the age of eight in Midland and the services that 
support them and their families. This study is an important part of building local 
support for a coordinated approach between services and the community 
in Midland, and better understanding how to improve the life outcomes 
of children and families facing adversity. The Midland project report was 
released in the community in April 2018.

Place-based Approaches Policy Round Table 

In partnership with the Commissioner for Children and Young People WA, 
CoLab organised a policy round table with Sue West, Associate Director, 
Centre for Community Child Health at the Royal Children’s Hospital and 
Group Leader, Policy, Equity and Translation, Murdoch Children’s Research 
Institute (Melbourne). 
The discussion 
focused on the 
current international 
thinking on place-
based approaches 
for improving the 
development and 
learning of children.
 

Place-based approaches for families and communities .
Children and families experiencing vulnerability.

Positively influencing policies



    Major partnerships

CoLab is short for Collaboration. Without meaningful 
collaboration, it is not possible to improve the development 
and learning of our children. Working with and through 
others is what we have to do. 

We established 10 major partnerships throughout                
our first 18 months of operation. 
All our projects involve working with others:
 

Commissioner for Children and Young People WA, 
Centre for Parenting Excellence and Anglicare WA 
(Measuring Child Development and Learning). 

we the people, East Metropolitan Health Service 
and Edith Cowan University (Midland Demonstration 
Project).

Department of Education, Independent School 
systems (Kimberley Schools Project).

Goodstart Early Learning,  Murdoch Children’s 
Research Institute (EChO program evaluation, Building 
the Skills of Parents Experiencing Adversity, Building a 
Platform for Research & Development that Produces 
Breakthrough Impact)

WA Human Services government departments, Ian 
Potter Foundation (Child Development Atlas).

Child Australia (Building the Skills of Parents 
Experiencing Adversity, Building a Platform for 
Research & Development that Produces Breakthrough 
Impact).

      Making sure our work is underpinned   
      by partners 

We also established three important reference groups – the 
CoLab Research Consultation Group, the CoLab National 
Economic Consultation Group and the CoLab Community 
Ambassador Group.

CoLab = Collaboration6

“To make a point, I sometimes use an economic term 
and say that child poverty is structural in Australia. To 
meaningfully address the circumstances of a family 

living in poverty we have to tailor an approach for each 
family coordinating services from different sectors such 
as education, health, housing, social and community 
services.  In Australia these sectors are controlled by 

different departments of the Commonwealth and State 
Governments which makes coordinating services very 

difficult.  The ‘structure’ of Government prevents 
this happening. The big breakthroughs will only come 

from finding new ways of collaboration between 
non-traditional partners.”

– David Ansell, Co-Director of Policy, CoLab. 



The CoLab Research Consultation Group 
includes 12 members chaired by Professor 
Caroline Barratt-Pugh from Edith Cowan 
University, with representatives from the University 
of WA, the University of Melbourne, Murdoch 
University, Curtin University, and Telethon Kids 
Institute, plus an extensive list of multi-disciplinary 
researchers who are members of the CoLab 
Friends of Research. This group provides an 
opportunity for researchers to be informed of and 
contribute to the work of CoLab in an informal 
manner.

The CoLab National Economic 
Consultation Group includes five members 
chaired by Professor Liz Geelhoed from 
the University of Western Australia, with 
representatives from the University of Western 
Australia, University of Melbourne, Curtin 
University and University of Sydney.

The CoLab Community Ambassador 
Group includes 14 representatives from the 
Wanneroo, Kwinana and Cockburn communities 
who, along with the Research Consultation 
Group and Friends of CoLab, play a crucial role 
in assisting with the translation of research into 
appropriate, relevant and easily accessible 
materials which meet the needs of families, 
caregivers, communities, researchers and service 
providers.

Building the Next Generation of 
Researchers and Policy-Makers

Additionally, in our first18 months we collaborated with 
students and volunteers to build their knowledge and skills in 
early childhood research. 

We have five volunteers and students gifting more 
than 200 hours of time.

We have also awarded CoLab Top-Up 
Scholarships to two outstanding PhD students 
undertaking research that meets our mission of 
enhancing service delivery and building the capacity 
of communities to improve child development and 
learning.



New research and evidence synthesis

Translation

“It’s really timely in meeting the 
needs of vulnerable children. 

