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2020 has presented challenges that when we started this Action Research (AR) journey in 

2019, we could never have imagined. Despite the impact COVID 19 has had on our sector, 
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leadership are inspiring.  We look forward to sharing these ideas nationally and 

internationally. Thank you! 
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Background 
Mooloolaba OSHC is a community governed service owned and 

operated by Mooloolaba Parents and Citizens Association.  

There are over 140 P&C operated services representing a third 

of the Queensland OSHC sector.  Mooloolaba OSHC program has 

evolved dramatically in the last 5 years developing quality 

programs and outcomes for children and families.  The service is 

often commended on the performance and dedication of the 

OSHC Educators. It is led by a leadership team that holds high 

expectations and strives for quality providing working 

environments that are fun, positive and supportive.   This is 

widely recognised and appreciated by a majority of 

stakeholders, however, there still seems to be a lack of 

motivation from some team members to meet the standard of 

performance expected of them.  The leadership team have 

focused over the years on developing Educators to meet the 

high demands by providing adequate resources, supportive 

environments, uniquely driven programs, and financial 

investment with professional development.  It was assumed that 

by providing these means for developing Educators that this 

would in turn invoke motivation and job performance. The 

leadership thought it important to explore why this is not always 

the case and investigate whether leadership, management and 

governance of the operation were contributing factors, or 

whether this was the normal distribution found in the bell curve 

of performance. 

Research Question 

If Educators are the basis for quality outcomes for 

children and are the main component for a successful 

OSHC program, how does OSHC Management and 

Governance provide optimal environments for Educators 

to remain motivated and reach their fullest potential? 
 

Theoretical Framework 
Abraham Maslow’s Motivations Theory developed in 1943 

(McLeod, 2018) describes a pyramid of needs that must be met 

to self-actualize or meet one's full potential.  These needs are 

described as physiological needs, safety needs, belonging and 

love needs, esteem needs and self-actualization. This model is 

represented in this research to characterise the individual.  

Using this model, it was assessed whether staff felt their needs 

were being adequately met in both the workplace and 

personally.  This would give a general indication of whether the 

individual was generally a motivated or high performer or 

whether the organisation was directly contributing to 

performance. 

 

Image 1. https://www.simplypsychology.org/maslow.html 

Fredrick Herzberg Two Factor Motivation-Hygiene Theory (1968) 

was used to analyse the business and contributing factors for job 

satisfaction which in turn improves and maintains motivation.  

This theory explains that certain characteristics of a job are 

consistently related to job satisfaction and these factors are 

separate and distinct from those that lead to job dissatisfaction, 

which he called hygiene factors.  Factors for dissatisfaction are 

described as company polices, supervision, relationships, work 

conditions, salary, status, and security.   According to this 

business model, you must eliminate the hygiene factors before 

you can move onto actioning or improving the motivating 

factors such as recognition, pleasure in the work, responsibility, 

advancement, and growth.  Each of these factors were to be 

assessed in the research and would provide a benchmark for 

evaluating the operation as it currently is and set directions for 

improvements in the future. 

Image 2. https://expertprogrammanagement.com/2018/04/herzbergs-two-

factor-theory/ 

 

Optimal Environments for Motivating Educators 
Lara Taylor-Hayhurst 

Mooloolaba Outside School Hours Care  

https://www.simplypsychology.org/maslow.html
https://expertprogrammanagement.com/2018/04/herzbergs-two-factor-theory/
https://expertprogrammanagement.com/2018/04/herzbergs-two-factor-theory/
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Leadership within the organization also recognized it must look 

at the influence and delivery of the leadership style.  Goleman's 

(https://www.academia.edu/14820158/

Golemans_Six_Leadership_Styles) model states that leaders 

require different leadership styles to be effective in many 

different situations, therefore our leadership should have the 

ability and skill set to adapt to varying requirements within role.   

The leadership style intently used within Mooloolaba OSHC 

setting is the coaching style.  While this has been stated to 

having higher outcomes with motivating teams, all leadership 

styles have pros and cons. The leaders within the service wanted 

to consider how style impacted individuals and the team.  

Image 3. http://secretstotheirsuccess.com/leadership-styles/daniel-golemans-six

-leadership-styles/ 

Finally, as we consider the Educator in the developing context it 

was important to find a model that could represent the entire 

system and business model showing not only the Educator as an 

individual but also the governance, hierarchies, systems and 

relationships, therefore the research draws upon Urie 

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory to assess how 

environments both interact with and influence this development 

over time.  Understanding the mesosystem and exosystem can 

benefit governance through understanding employee 

satisfaction or dissatisfaction (Skinner, 2010), and be able to 

identify how both the immediate environment and indirect 

environments impact and influence developing educators 

thereby impacting on their motivation and performance.  

It was predicted that after considering all the models in this 

research the researcher would look to get a better 

understanding of how management can provide optimum 

environments and create changes to this business model to 

ensure higher performance and motivation from Educators, 

which in turn impacts greatly on the purpose of our work which 

is to provide high outcomes for children and families. 

 Research Method and Data collection 

The gathering of data was conducted by way of online surveys.  

The Employment Information survey was developed with 37 

rating questions covering the theoretical frameworks used in this 

research and three questions to provide feedback and insights to 

individual circumstances offering the researcher both 

quantitative and qualitative data.  

It is noted that during this research the nation was impacted by 

the COVID 19 pandemic (2020), where there were not only 

considerable health impacts on individuals and communities, 

there were significant impacts to the delivery and financial  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image 4. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory and Applications for 

Management (source: p73 Preventing Bullying Through Science, Policy, and 

Practice) 
 

status of childcare organisations across the nation.  Whilst this 

seemed a flaw in the research it was considered as a perfect 

opportunity to assess the impacts on individuals by conducting a 

Wellness Survey.  

The Wellness survey consisted of eight rated questions covering 

Marlow's Motivation Theory and two questions to offer insights 

into the positive and negatives experiences of that time. These 

were sent to Mooloolaba staff on the 4th April and again 12th of 

September.  

The first issue of the Employment Information survey was sent 

to Mooloolaba staff 12th January 2020, it was decided that from 

this data the service would be able to make possible 

improvements.  Given the survey was ‘in-house' the leadership 

wanted to understand whether the negative factors identified 

were specific for this environment or general in the sector, and 

whether there were similar trends or themes within 

organisations, so the same Employment Information survey was 

uploaded to social media network sites on March 11 inviting 

educators to participate. It was interesting to the researcher that 

out of the 58 responses from the social media survey only 2% of 

these were Educators.  The rest were all in service leadership or 

management positions.  This made data set comparison a 

challenge, however it provided some significant insights and 

considerations for governance, leadership and business models 

including the impacts of hierarchy and the relevance of this in 

the Ecological Systems Theory. 

On September 13th the service issued to the Educators a second 

copy of the Employment survey to see if there had seen any 

improvements from changes that had been made as a result of 

analysing the base line data.   

Findings 
The findings reported in this paper will be shown as: 

1. The first survey sent in January to Mooloolaba staff of the 

Employment Information survey known as MES1 data. 

2. The second survey sent in September of Employment 

https://www.academia.edu/14820158/Golemans_Six_Leadership_Styles
https://www.academia.edu/14820158/Golemans_Six_Leadership_Styles
http://secretstotheirsuccess.com/leadership-styles/daniel-golemans-six-leadership-styles/
http://secretstotheirsuccess.com/leadership-styles/daniel-golemans-six-leadership-styles/
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Information survey known as MES2 data. 

3. The Employment Information survey sent to the sector in 

March is known as SES1 data. 

4. The Wellness survey known as WS1 sent in April and WS2 sent 

in September.   

The research will highlight significant trends or notable changes 

from the researcher's analysis of the data and will be described 

in weighted averages, percentages, and quotes from 

respondents.  

From MES1 data the leadership was able to identify from both 

the quantitative and qualitive data 4 areas of immediate 

improvement that could be achieved at a service level.   

1. Improvements to job relevant information and clear setting of 

expectations and goals for the service.   For example, the 

service improved the position descriptions to be more 

thorough, shift descriptors to guide daily practice, more 

frequent appraisal processes. Improvements were made to 

information about job requirements and the time given for 

the induction process, for example, extending the time for 

integration into shifts to be related to the individual’s 

progress rather than a fixed model of shifts.   

2. The service improved supervision for staff that provided 

support in 'real time' to meets the demands of the position. 

This was achieved by increasing the wage budget and 

providing an out of ratio supervisor position so staff could feel 

supported in their role.  

3. The service improved the wage distribution for non-contact 

time to improve the ability to meet documentation demands.  

4. The service increased professional development opportunities 

for all staff and offered varying ways to achieve this, such as 

online courses, webinars, workbooks and zoom meetings that 

could be undertaken in environments outside the service. 

Other areas of recognised improvement required were the 

need for rest areas for staff, recognition or awards for 

achievements, team building opportunities and support 

services for staff.  These changes would require significant 

changes to the business models, budgeting, and funding. 

Questions 1-10 were general information questions about the 

person and sector relevant information. A majority of staff in 

both data collections felt they were generally motivated, and in 

good physical health, however the dietary health data for MES1 

showed 50% of staff had fair to poor dietary health.  This was 

not supported as a sector issue with the SES1 data however that 

may be the result of the participants in SES1 receiving higher 

incomes than Educators. To support this claim of income being a 

direct result, MES2 data showed a significant improvement to 

dietary health.  This is likely due to all employees being 

government funded with the Job Keeper payments significantly 

increasing their income and improving lifestyle.   

Participants were asked if studying for another profession: MES1 

and SES1 showed 80%-90% of staff said no which presents as 

high job satisfaction, however in the MES2 data 40% had now 

answered yes. This may have been the direct result of COVID 19 

causing uncertainty surrounding security of employment in the 

childcare sector or the business.  Also, in relation to this result, 

question 27 asked if employers offered job security.  MES1 data 

shows 75% answered yes but in the MES2 data now showed 

only 50% of staff felt they had job security.  This shows staff feel 

some uncertainty about their employment or ability to gain 

income, identifying issues with staff retention strategies within 

the organisation. 