Delays are getting harder 
to spot and some families 

are finding it more difficult to 
access services. Working on 

the ground as an occupational 
therapist, it’s become clear 

that it’s a really big issue in our 
communities.” 

– Belinda Cuomo 

Jodie Armmstrong
Belinda Cuomo with 

Professor Donna Cross

Curtin University PhD candidate 
Belinda Cuomo was awarded 
$30,000 over two years to support 
her research investigating the 
concerns of teachers and families 
of children with developmental 
delays. Belinda’s research will focus 
on finding a public awareness model 
that communicates the benefits of 
prevention and early intervention 
and finds pathways to help and 
support. It will also examine who is 
accessing services and the reasons 
some families miss appointments.

Occupational therapist Jodie Armstrong also received 
a prestigious two-year CoLab Top-Up Scholarship, worth 
$30,000, to expand a trial of a new therapeutic playgroup 
for children with developmental delays. The therapeutic 
playgroup is designed for children aged 18 months to 
three years who are significantly delayed in speech and 
at least one other area of development. It is hoped it 
will help parents and caregivers cut through the stress of 
caring for a child with developmental delays and become 
more confident in their own abilities, and at the same time 
connect them and their children to the right help. 

New research and evidence synthesis

“For many families, the playgroup 
might be the earliest therapeutic 

service they access. It targets children 
with complex developmental 
challenges who are at risk of 
developmental delay and/or 

disability.”
– Jodie Armstrong

Children and families experiencing vulnerability.

Driving better access to support services Innovative playgroup trial
Children and families experiencing vulnerability.



      Other events to June 30, 2018

2017

We hosted a launch of the CoLab Strategic Framework, 
which was attended by 80 people.

We organised a session for Goodstart Early Learning 
Staff with Dr Jack Shonkoff covering Building the Skills of 
Parents Experiencing Adversity, Building a Platform for 
Research & Development that Produces Breakthrough 
Impact.

We hosted a roundtable discussion Does WA Need 
Another Year of Preschool? in partnership with the 
Mitchell Institute.

We held an Early Years Researchers networking event, 
which was attended by 30 people.

We hosted the launch of the Australia Declaration for 
Young Children, which was attended by approximately 
80 people.

2018

UK place-based approaches expert, Andrew Morris 
visited Perth to discuss the remarkable opportunity 
presented by the Early Years Initiative. Mr Morris met state 
government ministers and members of State government 
agencies involved in the design and delivery of the 
unprecedented partnership between the Minderoo 
Foundation, Telethon Kids and Western Australian 
Government.

Professor Fiona Stanley AC, a Governor of The Ian Potter 
Foundation, joined Minderoo CEO Nicola Forrest to 
launch the Child Development Atlas Pilot. 
 
CoLab hosted a seminar to outline the research that will 
underpin the Early Years Initiative; how it was established 
and the policy issues it is seeking to address. 



Economics of the 
Early Years
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Economic understanding of early childhood services.

New research and evidence synthesis

 Early Years Economic Summit 

CoLab brought together leading education, 
health, social welfare and labour economists 
to give a brief overview of their sector, the 
commonalities with other sectors and their 
perspectives on how to integrate these separate 
economic sectors. We were delighted to 
welcome Professor David E. Bloom, Clarence 
James Gamble Prof of Economics and 
Demography in the Department of Global Health 
and Population, Harvard School of Public Health 
to the half-day summit, which was attended by 
63 key stakeholders including economists, policy 
makers, practitioners 
and researchers. Dr 
Bloom enthusiastically 
supported our work 
integrating economic 
sectors and encouraged 
the use of linked data 
to communicate and 
integrate investment in 
the early years to achieve 
breakthrough outcomes.

“I believe that something 
exceptional could be 
achieved in Western 

Australia given the context 
of a small relatively stable 

population, forward thinking 
policy makers, linked-data 
and administrative sets and 

commitment, and availability 
of private funding from 

philanthropists” 
– Professor David Bloom



  Early Years Economic Think Tank 

Policy makers want to know the economic returns of investing in the 
early years. To do this, researchers need to calculate the long-term 
benefits including a child’s health, education and employment. The 
problem is no “index” has been developed that can measure all the 
benefits to a child; and if you are a policy maker in Australia – little 
research has been conducted with Australian children. 