'I am generally positive and love my work, but I can't help but feel 

worried that it isn't a secure job' 

'I am very happy at my service, love the industry and really see its 

value, I often wonder long term if it's sustainable to remain' 

In question 10 of the MES1 data, staff were asked to rate their 

mental health, which returned a weighted average of 3.36.  

When compared to the SES1 data, Mooloolaba rated slightly 

higher showing the service may have been providing adequate 

support here or good working conditions however, when 

compared to MES2 data the new weighted average was 2.43.  

This is a significant drop in the staff's mental wellbeing.  In 

relation to these results, question 23 asked staff which services 

might be helpful to them.  MES1 data showed only 40% of staff 

wanted mental health services, then surprisingly when 

compared to the MES2 data this area had dramatically increased 

to 75%.  This is a clear indication that COVID 19 had a significant 

impact on Educator wellbeing.  The survey also asked if 

employers provided any health benefits such as support services, 

over 80% of the MES1, MES2 and SES1 information reported no.  

This result is a clear indication that there is a high need for 

support services within our sector with a lack of support being 

provided.  

Question 11 relates to stress management and the results were 

weighted poorer than mental wellbeing.  This is interesting as it 

shows that mental wellbeing is seen as not the same as stress, 

workplace stress or the ability to manage it.  This claim could be 

supported by MES1 data weighting much higher than MES2 

data. This result is likely related to COVID 19 where staff now 

felt higher stress within the workplace and current working 

conditions.   The results for SES1 shows similar results to the 

MES2 data for stress management however this data was 

collected before COVID 19, therefore the qualitive data may 

outline some of the stressor or issues facing the sector, 

particularly for leadership positions. 

'Allowing enough time to complete tasks relevant to the position' 

'A lot more support within better time frames' 

'Information for P&C as employers and Approved Providers is open 

to interpretation/misinterpretation which can become difficult/

stressful when trying to move services ahead' 

'More autonomy over use of admin/non-contact time' 

'Leaders need to supervise and give feedback more frequently' 

Motivation, security in employment, and income meeting 

current lifestyle overall was generally higher in the MES1 than 

the September data. However, 20% of the sector and 

Mooloolaba staff felt dissatisfied with their remuneration.  

Interesting is that in the MES2 data where income for Educators 

was significantly higher, only 10% felt unsatisfied. This is the 

direct result of government top up funding Job Keeper.   

Therefore, it can be predicted that by providing above award 

remuneration and job security could greatly improve job 

satisfaction, directly improving Educators wellbeing and 
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motivation. 

Questions relating to relationships with work colleagues and 

leadership rated high on both surveys for Mooloolaba OSHC 

compared to the sector data.  This result is interesting given 

most respondents from the sector data were service leaders 

and in management positions. This highlights issues in 

organisation hierarchy, and governance relationships with 

stakeholders.   It also shows that Mooloolaba OSHC leadership 

provides an environment that supports working relationships.    

Question 30 in MES2 rating social relationships in the workplace 

dropped significantly from the MES1 data.  This is likely due to 

the isolation and COVID 19 restrictions impacting on how staff 

can socialise and interact out of the workplace. 

The Wellness survey that was issued in April was at the onset of 

COVID 19 and showed a majority staff felt high in optimism, 

security, a sense of belonging and esteem.  Following the 

second release of the survey there were some considerable 

changes to responses. Educators expressed in their second 

assessment that PRECOVID they were less satisfied at that time 

and their status across all assessments were lower than the 

initial benchmark.  Feedback about job security and general 

wellness being key areas of concern.  It could be stated that 

during such a time of uncertainty it is a predictable outcome to 

be feeling less satisfied with oneself or work status, however 

from a business perspective it poses the question, how can we 

ensure we are proactive in our approaches to maintaining staff 

morale,  motivation, job security and support services for 

employee wellness, so these are available during critical times 

and events? 

Additional findings revealed persons who measured themselves 

low in esteem also measured themselves across many facets in 

the lower categories suggesting that there are elements of 

personality that contribute to lower motivation and job 

satisfaction. 

Overall, it is noted that for majority of the questions in the 

second Employment Information survey and the second 

wellness survey there was a noticeable drop in how Mooloolaba 

staff felt about themselves and their work experience.  Despite 

having made changes to the hygiene factors and actioning their 

feedback there was a global pandemic having a dramatic impact 

on the organisation.  COVID 19 has had a significant impact to 

Educator wellbeing, motivation, and work performance. 

 Discussion/Conclusion 
This research has highlighted some significant positives and 

negatives for the business and sector to consider.  Mooloolaba 

OSHC generally provides a positive working environment with 

good work conditions and have staff who were generally 

satisfied and motivated in their lives and employment.  

However, amid a world crisis the business was unprepared to 

adequality support staff and the demands or impacts of the 

crisis, and as majority of the sector responded they also had no 

support systems offered by employers. Consequently a 

significant number of people in this sector were negatively 

impacted.   This is critical for governance systems to reflect 

upon as Services and Educators are the support systems and 

back bone of communities, families, and children.  If Services 

and Educators are not supported with adequate supports, 

processes, or Employment Assistance Programs (EAP) they will 

struggle to provide the high quality outcomes for children that 

are required of them.   

Throughout the sector there seems to be significant stressors 

related to the workplace from inadequate time demands, high 

workloads, lack of understanding around the work required, and 

feelings of being undervalued.  These stressors have a significant 

impact on personal wellbeing and individuals work performance.  

This is important given the wellbeing of our service leaders and 

management directly impacts how they support their Educators.  

It will be vital for those in governance to consider the impacts of 

time restrictions, wage distribution, leadership systems and 

working environments to ensure they meet the actual 

requirements and workload of the job.   

Improvements to remuneration such as above award rates, 

awards for achievements, job incentive programs, 

acknowledgement of achievements are clear improvements for 

staff satisfaction, employee retention and high performance, 

thereby increasing motivation. 

The OSHC sector is full of committed, positive people who value 

the work they provide to their communities, and they see real 

value in their contribution to educating and caring for children. 

For the sector to reach its fullest potential and provide an 

exceeding benchmark in Quality Care for Australian children 

then there is a clear pathway all organisations should take.   
 

We should invest in the people who are doing the 

fundamental foundation work in the care sector, 

the children deserve it. 
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Background 
The Coordinator and Educational Leader at Coolum OSHC identified an issue with annual performance reviews.  They found that the 

annual review process was not effective in informing the professional learning and development needs of staff or timely in providing 

necessary performance feedback. In addition to this, their educators participated in the process reluctantly, often with the view that 

the process was meaningless. The service leaders recognised that the annual review was a stressful exercise for themselves as well 

as their educators and little benefit was coming from the investment of time and resources into the process.  

The leadership team felt that embedding a regular and systematic process of reviewing performance would improve their educator’s 

understanding of the process and potentially achieve the outcomes that such a process is designed to deliver. This project speaks to 

their use of action research as a method to improve professional practice though establishing a framework for performance 

evaluation and assessment alongside a process for regular and systematic reviews. 

Research Questions 

How can we use the QCAN Professional Standards to help Educators to identify and articulate the many aspects of 

their role? How can the Co-ordinator, Educational Leader and Educators monitor and self assess their performance 

and through this process set individual performance and learning goals? 
 

Research Method and Data Collection 

A qualitative, Action Research study was chosen as the design for this project given the complexities of working with people, their 

performance and practice improvement. Action research is a cyclic process best represented in this study by three cycles of action. 

In the first cycle, the team reviewed the documentation required for the development of the performance system aligning the 

Professional Standards for Educators with the National Quality Standard (NQS) to identify where the NQS was reflected in the 

Professional Standards and where there were gaps. The service leaders recognised some gaps in the area of Management and 

Rethinking and Designing Performance Systems 

to Improve Professional Practice 
Danielle Greenhalgh and Frances Baker 

Coolum Outside School Hours Care  

Diagram 1. 
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Governance, particularly with aspects such as development and review of service policy and procedure. They also identified gaps in 

some of the standard performance measures such as being timely for work, adhering to the dress code, code of conduct and 

teamwork. They continued to review all elements of the Professional Standards, incorporating quality elements and their alignment 

to position descriptions enabling them to demonstrate to their staff the importance and relevance of their system to the job. It was a 

result of this process that they developed their 6 stage induction and orientation process.  

It was through this first cycle that the leadership team identified some issues with introducing a performance system for existing 

employees. They recognised that educators had different orientation and induction experiences as well as developmental 

opportunities within the service. They also recognised that embedding a performance process meant that the process needed to 

start during the onboarding phase of employment. With this in mind, they decided to test their ideas with a new employee.  

There was much learned during the second cycle which involved the testing of the performance system. Through reflection, 

conversations and feedback they recognised the discomfort that educators feel engaging with performance appraisal systems. The 

leaders intentionally worked to demystify the process and make educators more comfortable and less intimidated by it through 

embedding performance related discussions into regular fortnightly meetings with the team.  

During the third action research cycle, the process was further streamlined. Further duplication was identified and areas that were 

previously overlooked such as the service’s reconciliation action plan were incorporated. As a result of the third cycle, their 

performance system was finalised.  

At the time of developing this project overview the team were re-inducting current staff with a view to ensuring that everyone has 

the same access to a starting point for embedding the performance system. The other opportunity for gathering data was to seek 

feedback from existing employees to compare the efficacy of the new process with their previous experience.  

Theoretical Framework  
There are two main theoretical frameworks influencing and informing this project. These are implementation science and situated 

learning. Together these theoretical perspectives are used to explain the findings.  

In the guide, Implementation in action, Hateley-Brown, Hodge, Polimeni and Mildon explain, “Implementation is both a science and 

an art. It’s the active process of integrating evidence-informed programs and practices in the real world (Rabin & Brownson, 2018). 

Implementation focuses on ‘how’ a program or practice will fit into and improve a service (Burke, Morris, & McGarrigle, 2012).” 

Implementation science is the study of methods and strategies to promote the uptake of evidence-informed practices into a 

service’s operations with the aim of improving service quality. In the case of this research, the evidence-informed practices are the 

OSHC Professional Standards for Educators supported by the National Quality Standard (NQS). The research on implementation 

promotes that high quality program and practice implementation is more likely to benefit children and families using the service. 

Diagram 2 
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Implementation science also tells us that successful adoption of evidence based programs and practice is challenged by two main 

issues. These are focusing on ‘what’ program or practice to use rather than ‘how’ the program or practice will be implemented and 

failing to consider the factors that impact the service’s ability to start and sustain the program or practice. On reflection, this 

particular aspect of implementation is important to this research project having identified barriers to successful implementation of 

the OSHC Professional Standards for Educators and actively designing a performance system where these standards along with the 

NQS could be embedded. Consequently, as supported by good implementation practice, consideration has been given to the ‘what’, 

the ‘how’ and the influencing factors. 

Situated learning is a theory that explains an individual's acquisition of professional skills with a focus on the relationship between 

learning and the social situation in which it occurs (Lave and Wenger, 1990). The theory supports that learning occurs best when it 

takes place in the context or environment in which it is applied. This is the case with the performance system as the learning occurs in 

the workplace. Situated learning embraces socio cultural perspectives of learning with knowledge defined by those within the social 

environment. In this case, educators progressing through the performance systems are engaged in their learning by the leadership 

team within the service. 

Findings 

This research project revealed a number of interesting findings. The first is 

the comprehensive six stage induction process which is purposefully 

structured to progress employees during their onboarding through what 

is important and needed to know from the start to more advanced 

elements of the job. All areas within each of the stages are aligned to the 

professional standards and quality standards. See Diagram 1 Educator 

Performance Areas.  

In addition to the development of their induction process, there were also 

results for the service leaders. The Educational Leader role in particular 

has evolved within the service and early relationships with new staff 

members has strengthened. There is supporting evidence too that the 

three educators who have progressed through this process are better 

prepared with more knowledge and confidence to communicate as well 

as openness to feedback.  

Timing also influences the implementation of the new onboarding process 

with term time providing greater opportunity than vacation care for 

orientation and induction. This is not surprising as operating hours are 

extended during holidays and there is less time available during the day (when children would typically be in school, they are in care 

and educators are required on the floor).  

The service was also impacted by COVID 19 with reduced occupancy and attendance in comparison to the first term 2020 as well as 

the same time the previous year. There have consequently been impacts on the team and the service leaders are currently working 

with a smaller team which has made the process of re-inducting slightly easier. 

Discussion and conclusion 
The research has highlighted the importance of effectively planning for the successful implementation of professional standards. The 

action research cycle supports the process of thinking and rethinking about ideas to create a tool for tracking performance that is 

relevant, meaningful and useful. Performance appraisal processes also need to be highly collaborative to ensure authentic buy in and 

commitment from the team.  

Using action research together with implementation science enables new systems to be embedded into service practice which 

contributes to the exceeding themes in NQS standards 4.2 Professionalism and 7.2 Leadership.   

Future opportunities and recommendations  
For the future the service leaders are looking to develop another stage for management . This would apply to the roles of Assistant 

Coordinator, Educational Leader and Coordinator. In addition to this there are opportunities to explore how performance might be 

tracked and monitored on the go. 
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Background 

Grand Avenue OSHC is a large service located in Forest Lake, Ipswich. Our Approved Provider is the P&C. We have a capacity for 220 

children, however due to the impact of COVID 19 and working from home arrangements, we currently have an average of 175 

children attending. We currently work with a team of 26 educators supported by a leadership team comprising two Coordinators 

and four Assistant Coordinators. 

Our initial research project was intended to focus on induction and orientation (onboarding) as the service needed to employ a few 

new educators. We had started to reflect on the previous induction and orientation processes and how these had prepared our 

team for work in the service. We realised that the team had experienced different orientation and induction processes. In order to 

help the staff team speed up skill acquisition, we decided that developing an extensive process (through overhauling our current 

process) to prepare educators for success was important. The intention was also to re-induct the current team to establish the same 

foundation and expectation upon which their skills could be developed. 

Unfortunately, COVID 19 impacted the number of hours available to casual educators in our service which in turn impacted our need 

for additional staff. Things changed rapidly and as children were removed from school and care we had growing concerns about the 

capacity to continue our project. Our attention and focus was needed elsewhere. 

When announcements were made about business continuity payments being made to services as well as JobKeeper we were all 

relieved. Being a large service, with a large team, we found ourselves with a number of Educators on JobKeeper however we still had 

very few children attending care, particularly when Queensland schools went into lockdown only being able to support the children 

whose parents were deemed essential workers. Our daily attendances dropped by at least 85%. 

Through JobKeeper we found a number of our Educators were seeking a connection to the workplace but we were unable to offer as 

many hours on the floor due to such small numbers of children. Though Educators were not expected to provide work while 

receiving JobKeeper, we found that our team were actively seeking engagement and wanting to feel productive. This provided us 

with the opportunity to consider all the ‘non-contact’ duties that we would typically like to provide but weren’t always able to within 

the resourcing allocations. This included professional development and networking opportunities as well as preparation for 

assessment and rating and the service’s self-assessment processes and quality improvement plans.   

The other COVID 19 impact was the social distancing required of staff. We had some other issues to solve as we could not bring the 

team together in the same way we had previously as we did not have a suitable indoor space to cater for a socially distanced team of 

30+. This forced us to rethink how we continued to connect and bring our people together. We realised that smaller groups could 

possibly work for team meetings. At the same time the leadership team had been talking about and reflecting on the complexities 

associated with bringing large teams of people together with the competing demands on their availability and trying to find solutions 

to this problem. 

We decided to trial PODS as a way of bringing our team together during COVID 19. PODS were formed as a smaller team of 

educators led by an Assistant Coordinator.  We had hoped that this would be a successful way of achieving the workplace 

connection ensuring that all educators had an opportunity to engage and be heard.  Further to this, we were exploring strategies for 

the mentoring of new educators through these frequent, small group meetings. 

To ensure the Assistant Coordinators continued to be supported, we would meet with the Coordinators as a leadership team before 

and after POD meetings to plan and reflect. This was important to ensure our POD meeting messages and information sharing had 

consistency. 

Research Question 

How do we rethink traditional approaches to leading effective teams to improve opportunities for employee 

participation; communication; contributions and mentoring? What did we learn from COVID 19 that forced us to 

rethink our practice?  
 

Method and data collection 
Our PODS consisted of four groups of six to seven educators led by an Assistant Coordinator. The PODS were grouped according to 

availability and their existing mentoring bond with the Assistant Coordinator. We also aimed for a mix of genders, ages and 

experience. The POD meetings were conducted fortnightly before an after school care shift on Monday and Tuesday and after a 

PODS & Effective Teams 
Michaela Power 

Grand Avenue Outside School Hours Care 
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before school care shift on a Wednesday and Thursday. For consistency, each POD had the same written agenda and 

documentation requirements. 

Early observations of PODS and feedback indicated they were having positive results, particularly with documentation. Through 

the action research cycle we decided to change the way that we asked educators to document. Instead of asking for 

‘observations’ we changed our approach and our Assistant Coordinators asked educators to tell us ‘a story’.  We used 

provocations like ‘show me how well you know a child by telling me everything you can about them’. The educators were sharing 

much richer and meatier information about children when we started with story sharing in the POD circle. These stories were 

then matched with elements of both My Time, Our Place and the National Quality Standard throughout the meeting. Educators 

also suggested elements for each other. The written documentation evolved as a series of stories shared in the POD. 

Once our service returned to the ‘new normal’ with the majority of children back at school and at care, we had the opportunity 

to reflect on how we would continue to bring the team together. We had found the PODS successful in connecting with and 

engaging with our team. It was at this point we decided to continue them and use them as an opportunity to research staff 

engagement in meetings. Anecdotally we had noticed that educators were making more contributions to their PODS in 

comparison to full team meetings. They also appeared to provide more opportunities for communication, developing 

relationships, story-telling and sharing and more time for mentoring. 

We undertook a retrospective five point Likert scale survey which also included some open ended questions. The survey 

questions were designed to draw out educators’ experiences of the PODS comparatively with the full team meetings. 

Meeting and POD artefacts such as minutes have been reviewed for evidence of engagement as a secondary data source.  

The way in which action research has been used in this project is best represented below by Diagram 1. 

Theoretical Framework 
The GRPI Model of Team Effectiveness provided a theoretical framework used for 

analysis of the data. The model was first introduced by Richard Beckhard in 1972 

to aid with understanding teams and was further develop and popularised in 

1977.  The model is the foundation for many approaches to team effectiveness 

and has been chosen for this research because of the relatability of the four pillars 

which comprise the model. These are simply: Goals; Roles; Processes and 

Interpersonal relationships. 

The first pillar is Goals and this means that there must be clear objectives and 

intentions regarding individual and team goals, combined with robust and open 

communication about priorities and expectations. 

Re-induction 

Introduce 
social 

distancing into 
meetings 

COVID 19 

PODS 

implementation 

How do we onboard 

educators for success? 

How do we keep 
our team 

connected? 
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 The second pillar is Roles and this means the entire team must have a defined team leader and clear roles and responsibilities. 

For example, each team should have a project lead as well as individuals who are assigned to roles that match their expertise. 

The third pillar is Processes requiring that teams need established decision-making and problem-solving procedures, along with 

clear team processes. 

The fourth pillar is Interpersonal relationships promoting that team performance is based on frequent, honest communication, 

engagement and flexibility between team members. 

The GRPI is a simple framework that can help organisations improve employee engagement and foster accountability towards 

measurable individual and group goals. It is the lens through which the data from this project has been sorted and analysed.  

Findings 
The findings are presented under the headings of the GRPI model. 