CoLab took on the big challenge of creating a world first integrated 
economic index to measure the full benefit of investing in the early 
years. To start this process, we conducted an expert Think-Tank with 
Professor Bloom and 16 leading economists from around Australia with 
four specialists representing each of the fields of education, health, 
social welfare and labour. The Think Tank tackled the “how to” of 
integrating the economic impact of investment in early childhood 
across these disciplines. 

All attendees are being invited to participate in development of 
outcomes, including the feasibility of building the world-first economic 
index. The Economic Systematic Review Working Group has also 
been established in 2018, with leading national and international 
economists contributing to CoLab’s economic work. A scoping review 
has been completed and was presented at the first meeting of the 
working group. This group is working with CoLab to submit a title to the 
Cochrane Public Health Group.

   Early Years Policy Forum

We organised a briefing with Professor David Bloom, government 
members, the Commissioner for Children and Young People WA as 
well as several senior policy makers, to discuss Professor Bloom’s key 
learnings from his time in Western Australia and potential initiatives to 
be developed as a result.

  Economics Roundtable with UK Professor      
  of Health Economics Mike Drummond

We hosted an expert roundtable discussion with UK Professor of Health 
Economics Mike Drummond to discuss how to evaluate outcomes in 
a multisector environment focusing on early childhood. Participants 
included key policy makers and economists. In his presentation, 
Professor Drummond discussed Economic Evaluation of Investments in 
Early Childhood Development and commented on options for metrics 
to measure the impact of investment in early childhood. Professor 
Drummond stated we should:

 

Economic understanding of early childhood services.

New research and evidence synthesis

Positively influencing policies

Economic understanding of early childhood services.

New research and evidence synthesis

Positively influencing policies

Economic understanding of early childhood services.

New research and evidence synthesis

Positively influencing policies

Clarify the main 
outcomes in the four 
sectors of interest - 
health, education, 
labour and welfare.

Ensure all evaluations of 
investments in childhood 
development, consider 
these outcomes and 
present them as a profile.

Experiment with 
the different 
approaches 
for combining 
outcomes.





Children and families experiencing vulnerability.

New research and evidence synthesis

Translation

Communication

Positively influencing policies

While implementing policies underpinned by evidence is critically 
important for our children, researchers often do not have resources 
to translate their findings into policy and practice. 

 Australian Declaration for 
 Young Children  

Early childhood development and learning is a broad-ranging and 
complex field in which researchers can disagree on key research 
findings. It is therefore critical that we are all clear about what is 
known and can be trusted as good quality evidence to strengthen 
policy and practice.

To address the need for evidence, CoLab developed the first 
Australian Declaration for Young Children in collaboration with 78 
early childhood experts from across Australia. With early childhood 
development and learning being a broad-ranging and complex 
field, our stakeholders expressed the need for an agreed position 
on current early years’ evidence, including policy and practice 
recommendations. 

Our Translation and 
Communication Commitment: 
Getting Evidence into the Hands  
of those who need it most
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We used a 
specialised 
research 
technique 
called the 
Delphi Process 
to engage key 
stakeholders 
in a consensus 
process to 
collate and 
consolidate 
key research 
findings and 

recommended actions. A large poster of the draft 
Declaration was displayed at Telethon Kid’s Discover 
Day event in October 2017 with those attending 
encouraged to talk about what they understood 
after reading the Declaration and if they agreed 
with the Declaration, to show their support for the 
understandings and actions critical to advancing the 
early childhood agenda. 

The Declaration 
is the outcome 
of this process, 
outlining the 
robust evidence 
expert researchers 
have repeatedly 
shown about 
early childhood, 
and the actions 
needed to 
improve children’s 
outcomes in the 
early years.

The Declaration is guiding CoLab in its future work.
Organisations pledging their support for the 
Declaration to date include : 

ARACY

Child Australia

The Commissioner 
for Children and 
Young People WA

Playgroup WA

The Mitchell Institute

Murdoch Children’s 
Research Institute

Valuing Children 
Initiative

WACOSS

“CoLab has worked with 
partners from around Australia 
to bring together the best of 

research and to say: how can 
we actually help this make a 
difference for our children, for 
future generations, not just for 
the children and their families, 
but for our whole society and 

community?”
 – Nicola Forrest, Minderoo 

Foundation CEO 

“Many researchers have tried 
to summarise key research 

outcomes in the early years. 
The Declaration represents the 

first time that a large group 
of researchers have come 
together to collaboratively 

influence future research and 
its translation in this area.”