Goals 

The biggest strength by far is that everyone can attend one. I very frequently 

missed meetings when they were full team meetings, due to Uni. - (Educator) 

I think the consistency is much improved and the quality is much better, not just 

the quality of the writing but the actual moments themselves, like they’re 

starting to understand what they’re looking for and they can tell us, and it took 

some time but…they’re getting what we’re looking for -(Assistant Coordinator) 

Subsequently their knowledge of MTOP and NQS has improved.  Because we’re 

matching all of our stories and documentation against that, so you kinda just 

start to get a feel of each area and each element I guess - (Assistant 

Coordinator) 

Roles 

The four Assistant Coordinators were the POD leaders and each one was responsible for leading their own meeting.  While the 

agenda for each of the meetings was the same, the Assistant Coordinators were free to make it their own and facilitate the 

meeting with their own style. The following comments reflect the impact that POD facilitation had on the roles of the Assistant 

Coordinators. 

“I would say the actual feeling of being a leader, so its not just a title anymore…you actually get to show your leadership skills and 

put them into action.” (Assistant Coordinator) 

“I feel like it gave all of us ownership and I agree that before, yeah, it was just a title… it doesn’t change much, you open and close 

but you did that before…[B]ut now you have ownership over how we improve the service and a sense of …you have value to the 

service” (Assistant Coordinator) 

“It’s the confidence and value I’ve found in me, and it is the transferable skills” (Assistant Coordinator) 

Processes 

We were hoping that the PODS would improve educators’ capacity to contribute to conversations which we had recognised 

didn’t always happen at larger team meetings where the loudest voices got the most air-time. The following comments reflect 

the sentiments of POD participants. 

“The ability to talk and discuss freely in a small group as like a conversational manner, without the intimidation of the pressure of 

a 'formal' discussion.” 

“Everybody gets the chance to be heard and feel more confident voicing concerns and experiences that provide insight for other 

staff in that POD.” 

Diagram 3 

Diagram 4 Diagram 5 
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“Being comfortable with leaders, able to express how our weeks have been, builds trust” 

“Being heard without the feeling of judgement”  

“It is particularly good for staff who are as not as outspoken as others. They gain the confidence of speaking in a group.” 

“We are actively involved in decision making that impacts us. Relaxed vibe making me feel secure and willing to talk” 

With our ‘process’ findings, we also reflected on Kim and Mauborgne’s Fair Process philosophy (2003). Fair process is an 

approach to communication, planning and decision-making that supports the development of committed relationships by 

ensuring that all team members “participate” and “own” the team activities (Carlock, 2012, p8). 

Further to this, Kim & Mauborgne (2003) recognise managers who believe their organisation’s processes are fair typically 

display a high level of trust and commitment, which, in turn, engenders active cooperation.  

Distributive justice versus procedural justice is reflected in fair process philosophy in that decisions are not reached by 

consensus or compromise, instead, every idea is heard, and merit wins. 

We also observed that the following three factors that create the perception of fairness were evident in our PODS: 

Engagement – allowing full participation and a voice in the planning and decision-making process 

Expectation clarity – sharing accurate and timely information about goals 

Explanation- sharing the rationale for decisions to ensure the whole team are on board  

Interpersonal Relationships 

Our Assistant Coordinators revealed insights about interpersonal relationships in their survey comments which 

demonstrates how PODS strengthen opportunities to build relationships and develop new insights into each other. 

“Finding out more about your educators as well – like I’m really impressed with what X brings to our PODS, she’s very 

thoughtful, has a lot of great ideas which may be lost sometimes in the full [meetings] because she might be a little bit more 

quiet…”  (Assistant Coordinator) 

“It’s fostering this environment where questions are encouraged, and I think that’s how we’re making better educators 

because this environment is changing and you’re encouraging them to ask questions and if they don’t get something, there’s 

no shame in that… in a small groups, they’re more likely to admit they don’t know” (Assistant Coordinator) 

“We missed the gold that was X, because [they were] lost in a sea of people and, I mean I’d said it before, that I didn’t think 

they worked as hard as some other people and I’ve been truly proven wrong” 

“Well I feel the same about Y, Y has a lot to add, like she’s great with documentation,  she has a lot of value…. But it just all 

got lost in the sea of….everything” 

“Same as Z, Z is fantastic …absolutely awesome… again we would have lost that if we’d just kept going in a big meeting cos 

her ideas wouldn’t have got …put forward” 

“There’s the idea of the doers and the watchers.  If people think somebody’s a watcher but then they get into PODS and they 

realise how much value and how many conversations and how much engagement the kids had and they have, they can share 

that.  They see value in each other and… I think they would think more highly of each other.” 

Discussion and conclusion 
The implementation of PODS has been a successful way of engaging with and developing our educator team. Through the 

process of action research we have been able to think deeply about our impact as leaders within our service. This has been 

empowering for our Assistant Coordinators who identified that PODS have really brought out their leadership capabilities in 

Diagram 6 Diagram 7 
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being leaders in practice rather than just having the title. 

We considered Josh Arnold’s 5 Empowering Leadership Behaviours as a way of thinking about how PODS have contributed to the 

way we now grow our team. This framework includes: 

• Leading by example 

• Coaching 

• Participative Decision Making 

• Informing 

• Showing concern/Interacting with the Team 

There is a strong relationship between Empowering Leadership Behaviours and ‘Fair Process’ philosophy with coaching, 

participative decision making and informing being core components of both approaches. As leaders within our service, the 

Assistant Coordinators will be able to draw upon these elements to reflect on their own strengths and opportunities to improve 

when facilitating PODS.  

Future opportunities 
We recognise that while PODS have been successful, there have also been some limitations and consequently opportunities for 

improvement. This includes: 

• Complementing PODS with occasional full team meetings to support educators connectedness  

• Thinking about how POD conversions can be shared with other PODS e.g. a PODS communication book to ensure all ideas are 

accessible 

• Acknowledging the delay in decision making due to the increased consultative opportunities 

• Ensuring Coordinators attend some POD meetings to stay connected with the whole team 

We are critically reflecting on what we have learnt through the Action Research process and how we might make some changes 

to the process of facilitating conversations.  Some of these ideas include: 

• Shared mentoring time during POD meetings enabling educators to get feedback and guidance from each other 

• Establishing a code of conduct for how educators interact and participate in PODS e.g. sharing air time; demonstrating 

respect; make it a norm to support each other in times of challenge/difficulty; agree to apologise when mistakes are made; 

honour ‘Fair Process’; value differences of opinion 

• Rotating educators around PODS to stimulate an ‘outsider’s perspective’ that encourages ‘what if’ questions and the 

exchange of ideas.” (Carlock, 2012, p10) 

• Sitting in on each other’s PODS to see how the different teaching styles work, and checking we are the same page with 

common goals and expectations 

• Linking PODS to our goal setting meetings and appraisals processes 

• Having Assistant Coordinators complete the empowering leadership questionnaire: the construction and validation of a new 

scale for measuring leader behaviours and acting on the results through our goal setting 
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Background 
At Mayfield OSHC we have embedded action research as way of focusing on particular areas of our practice that we are wanting to 

explore further. This year with our project we wanted to focus on educator culture and in particular how we can build a sustainable 

educator culture that values community engagement and collaboration. With new educators coming on board, we felt it necessary 

to think deeply about our culture and our expectations. 

We recognised that at Mayfield OSHC we already did a lot within the school community. As business managers for the P&C, in 

addition to the OSHC we are also responsible for running the tuckshop, uniform shop as well as events and parades and Christmas 

concert rehearsals. This is an embedded part of what the team values and our educators volunteer time because of this strong 

community connection and spirit. 

Community engagement is also key to our service philosophy and we thought we wanted to be more intentional in this area, 

however we realised that intentionality was evident but where we could improve was how we went about documenting this. The 

intention then was to make this thinking more visible. 

Research Question 

How can we be more intentional about maintaining an educator culture where school community engagement and 

collaboration is valued and upheld? 
 

Method and data collection 
We started our reflection by looking into the Disney way of culture and service. There are basically 5 principles to this way of thinking 

about culture and service. They are: 

• Hire the right people 

• Do it like you mean it 

• Create an emotional connect 

• Give power to the people 

• All for one, one for all 

Our reflection began with our educator team and an ideas board. We wanted to establish a shared understanding of what we mean 

when we talk about community engagement and collaboration. 

We then undertook an anonymous survey with educators as we wanted to test the influence of leadership on the team’s and 

motivation and drive. 

This was followed up with an anonymous survey of school staff and then a peer survey of children and their parents. 

Together we looked at the school/family partnerships framework which tells us that community engagement and connection is 

important for children’s sense of belonging as well as their performance and success.  

Theoretical Framework 
We worked within the theoretical framework of implementation science. This framework tells us that carefully planned and 

structured implementation is integral to the success of any new program or practice. Implementation is also key to the embedding 

and sustaining of any program or practice. With this in mind, we drew upon the Australian Government’s guide to implementing 

evidence-informed programs and practices titled Implementation in Action. This guide provides a four-stage implementation process 

that unfolds with different activities relevant during each stage. These stages include: 

1. Engage and explore 

2. Plan and prepare 

3. Initiate and refine 

4. Sustain and scale 

Building an Educator Culture that Values 
Community Engagement and Collaboration 

    Nicky Grice, Meagan Butler, Jess Allen, Sharnie Sue Yek 
Mayfield Outside School Hours Care 
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 The activities within each stage are depicted in diagram 1.  

Findings 
We found the staged approached to implementation useful in creating our sustainability action plans and promoting accountability. 

Some of the changes that we made as a result of this included: 

Changes to our interview process and recruitment including engaging with professional standards. (This is still being refined).  

Reviewed induction process including how we document the process, for example, we now document how new educators are 

introduced to the teachers during prep pick up. 

Educator photos are provided to teachers so they can recognise them and know them by name. Teacher and school staff photos are 

on the wall at the service so the staff can communicate to children’s teachers and share information. We have worked to embed the 

habit of reciprocating these types of communication exchanges with the school.  

The documentation of our intentionality in the space has been purposeful in making our thinking visible. 
 

Diagram 2 Representation of school and service relationships 

We have found that in working on school relationships and developing 

them over time we have greater reciprocation from the school. This 

has changed the perception of OSHC in our school community which 

has legitimised our service and educators. We find now that the 

school is actively seeking engagement and communicating with the 

service as a partner in children’s learning. The school invites OSHC to 

share in and be a part of the events, celebrations and initiatives. Two 

examples of this are NAIDOC week and BeYou. The service has been 

working with the guidance counsellor at the school to build on the 

BeYou programs. The school acknowledges the expertise of the 

service and the management and leadership team in asking them to 

participate in the development of holistic wellbeing program that will 

be embedded in both the school and the service. 

It is interesting to note that the relationship between the school and 

the service did not go unnoticed by children. In their surveys many of 

the children recognised our collaborations and partnership.  

 

Findings and the exceeding themes 
6.2 - OSHC regularly participates in action research projects to document our critical reflection and think and share this with other 

professionals in the OSHC sector. During one of our discussions on our service philosophy we reflected on our community 

engagement focus and we explored how we can make our intentionality more visible through documentation.  Through this action 

research journey, we have explored with families what their thoughts were on the service engagement with the community and 

how this supports them in their parenting role.  

Diagram 1 

Diagram 2 
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 OSHC was involved in the whole school review and the collaboration between, school, P&C and OSHC was identified as a major 

strength and benefit to the children.  

6.3 Through action research we have engaged with the Family School Partnerships framework to assist us in sustaining effective 

supporting structures for families and the value of having meaningful engagement. Key dimensions of this framework are 

communicating, connecting learning at home and school, building community and identity, recognising the role of the family, 

consultative decision making, collaborating beyond the school and participating. As a service we are intentional about embedding 

the dimensions of the above framework as they have been identified as being beneficial in supporting families.  

An important event of each OSHC year is the OSHC Showcase where we invite our school community into our service and the 

children plan, organise and facilitate a performing arts concert and BBQ. The Showcase stemmed from our feedback, observations 

and discussion with families on how they were unable to attend school events due to work commitments. OSHC is able to provide 

an opportunity for families to build relationships with the service and actively engage in a school community event. Whilst filling a 

need for families who are able to be there for their child’s performance. 

Educators intentional engagement and collaboration in school community events (Christmas Concert, Trivia Nights, school events etc.) 

means that strong relationships are being built with stakeholders so that there is open communication establishing a culture in which 

there is a natural flow of information between school, OSHC and home. 

The service builds relationships and engages with the community through many different avenues. The educator team regularly 

engages in school functions and events including graduations, book parades, Easter parades, weekly parades, Book Week, 

Remembrance Day, NAIDOC week, Reconciliation Week, Be You, Prep information sessions etc. The educators are heavily involved in 

the P&C, attending P&C meetings and assisting in the organisation of fundraising, P&C events and businesses. The educators 

regularly volunteer their time at these P&C events as they highly value the importance of building those relationships with their 

community and having positive experiences. The educators together with the school staff participate in Fun Food Fridays having 

lunch together as a school community and supporting local and family businesses. The school leadership team and OSHC 

collaborates to coordinate celebrations and informative events during Reconciliation and NAIDOC week. The OSHC team attend and 

host professional development opportunities as a tool to collaborate and network with professionals in the industry practicing high 

standards of care.  The school and OSHC believe that it is important to recognise all members of the school community team and 

have an awareness of who belongs to this community. We do this through displaying all of the school staff names and photos in our 

OSHC office and provide the educators names and photos to the school for their information.  The school and OSHC leadership team 

collaborate on the whole school wellbeing program to provide consistency and support for the children and staff. The OSHC 

leadership team meet fortnightly with the school principal to discuss relevant issues and decision making opportunities. The OSHC 

team also run the school uniform shop and Oasis Café (tuckshop) which provide an opportunity for educators to build relationships 

with new families and families who do not attend the OSHC service to create that sense of being and belonging. The service 

celebrates our vision and philosophy and have a visual representation of the belonging to our service. Our vision tree has many 

leaves which are decorated and contributed by all stakeholders to the service. It is an opportunity for individuals to express their 

own identity as part of our holistic service identity. Stakeholders who contribute include other OSHC professionals, children, 

parents, educators, school staff etc. 

Recommendations and next steps 
We believe that in creating a sustainable program we need to think about all programs and practice as ‘your work not more work’. 

At the same time we acknowledge that it requires effort and there needs to be an ongoing commitment to this. We incorporate 

these commitments into our reflective process and collaborative conversations. This includes fortnightly meetings with the school 

Principal where we continue to focus and reflect on our partnership and relationship. 

Being intentional in planning has been useful in making our thinking visible. We acknowledge that success takes time and effort. Our 

visibility in the community is important so attending parades has become something that we do so we are a visibly connected as a 

part of the school community. 

We recognise that the wellbeing of educators is vital and the support from the school community including the legitimising of their 

roles enhances their wellbeing and overall sense of being valued. This in turn makes them more comfortable to volunteer when the 

opportunity arises. 
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Background 
In 2018, the service leaders at MacGregor Outside School Hours 

Care (OSHC) and Bulimba OSHC sought to undertake a research 

project with the Queensland Children’s Activities Network to 

explore the disparity in pay awards that apply to educators who 

work in the Queensland OSHC sector.  This disparity had caused 

significant issues with recruitment and retention across the 

sector partly due to vastly different employment conditions in 

the respective federal and state jurisdictional awards (noting the 

conditions in the state award were much less favourable than 

that of the federal). State award employers were consequently 

having difficulties being employers of choice due to their 

requirement to work within the state award which offered 

limited competition to the federal award. 

However, instead of undertaking a research project at this time, 

the opportunity arose for these two service leaders to be 

introduced to the relevant advocate within the Union able to 

lead an award change. This led to these service leaders 

exploring opportunities to have the relevant provisions in this 

state award changed to better reflect the conditions that were 

contained in the federal award as far as they related to OSHC 

employees. This meeting between the union advocate and the 

service leaders was facilitated by the Chief Executive Officer of 

the Queensland Children’s Activities Network (QCAN) who had 

been discussing the same issues with several other state-based 

employers who had already taken steps to establish a pathway 

forward to resolve the issue.  

In this way QCAN acts as an intermediary organisation 

facilitating relationships between its members and other 

organisations. As an intermediary organisation QCAN also 

brokers knowledge, information and advice operating in a 

relational space between the OSHC sector, government 

departments and other peak bodies or support providers.   

The collaboration between the service leaders and the Union 

involved regular meetings to explore and identify opportunities 

for relevant changes to improve the award. The recommended 

changes were based on the experiences of the service leaders as 

well as their consultation with other stakeholders including 

peers and providers. Throughout the process, it became evident 

that additional changes to the award could have real advantages 

for providers of large OSHC service. Thus, the Service Manager 

role was identified and recognised as a way of building vital 

leadership and management capacity within these services. 

Throughout the process, the service leaders at MacGregor OSHC 

and Bulimba OSHC together with the QCAN CEO had been 

reflecting on the significant expansion of OSHC services over the 

past few years.  Consequently, following the successful work to 

amend the award, the service leaders decided to embark on a 

new research project to explore the benefits for large OSHC 

services in being able to participate in focussed conversations 

through a targeted professional learning network for this new 

role of Service Manager. 

Unfortunately, shortly after this research project had begun 

with only one focussed conversation able to take place, the 

world dramatically changed due to the COVID 19 pandemic. 

Schools were closed in a state-wide lockdown with only 

students of essential workers attending school and 

consequently OSHC. The situation progressed rapidly as new 

information became available on a day by day basis. QCAN 

continued in their intermediary role of facilitating relationships 

and information and advocating for members.  

While COVID 19 meant the initial research project was on hold, 

the established relationships between these Service Managers 

in the newly established professional learning community 

brought about a new research opportunity. This paper speaks to 

the strength of action research and communities of practices as 

enabling processes of capacity building during crisis.   

Research Question 

In what ways do action research and communities of 

practice (as practice frameworks) build capacity through 

supporting Service Managers of large OSHC services 

during the COVID 19 crisis?  

Research Method and Data Collection 
This is a qualitative study that uses a participatory action 

research (PAR) design as a social inquiry of organisational 

relationships. As typical of PAR, the social orientation is 

concerned with change in society and in particular action-

oriented advocacy. Also known as critical action research, the 

purpose of PAR is to ‘improve the quality of people’s 

The Impact of a Community of Practice 
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throughout Covid-19 
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Bulimba Outside School Hours Care &  
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  organisations’ through emancipation and empowerment. 

(Creswell, 2008) 

Six central features of PAR as described by Kemmis and 

Wilkinson (1998) are: 

1. PAR is a social process to deliberately explore relationships 

and how social interactions shape individuals. 

2. Participants example how their own understandings, skills, 

values and existing knowledge both frame and constrain 

their actions. 

3. PAR is practical and collaborative. 

4. PAR helps unshackle people from the constraints of 

irrational and unjust structures. 

5. PAR research helps individuals free themselves from 

constraints found in media, language, work procedures and 

relationships of power. 

6. PAR is focused on bringing about change in practices. 

The spiral of looking, thinking and taking action enables the 

researchers to examine the research question closely.  Data has 

been collected through semi structured interviews with the 

service leaders as well as their documented interactions with 

the Service Mangers within their newly formed professional 

learning network during the pandemic. The comments and 

stories are de-identified to protect the anonymity of individuals 

who participated unless they have expressly provided consent 

to share their contributions. 

Theoretical Framework  

Communities of practice are formed by people who engage in a 

process of collective learning in a shared domain of human 

endeavour: a tribe learning to survive, a band of artists seeking  

new forms of expression, a group of engineers working on 

similar problems, a clique of pupils defining their identity in the 

school, a network of surgeons exploring novel techniques, a 

gathering of first-time managers helping each other cope. In a 

nutshell: 

Communities of practice are groups of people who share a 

concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do 

it better as they interact regularly. In this model, three 

characteristics are crucial: 

The domain: A community of practice is not merely a club of 

friends or a network of connections between people. It has an 

identity defined by a shared domain of interest. Membership 

therefore implies a commitment to the domain, and therefore a 

shared competence that distinguishes members from other 

people. Members value their collective competence and learn 

from each other, even though few people outside the group 

may value or even recognize their expertise. 