 –– Professor Donna Cross, 
CoLab Director



Children and families experiencing vulnerability.

Research Translation Communications Strategy

CoLab is implementing a Four Tiers of Research Translation 
Communication strategy to help meet our goal of translating evidence 
into meaningful policy and practice. To achieve this we are:

Monitoring, reviewing and translating completed Telethon Kids 
Institute and other research organisations early childhood research.

Monitoring and promoting new early childhood international 
research.

Writing, validating and promoting CoLab-initiated research/policy 
reports; and 

Australianising quality international early childhood research 
translation tools.

  Presenting evidence in accessible 
  plain language

We are presenting evidence in accessible, plain language  and 
partnering with WACOSS and other leading organisations to help get this 
evidence into the hands of practitioners.

Examples of work completed to date include:
Research snapshots:

Building the skills of early childhood educators 
to develop children’s executive function.

Parenting skills for socio-emotional 
development in early childhood.

Early years services for Aboriginal children  
and families in regional and remote areas     
of Australia.

Brain development in early childhood.

The lived experience of poverty among 
children.

Poverty and the developing child.

Understanding risk and protective factors in early childhood.

Early childhood programs: Supporting a strong start to life. 

Evidence Reports

Brain development in early childhood.

The impact of poverty on the developing child.

Engaging with children’s voices on poverty:          
The value of their lived experience.

Risk and protective factors in early childhood:      
An ecological perspective.

Early childhood programs: Supporting a strong 
start to life.

We are reaching policy maker and 
practitioners through our website  – 

colab.telethonkids.org.au, 
social media and 
e-newsletters –
and building a presence
in mainstream media.

New research and evidence synthesis

Translation

Communication

The Mitchell Institute

Murdoch Children’s 
Research Institute

These can all be found on our website.



There are significant challenges to communicating information about early childhood 
development in Australia. While we know that early experiences have profound effects 
on the development of children’s brains and biological systems that affect learning, 
health, relationships and shape future chances in life, research suggests Australians do 
not yet understand the importance of the early years. 

CoLab is bringing together the major voices in early childhood development in 
Australia to collectively develop and disseminate a “core story” to enhance the public 
understanding and confidence to act to support young children and their families, 
especially those experiencing adversity. 

An ongoing public awareness raising campaign will be delivered in 2018 and 2019. 
The core story will be disseminated through early childhood organisations in Australia, 
communicating the same concepts through many different channels. With repeated 
exposure to the same ideas expressed in different ways we can change attitudes and 
understanding towards early childhood development in Australia. 

CoLab is engaging with world experts in communication science, the FrameWorks 
Institute, to develop powerful and memorable evidence-based messages that 
can shift public understanding of early childhood development. This is a long-term 
communication initiative to transform the way early childhood is understood in Australia.

Children and families experiencing vulnerability.

New research and evidence synthesis

Communication

Core Story for Early Childhood     
Development and Learning  



Children and families experiencing vulnerability.

The CoLab Parent App will provide learning 
activities and ‘in-the-moment’ advice and 
practical tips to strengthen core capabilities 
among parents and their children aged 0 to five 
years. These core skills, also termed ‘executive 
function’, enable individuals to successfully 
navigate the routine tasks of daily life, by 
helping them to stay focused, remember and 
follow instructions, make decisions, shift priorities 
and control impulses. The App will involve close 
collaboration with leading International experts 
in child development and parenting behaviour, 
and ongoing consultation with community 
members to provide guidance on acceptability 
of features and refinement of key messages. 

Hundreds of parents and caregivers were 
surveyed, including at the 2018 World’s Biggest 
Playgroup Day in Whiteman Park, to help 
identify the features they would most like to see 
in the app, as well as the types of information 
that will be of most help to them.

 
 

Translation

Communication

  CoLab App for Families 



Making a difference for 
vulnerable families
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Early childhood offers the best chance to intervene and 
make changes to help stop the cycle of poverty and 
disadvantage in families and create a fairer society. Our 
focus on children and families experiencing vulnerability 
seeks to identify the opportunities for prevention, early 
intervention and treatment.