The community: In pursuing their interest in their domain, 

members engage in joint activities and discussions, help each 

other, and share information. They build relationships that 

enable them to learn from each other; they care about their 

standing with each other. Members of a community of practice 

do not necessarily work together on a daily basis.  

The practice: Members of a community of practice are 

practitioners. They develop a shared repertoire of resources: 

experiences, stories, tools, ways of addressing recurring 

problems—in short a shared practice. This takes time and 

sustained interaction. In the course of conversations, members 

develop a set of stories and cases that can become a shared 

repertoire for their practice. 

Findings 
The establishment of a Community of Practice (CoP) has proven 

beneficial for the Service Managers during the sector crisis 

resultant of COVID 19. Despite only one formal meeting/

conversation being facilitated, the group were able to continue 

as a CoP due to some pre-existing relationships of mutual trust 

and respect among some of the Service Managers within the 

group. The group also supported each other as Service 

Managers had each experienced their own challenges and 

struggles (to different degrees) along the way. 

Communities develop their practice through a variety of 

activities. The following list of typical examples provides the 

basis for which data is organised and analysed.   

• Problem solving 

• Requests for information 

• Seeking experience 

• Reusing assets 

• Coordination and strategy 

• Building an argument 

• Growing confidence 

• Discussing developments 

• Documenting projects 

• Visits 

• Mapping knowledge and identifying gaps 

In addition to this list, it is noted that another benefit of a CoP 

during a pandemic is the emotional support that participants 

provide to each other during crisis. Being a Service Manager of a 

service governed by a volunteer management committee is an 

added complication which brought the members of the group 

together. These Service Manager’s are looked to by their 

management committees for their expertise and they need to 

be able to advise their employers to make informed decisions as 

well as provide leadership and support to their team members 

(employees).  

Further to this, volunteer management committees do not 

typically have extensive policies and procedures in place 

Diagram 1 
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regarding mental health support for their employees and 

including their Service Managers. Therefore, the CoP proved an 

important source of support for Service Managers working for 

volunteer management committees as it provided a platform to 

professionally engage with a peer network of colleagues in the 

same position in a similar circumstance.  

The members of the CoP were able to reach out to each other 

for emotional support which proved important for their mental 

health as many Service Managers experienced heightened 

anxiety themselves during this time. During the pandemic, 

Service Managers noted many employees experiencing and 

expressing anxiety. While the Service Managers had their own 

anxieties, they felt it important that in their workplaces they 

modelled coping behaviours to be the consistent support for 

their team members, reassuring their educators that they would 

be safe and protected in the workplace. Service Managers 

however having their own anxieties and being unable to express 

these to their team members drew upon the CoP as a source of 

emotional support, providing reassurance to each other which 

alleviated some of their own anxieties. 

Due to COVID 19 impacting the capacity of the group to 

continue to meet face to face, a messenger group was 

established as a way of keeping members connected and to 

share information broadly among members. Requests for 

information by members of the group were frequent due to the 

disparity of information available. The messenger chat group 

became a main source of knowledge as service managers shared 

ideas and were able to draw upon each other’s experiences. The 

informal nature of the group having no hierarchy within its 

structure has ensured that everyone is considered equal and has 

their own strengths to bring to the group. This way of working 

has been described by Mary Benet McKinney as Shared 

Wisdom, which is a process for group decision making and an 

effective style of leadership. In her work, Mary Benet McKinney 

said: 

• No one has all the wisdom. 

• Everyone has a different piece. 

• Everyone has some of the wisdom. 

And sharing that wisdom is how good decisions can be made. 

Wisdom sharing is a cornerstone of the CoP for these Service 

Managers as their diverse skills sets and experiences together 

with their similarities and strengths has served each member of 

the group well in making more informed and helpful decisions 

throughout the pandemic. This is particularly evident in the 

following example. 

Early in the pandemic, as children were withdrawn from schools 

and OSHC, there were two typical responses – the first was a 

focus on finances with decisions being made to preserve the 

financial resources within the business (reactive). The second 

focus was on people, recognising that the business would 

continue to need its people to operate once the initial crisis was 

over.  Providers who rushed into reactive responses with a 

finance focus found that their people became anxious and 

disengaged.  This impacted their workforce relationships and 

work value. Providers who chose to be proactive and made 

provisions for managing and supporting their workforce through 

the early stages of crisis found their teams placed higher value 

on their work and were willing to give more.  

Both MacGregor and Bulimba OSHC providers worked 

proactively each developing their own plan for how they would 

support their team members, including casual employees. 

Consequently the JobKeeper and Busines Continuity Payment 

announcements were directed to guaranteeing employment for 

all educators. Within the Service Manager CoP, these service 

leaders were able to share their approaches with other 

members influencing the providers connected with the CoP to 

make similar plans and proposals.  

The members of the CoP had different capacities for advocacy 

with some members demonstrating a greater ability to advocate 

for themselves and their teams than others. The shared 

experience and similar operating contexts enabled the group to 

build evidence which in turn was able to be used to advocate on 

behalf of themselves and their team members. The CoP 

members have been supported through the CoP alliance 

building their individual capacity and strength to advocate for 

themselves. This has been particularly useful in establishing a 

shared evidence base. 

Being a member of a CoP also enables Service Managers to 

improve quality within their own services as they build on and 

innovate with each other’s ideas. Working as critical friends to 

each other, the members of the group have benefited by being 

able to connect with their professional peers in authentic and 

meaningful ways.  This has enabled them to establish a new 

standard for governance, management and leadership practice. 

Best practice is the compass used to strategically inform 

decisions and directions when service policy and procedure or 

governance documents do not specifically address the issue. 

Discussion and Conclusion  
While there is significant evidence to establish the benefits for 

Service Managers of working within a CoP, this project has 

identified how a CoP model can specifically support Service 

Managers who are employed by volunteer management 

committees operating a single service. The research highlights 

how Service Managers who work for providers that only operate 

one service are professionally isolated within their services and 

supports the benefits for Service Managers from being able to 

participate in a CoP as a means of obtaining professional 

support through peer networks. 
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The research also highlighted the benefits of a functioning CoP 

in supporting the participating Service Manager’s mental health. 

The CoP provides opportunities for collaboration, collegiality and 

shared understandings, all of which are important for helping 

Service Managers feel connected and supported. In this way, the 

CoP works to alleviate the isolation that a Service Manager may 

experience in their workplace.  

As a relational model, where sharing wisdom is central to the 

philosophical way of working, each member of the CoP plays an 

important role and micro-relationships develop within the group 

as individuals seek and provide support to each other. Members 

appreciate when it is most helpful to engage with the entire 

group (for activities such as information sharing) and when it is 

more personal and beneficial to engage in a micro-relationship 

(such as discussing particular circumstance and developments 

with a particular individual within the group). 

The project clearly demonstrates and draws upon the three 

exceeding themes of critical reflection, meaningful engagement 

and embedded practice in relation to National Quality Standard 

(NQS) 7.2 which is represented by the concept of Leadership. 

The concept of Leadership supports services leaders to navigate 

the standard ensuring that effective leadership builds and 

promotes a positive organisational culture and professional 

learning community. As discussed, the CoP and its core 

components enable individuals who share an interest or 

purpose (domain) seek to connect with their community of 

colleagues to share thoughts and ideas, offer insights and 

feedback and take action upon these ideas within their practice. 

The critical reflection is regular and ongoing, identifies 

opportunities for improvement which are implemented and 

heightens participants awareness of the influences (including 

each other) on their practice and make a wholehearted 

commitment to ongoing learning ensuring that decision making 

draws upon diverse perspectives gained from both inside and 

outside the CoP. 

The second theme of meaningful engagement is evident in the 

voices of children, families and the community as the members 

of the CoP consult broadly and resolve problems collaboratively 

through informed and shared decision making. In this way the 

practice fosters a culture of inclusiveness whereby the unique 

cultural and environmental contexts are taken into account 

evident in the way the CoP participants ask themselves, how 

does this information apply to our service and context? 

Common to the CoP is the third exceeding theme of embedded 

practice as service leaders translate conceptual ideas into 

practice through supporting educators to have a clear 

understanding of organisational culture and values. These are 

articulated in the service philosophy and consistent with 

principles and practice of the learning framework evident in the 

service’s commitment to all the elements of My Time, Our Place 

with a particular leadership commitment to ongoing learning, 

reflective practice and high expectations.   

Future opportunities 
The group met over facetime to keep connected when the face 

to face meetings were no longer possible. Other platforms to 

continue this CoP online are being considered to ensure 

continued and sustained connections should regular face to face 

meetings take time to resume while the sector recalibrates with 

COVID 19 plans and practice.  

Initially, developing together was a key priority for the group as 

the opportunity for advanced leadership and management 

training was identified as a common need for members. The CoP 

model enables the group to share resources thus making 

advanced leadership and management training more accessible 

and affordable for its members.  
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Background 
Mueller College OSHC has seen enormous growth over the last 
three years prompting the development of a purpose-built 
space in 2018.  For many years the OSHC had seen high 
numbers of students with ASD struggling to regulate 
themselves in the environment. Review of our enrolments 
showed as many as 25% of students attending at any one time 
could be diagnosed with ASD. With the move to a purpose-
built space, a significant shift was seen in the ability of these 
students to self-regulate and integrate with others at the 
Service.  Despite this shift, the Service believed more could be 
done to empower these students to self-regulate and 
positively engage in the program and with others. It was 
observed that the space was often noisy and cluttered and was 
lacking space to turn to when students needed time to 
regulate their feelings. This would then result in students 
having physical outburst or trying to abscond from the Service. 
From this project we aimed to ensure, we as a Service, were 
providing an environment that supported the needs of 
students with ASD including their ability to self-regulate in a 
safe and supportive environment. 
 

Research Question 
The research question developed into: 
How can the OSHC environment be structured to best 
support students with ASD to self-regulate? 
Does a purposeful cool down space encourage              
self-awareness and self-management in students? 

Research Method and Data Collection 
Research methodology followed the Action Research Cycle 
which identifies the problem, develops a plan of action, collects 
data, analyses the data and monitors the progressions towards 
goals before moving on to the next incarnation of the cycle. 
Qualitative data collection methods included the following:  
 

• Parental Survey- Personalised information regarding child’s 
sensory needs, feelings towards current and previous OSHC 
room and ideas for improvement  

• Student survey and discussion focusing on room design and 
strategies/items that help them calm down  

• Educator Survey- Areas for room improvement, Regular 
triggers for students with ASD, overall positive and negatives 
of the environment  

• Observation Forms completed by educator- Used every time 
a student used cool down zone, outlined the reason and the 
reaction and room for improvement next time  

The space was developed off research findings and was 
monitored for the following months by educators and also the 
students themselves.   
 
Educators were all made aware of the project and its aim and 
endeavoured to use similar language when discussing the cool 
down space with each student to decrease internal bias (Crowell 
et al., 2019).  
 

Theoretical Framework 
Prior to the development of the cool down zone, a search of 
current peer reviewed qualitative literature was completed. The 
cool down area was then informed by this research; including 
the toys/resources, placement of room, lighting and language to 
use to explain the room.  
This research project was underpinned by the CASEL 
competencies model (CASEL, 2018). This theory outlines social 
and emotional learning outcomes in school aged children. The 
five core competencies are the basis in which children react to 
their environment. These include areas of self-awareness, self-
management, social awareness, relationship skills and decision 
making. When children are provided with a space to 
appropriately explore and react using these competencies to 
situations, they are able to thrive. The purpose of the cool down 
space is to encourage these areas of self-regulation and 
identification of emotions leading to control of individual well-
being. 

The Impact of a Modified Learning Environment 

on the Positive Engagement of Students with ASD 

in OSHC  
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Findings 
Throughout the months that the cool down area was 
operational, an overall positive association between the area 
and self-regulation of students was identified.  
Through observation, after use of the cool down zone students 
were able to identify when they required separation from the 
larger group of students to regulate their feelings. Once they 
had used the cool down zone, many students did not need to re-
enter that day and students could then choose self-
management skills and adapt their behaviour accordingly in 
other learning environments.  
A number of students used the space at the heightened point of 
emotions, this progressed into these students being able to 
enter the space before responding to stimuli negatively. 
Students were asked how they felt after using the space and the 
majority of responses were; calm, happy or ready to play with 
friends. This increase in self-monitoring and awareness was an 
aim of the project.                                                                                     
Students in the service with ASD were seen interacting with the 
space the most, once they were comfortable with the room 
change. 
Educators’ observations found that students grew in confidence 
when asking educators to use this area, linking to the child’s 
sense of autonomy and overall choice in their OSHC experience.  

Parental and 
educator feedback 
solidified these 
findings, stating that 
their students felt 
supported in the 
environment and 
that they had a 
greater time frame 
to make choices 
often leading to 
positive behavioural 
outcomes. Critical 
reflection processes 
were implemented 
throughout the 
project. We found 
that the red card 
(cool down zone 
entry pass) had 

negative connotations for one student, this was altered to a blue 
card, breaking the barrier for this particular student. 
Additionally, to make the space have a cosy and comfortable 
feel, a hanging curtain garland was added to the roof to “bring 
the ceiling down” (Simoncini et al., 2012). The same resources 
that were in the cool down space were also available to other 
students in other areas of the room to decrease the room being 
used for other reasons.  
 

Recommendation  
The action research project has implications for a wider range of 

OSHC services. As found through research, the cool down zone 

delivered significant results in the way children identify their 

emotions and self-regulate.  

With these findings, it is encouraged that these “cool down” 

zones be implemented not only in consistent OSHC 

environments but also centres that require daily set up. It may 

be necessary to analyse the environment to identify a place to 

set up the cool down zone; preferably next to a solid wall/corner 

to decrease light. It is also favourable to have the space situated 

next to a reading or board games area to decrease the direct 

noise. Making the space individualised to the needs of the 

children is crucial. This can be done through critical reflection 

processes, as seen when changing the red break card to blue, 

using sensory toys that parents recommend and asking children 

what helps them feel calm.  

Overall, the Mueller College OSHC action research project 

concluded that a cool down zone is not only recommend but Is a 

crucial step in creating an inclusive space for both ASD children 

and all other learning environments.   
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Introduction & Background 

Outside School Hours Care has been the most enjoyable role that 
I have worked in, yet it has also been the most challenging. At 
our service, we have always encountered many complex and 
difficult behaviours that hinder the satisfaction educators have in 
their positions. Although, this is a widespread issue in many care 
settings, we felt that it was a particular issue for us, as we were 
seeing challenging behaviours arising frequently and in 
extremities.  

Our service is relatively small, with a capacity of 60 children. We 
employ eight staff whose roles involve regular contact with the 
children. We have built a strong team of educators and know the 
value of effective communication and a consistent approach to 
behaviour. Despite this, our problem seemed to be as prevalent 
as ever and we were noticing little long-term impacts from the 
strategies we utilised to support behaviour.  

Coming into the service more recently than other staff, I was 
introduced to the notion of risk-benefit play through the action 
research project that had been completed by our coordinator 
Nadene Hottes and educators, Alisha Moore and Zoe Rowland in 
previous years. Risky play can be defined as a thrilling and 
exciting activity that involves a risk of physical injury, and play 
that provides opportunities for challenge, testing limits, 
exploring boundaries and learning about injury risk (Sandseter, 
Little & Wyver, 2012). Risk-benefit play is often broadly defined 
but involves any form of play that poses the risk of physical injury 
(Sandseter, 2009). Risk-benefit play was well supported in its 
implementation in the service, but infrequently actually done, 
due to limitations with staff confidence and access to resources. I 
found I had a real passion for this type of play when I expanded 
my knowledge of it, as there was opportunity to build real life 
skills and foster meaningful growth and development, that was 
rarely afforded in other experiences.  

When we first became involved with the action research process 
this time around, I saw a correlation between risk-benefit play 
and the problem we were having with challenging behaviours. 
We had this means of countering difficult behaviours with play 
experiences that actually appealed to children who needed an 
outlet for their energy and were drawn to an element of risk, 
and we were not using it. This made us question how we were 
catering to children’s engagement with regard to their interests 
and previous experiences. 

At our service, we significantly value engagement and strive to 
adopt meaningful strategies to support it. We gain suggestions 
from children for activities and utilise them for our programming 
every day. Making reference to the National Quality Framework 
and Quality Area 1, this is an essential means of informing 
educational programming and practice in order to be inclusive of 
a diverse range of children who all enter the service with varying 
backgrounds and interests (Australian Children’s Education & 
Care Quality Authority, 2018). The more consistent we are with 
this system, the better our outcomes have been with 
engagement and, in turn, behaviour. The issue that arises with 
this method of programming is that children that exhibit 
challenging behaviours continue to do so if there is any lull in 
activities that appeal specifically to them, as a direct result of a 
lack of engagement.  

Additionally, connections were also evident between the 
behaviours we were seeing, the engagement of children and 
their holistic wellbeing. As a service, we have successfully 
established strong relationships with the children and offer 
support to families wherever we can with genuine care. 
However, promoting wellbeing was an area that there was 
certainly opportunity for us to improve in. This is an expectation 
of the National Quality Framework under Quality area two 
(ACECQA, 2018), as well as the focus of outcome three, ‘children 
have a strong sense of wellbeing’, in ‘My Time, Our 
Place’ (Department of Education and Training, 2011). We 
frequently observed children, particularly those prone to 
challenging behaviours, demonstrating dejectedness, 
dissatisfaction and otherwise indicating a lack of wellbeing. This 
seemed to arise from a lack of stimulating engagement and 
enjoyment when in care at the service. 

How does Risk-Benefit Play Impact on 

Engagement and Wellbeing in an Outside School 

Hours Care Setting? 
Majella Mahon & Zoe Rowland 
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Research Question 

At the beginning of the action research process, our service 
knew that we had the opportunity to develop a research 
question that would address the problem we faced with 
challenging behaviours, in addition to the utilisation of risk-
benefit play in some form as a solution for this problem.  

In its earlier forms, our central focus remained on challenging 
behaviours, however, typical to the action research process, our 
question developed alongside our investigations which 
produced a research question that pertained to: 

How does risk-benefit play impact on behaviour in an outside 
school hours care setting? As we progressed through our 
research, we decided that the behaviours were the direct result 
of a lack of engagement and wellbeing, therefore, they should 
have comprised the main focus of the question. Eventually, we 
landed on the following focus question for our project. 

How does risk-benefit play impact on engagement and 
wellbeing in an outside school hours care setting? 

Theoretical Frameworks 

In furthering our investigation in our action research project, 
and addressing the focus question we had identified, 
engagement with theoretical frameworks and authentic 
research was essential for expanding our understandings.  

One theoretical perspective that resonated with our research 
was William Glasser’s ‘Choice Theory’. Literature developed by 
and about Glasser’s contributions in this area indicated that he 
believed there are five basic needs humans aim to achieve in 
order to ensure fulfillment (Irvine, 2015). These needs pertained 
to survival, freedom, power, belonging and fun, and also relied 
predominantly on social interaction to be achieved (Irvine, 
2015). It makes sense then, that challenging and often times 
negative behaviours manifest as a result of children being 
denied the opportunity to meet their human needs, due to 
limited play and learning experiences (Bechuke, 2012).  

Environmental psychology underpinned our investigation into 
risk-benefit play and its impact on engagement and wellbeing. 
This theoretical framework pertains to the relationship and 
interactions between children and their environment (Gifford, 
Steg & Reser, 2011). In an early education and care context, the 
environment children engage with is complex and influenced by 
a number of components. After looking into this research, we 
were prompted to consider how the routine and environment 

provided by risk-benefit play might facilitate engagement and 
wellbeing. Reflecting back on Sandseter’s publication, risk-
benefit play is known for its ability to support multi-age play risk 
(Sandseter, Little & Wyver, 2012). This occurs predominantly 
because of the varying physical strengths children of different 
ages can attribute, which can lead to children who are more 
commonly withdrawn entering play experiences due to their 
contributions. This creates a diverse atmosphere where 
regardless of the varying backgrounds and abilities of children, 
they are each able to contribute to the risk-benefit play 
experience in their own way (Englund, 2013). An environment 
for play and learning that supports collaboration and inclusion 
for all children instantly progresses to higher levels of 
engagement and individual wellbeing.  