  The WA Commissioner for      
  Children and Young People   
  (CCYP) Outcomes Framework

A key function of the Commissioner for Children and 
Young People (CCYP) is to monitor and report on the 
wellbeing of Western Australian children and young 
people. To do this the Commissioner assesses a ‘Wellbeing 
Monitoring Framework’ of key measures across health, 
child safety, education, community and social indicators. 
CCYP reports are used by agencies to determine areas 
where children and young people’s wellbeing is of 
concern and where resources should be allocated. 
CoLab supported the Commissioner to review the 
wellbeing framework. This framework will be used by
the Commissioner to inform his monitoring role, including
an annual report to Parliament, and will remain consistent
over the coming years.

  New research and evidence synthesis

Translation

Positively influencing policies

Place-based approaches for families and communities.
Children and families experiencing vulnerability.



 Helping Kimberley Kids 
 be School Ready

The Kimberley Schools Project, within the Department 
of Education, knew that important years of learning 
occur before children start school. What should schools 
do about this? CoLab was asked to prepare a report 
on how schools could best support the learning and 
development of children from birth to the age of 
four. The report identified a number of key factors for 
schools that boost the learning of children, before they 
enrol. These included close engagement with health 
providers, and developing and implementing a zero 
to three-year-old early years program with a focus on 
child development, early intervention, school readiness 
and early engagement with children and families. 
The Kimberley Schools report was presented to 
Principals and other stakeholders in March 2018 
and was well received.

Enhancing Children’s Outcomes 
(EChO) Program

CoLab partnered with the Centre for Community Child 
Health at the Murdoch Children’s Research Institute 
and the Melbourne Graduate School of Education at 
the University of Melbourne to evaluate Goodstart Early 
Learning’s Enhancing Children’s Outcomes (EChO) 
program. 

EChO uses an enhanced service delivery model 
to provide intensive and sustainable resources 
to Goodstart Early Learning Centres located in 
communities where children are vulnerable to poor 
outcomes. 

The EChO evaluation aims to demonstrate how and 
to what extent the program is achieving its intended 
outcomes and is creating the right conditions for high 
quality early learning, family engagement and better 
links to community resources.

New research and evidence synthesis

Translation

Communication

Positively influencing policies

Place-based approaches for families and communities.
Children and families experiencing vulnerability.

New research and evidence synthesis

Positively influencing policies

Place-based approaches for families and communities.
Children and families experiencing vulnerability.



“I am delighted at the 
response to CoLab from 
Government colleagues, 
community agencies and 
members of the community.  

“Getting evidence into the 
hands of those who need 
it most –  policymakers, 
practitioners and parents 
– is the main reason we 
partnered with the Minderoo 
Foundation to establish 
CoLab.  

“CoLab projects such as the 
Child Development Atlas, 
Early Years Initiative and 
parent app are unlocking 
new ways to distil and deliver 
what is essential for children 
to get the best possible start 
in life.”  

Professor Jonathan 
Carapetis
Telethon Kids 
Institute Director

Andrew and Nicola Forrest with Jonathan Carapetis and Challis kids

“Minderoo is driving the translation and mobilisation 
of the most advanced science in the world to 
everyday resources for parents and those who help 
them to be the best mum or dad they can be. That is 
what CoLab is about. Through a partnership between 
Minderoo and one of the world’s premier research 
institutes, we will achieve breakthrough outcomes for 
Australia’s children.”

Andrew Forrest AO
Minderoo Foundation Chairman 



“Minderoo has a significant 
commitment to early childhood 
development. Our vision and 
hope is to re-landscape the 
pathways of life for our most 
vulnerable humans, from the 
earliest age, so that every person 
has equal opportunity to flourish.
 
“CoLab, our partnership with 
Telethon Kids, has made 
significant progress in its first 18 
months of operation leading to 
exciting developments in the 
early childhood space. 
 
“CoLab has developed four 
flagship initiatives, including 
the unprecedented Early Years 
Initiative partnership with the 
Western Australian Government, 
and established 10 unique 
partnerships around Australia to 
help collaboratively determine 
what effective early childhood 
approaches work at a national 
scale.
 
“Our ground-breaking work 
through CoLab, and our 
engagement with others in this 
journey, will contribute to a 
greater understanding of what 
it takes to nurture strong future 
generations of children.”

Nicola Forrest
Minderoo Foundation CEO



colab.telethonkids.org.au 
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