Methodology 

As part of the action research cycle, our service built from the 
problem that we had identified, to create a plan for us to follow 
utilising research and data collection that would provide us with 
conclusions to inform our research question. 

Initially we began by drafting questions to interview children, 
families and educators, in order to gain their perspectives on 
our current practices regarding risk-benefit play, as well as the 
wellbeing and engagement of children. We soon realised that 
this method of data collection would prove difficult given time 
constraints at work and the limited participation from willing 
families for convenience reasons. At this point, we chose to 
convert our interview questions into a survey on the online 
platform ‘Survey Monkey’. This survey would be emailed out to 
families for them to respond to in their own time and in the 
comfort of their own home, in the hope this would increase the 
number of responses we received.  

Our knowledge of the children that make up our service 
attendance encouraged us to reconsider also the format we 
could collect data from them. We felt that while their voice was 
vital to the process, observations could also reveal a lot about 
the group of children we had. Under helpful advice from support 
systems, we then transitioned to the use of the Leuven Scale. 
The Leuven Scale was created by Ferre Laevers and associated 
contributors to assess early years provisions of involvement and 
wellbeing (Northumberland Early Years, 2017). These were two 
areas that we had identified as contributing directly to the 
challenging behaviours exhibited in the service. Using a 
template that reflected the indications and observable 
attributes of child wellbeing and engagement, educators 
monitored and documented information on a focus group of 
children. This provided us with a representation of wellbeing 
and engagement for these particular children and brought to 
light some behaviours that we often overlooked in our day-to-
day operations.  

After conducting these observations using the Leuven Scale, 
educators worked to program and implement a number of risk-
benefit play experience for all children in the service to 
participate in. These ranged from rough and tumble play, to 
resilience and team building exercises. Throughout these 
experiences, educators engaged in intentional discussions with 
children and documented evidence using photographs and 
video. This allowed us to reflect back on the experiences and the 
responses children provided throughout. A Leuven Scale test 
was then once again conducted for the chosen focus group of 
children during and after participating in the risk-benefit play 
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experiences to gauge how their wellbeing and engagement had 
been impacted.  

Discussion and critical reflection with educators and children 
informed the final stage of our action research methodology. 
Using the data that had been produced through observations 
and feedback from children through conversations, we were 
able to now reflect on the outcomes that had arisen and 
brainstorm avenues to consider next in this project. 

Findings 

The survey conducted with families on ‘Survey Monkey’ 
produced a range of results. We were fortunate enough to 
receive responses from 23 parents and carers to inform our 
research. There were clear trends with many of the questions, 
however some results were of particular interest. Quantitative 
data indicated that only 34.78% of the respondents were even 
aware that our service allowed risk-benefit play. In addition to 
this, 8.7% felt that risk-benefit play could not be a positive 
experience for children. As an educator, these results were very 
surprising to me, as we actually promote risk-benefit play on pin 
boards outside our building to ensure parents are aware that we 
have a foundation for its implementation. This also includes 
reasons given as to why it is a worthwhile experience for 
children. In turn, this encouraged me to consider our 
communication with families and our actions to share our 
knowledge and understanding of industry research. Referring 
back to our research into environmental psychology, a 
connection can be identified between the role families and 
community members have within the environment and the way 
that this contributes to the children’s wellbeing and 
engagement. According to the data gathered through the 
survey, there is a lack of knowledge and understanding evident 
throughout the families at our service in regard to risk-benefit 
play. Looking at this reality on a service level, limited 
opportunities have been afforded for parents and carers to 
become informed and involved in the risk-benefit play that we 
do. In saying this however, the few times we have reached out 
to families to source unwanted materials or in seeking feedback, 
the responses have been quite disheartening. Based on the 
knowledge gained exploring environmental psychology, further 
efforts to involve families in our risk-benefit play practices are 
essential to create an environment that promotes positive 
health and wellbeing through support systems that foster 
continuity from care to home. 

In addition to this quantitative data from the surveys, qualitative 
data was produced through open ended questioning that tasked 
parents and carers to consider the differences in their own 
childhood and their children’s. Notably, a number of 
respondents made evident that they felt their children were not 
as independent, imaginative and relied on technology for fun 
and stimulation. This has significant resonance with research in 
risk-benefit play, as it facilitates opportunities for these 
cognitive and physical abilities to fostered. 

The Leuven Scale tests were our biggest indicator of wellbeing 
and engagement through affording risk-benefit play in the OSHC 
environment. They also highlighted that our meaningful and 
purposeful affordance consideration for those provisions in 
regard to risk-benefit play had an impact on children’s sense of 
freedom, power and autonomy specifically. Looking back to 
Glasser’s choice theory, connections can be made between risk-
benefit play and its ability to provide children with opportunities 

to explore the human needs that Glasser identifies. Risk-benefit 
play facilitates a platform for children to explore these needs, in 
a way that is positive and constructive. In particular reference to 
the need for freedom and power, risk-benefit play fosters 
independence and self-help skills, that lead to autonomy in early 
childhood (Sandseter, 2009). Ellen Beate Hansen Sandseter 
identified autonomy as a vital factor in developing intrinsic 
motivation and maintaining engagement, in her article on fear 
and exhilaration in risky play (2009). 

Our initial observations using the Leuven Scale tests varied as 
each focus child was so different to the next. However, it was 
noted across all tests, that quantitatively, children consistently 
scored three or below in both wellbeing and involvement. This 
was certainly cause for concern, and as explained further, in 
revisiting the tests we s we now had solid evidence to indicate 
why challenging behaviours were arising in our service.  

When the Leuven tests were revisited during and after the 
implementation of risk-benefit play experiences, we had clear 
improvement evident for every child in both wellbeing and 
involvement. When monitored throughout the course of the  
risk- benefit play activities and after transitioning back to an 
inside play setting, all children that comprised to focus group 
were able to settle into the more structured environment of the 
room successfully. In addition to this, they demonstrated 
behaviours that indicated they were content and engaged in the 

activities they had chosen to become involved in. The most 
significant element of the results, however, was that educators 
noticed the focus children seemed to be navigating the 
environment and relationships within it with more of a handle 
on the conventions of socialising and an ability to regulate their 
impulses to a certain extent. Discussion between educators and 
children also indicated the same outcomes and behavioural 
incidents were insignificant during and after these risk-benefit 
play experiences. It would be beneficial to continue monitoring 
these children under long-term and ongoing parameters to see 
if these outcomes are maintained. 

Discussion 

After engaging with much of the action research process, we 
were faced with some interesting findings to inform the 
conclusions that we could draw from this project. We found this 
was most meaningfully facilitated in conversations between 
educators and children stimulated by critical reflection.  

In attempting to make sense of the Leuven Scale data that had 
been produced, it was clear that the implementation of the    
risk-benefit play experience had significantly improved 
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children’s wellbeing and engagement. However, in saying this 
observations and conversations that occurred over the following 
weeks highlighted that this was not a long-term result. We 
found that although children in our service may have 
demonstrated positive behaviours as a result of wellbeing and 
engagement on the days that the risk-benefit experiences 
occurred, as soon as the day after, they returned to their usual 
patterns of behaviour if our risky play opportunities weren’t 
available. This brought to our attention the reality that this 
needed to be a frequently reoccurring part of our program for it 
to build new cognitive processes and behaviours, with long-term 
retention.  

Moving forward from the conclusions we had drawn, our service 
was looking for ways to viably implement risk-benefit play 
regularly, with consideration for the culture of our school, the 
perspectives of stakeholders and limitations with space and 
resources. At this point, we have been fortunate enough to have 
been successful in receiving inclusion funding to purchase a 
loose parts pod. This is going to be a great means for us to 
extend our service’s ability to incorporate risk-benefit play into 
an everyday occurrence. In addition to this, we are continuing to 
focus on our own professional development as a team of 
educators by expanding our knowledge and completing further 
professional development to enhance this experience further. 

Reflecting on our action research experience through a sector-
wide lens, we can recommend to other services enthusiastically 
that they look for ways to incorporate risk-benefit play into their 
service, even in its simplest form. As well as this, we advise all 
educators to take into consideration what may be causing the 
challenging behaviours we see so much of in our roles. In 
completing this action research project, a well-known quote 
from Dr. Jessica Stephens seems to resonate well with our 
findings. 

‘There is no such thing as a bad kid – just angry, hurt, tired, 
scared, confused impulsive ones expressing their feelings and 
needs the only ways they know how. We owe it to every single 
one of them to always remember that’ (Stephens, 2019).  

While we are all aware of this, the fact that educators are 
human too and feel all the same emotions, can cloud our 
perspective of the children we care for. It is our job to support 
children in their holistic learning and development, and that is 
never going to look the same for every child. We need to be 
willing to trial different practices and pedagogies and, most 
importantly ensure that we attempt to know the little children 
and young people we look after so that our knowledge might 
make all the difference in their engagement and wellbeing in our 
care. 

Reflecting back on our action research project, there are some 
ways in which our outcomes could have been enhanced. Survey 
questions are an example of this, as I feel they addressed what 
the project was at the time but served little purpose in the 
drawing conclusions that were meaningful to our research 
question. In addition to this, it can be recommended as well that 
other methods of involving parents and carers in the process are 
explored, as their voices are essential in the wellbeing and 
engagement of their children. In the long-term, this project 
could benefit from being extended and monitoring the results 
that occur with the steps we take in the future. 

 

Conclusion 

Taking it all in, it can be concluded based on the research and 
data collected through this action research project affirms, that 
the implementation of meaningful risk-benefit play, has a 
positive impact on the wellbeing and engagement of children in 
an OSHC setting. With the practical, firsthand implications of this 
project in our service, we will continue to enhance our 
professional knowledge and capabilities in meeting the needs of 
children in our care through stimulating and valuable 
experiences. In a sector-wide context, we hope that our learning 
journey can be used to assist and inform other services who face 
similar challenges and can utilise it to improve their practices. 
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