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AT THE (ACTUAL) COALFACE

A community managed children’s 
service is not just ‘managed’ by 
the community, it is ‘owned’ 

by the community.  That is certainly 
the spirit at Inner City Childcare (ICC), 
which began almost 30 years ago 
when a group of working parents 
(mostly journalists) from the Australian 
Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) lobbied 
for a childcare centre for its staff.

Inner City Child Care has had many 
ABC dignitaries through its doors over 
the years. The Wiggles, Giggle and Hoot 
and Big Ted, just to name a few…

‘Being in the ABC building offers 
access to a large range of different skills 
that our families have through their 
working environments,’ says centre 
director Cally Condliffe.

Triple J presenters have recorded the 
children at play for segments on ABC 
Radio, the Wiggles performed one of 
their early concerts at the centre and 
this year the children were even extras 
on the set of Playschool.

Not surprisingly there is a strong 
interest in the performing and dramatic 
arts. And when Rattler visited Inner City 
Childcare (ICC) to attend the long day 
care centre’s AGM, we were treated to a 
performance inspired from the popular 
children’s book The Gruffalo. 

Located in the Sydney suburb of 
Ultimo at the back of the busy ABC 
studios, 24 of the centre’s 44 places are 
reserved specifically for ABC employees. 

As such, its management committee 
is made up of highly educated parents 
and business people who bring 
many specialist skills, and a strong 
commitment to early childhood 
education. 

Indeed, the management committee 
won a CeeCees award four years ago for 
its progressive staff management.

ICC was one of the first centres in 
NSW to offer a 1:3 staff-infant ratio and 
for many years now employees have 
been paid above award wages and 
enjoyed paid maternity leave. 

‘We have had above standard ratios 
for six years, so a lot of the NQF reforms 
haven’t affected us too much. And we’ve 
always believed in having highly trained 
staff. We have four early childhood 
trained teachers at ICC,’ Ms Condliffe says.

ICC has a stable team of staff, many 
of whom have worked at the centre for 
more than 10 years.

‘One area of the NQF I have no doubt 
we will continue to excel in is our 
collaborative relationships with families.’

She says this bond almost certainly 
stems from the many dedicated parents 
who have been committee members 
over many years.

‘I find that when families feel included 
in the operations and centre decision-
making they become as invested as the 
staff in managing and operating the 
service.

Being located within the ABC studios, 

Rebecca Watson hopes to 
generate critical conversations in her 

new role as a manager at ABC Learning 
Centres/GoodStart Childcare.  

She shares her vision for children  
and communities with Rattler. 

‘I guess I’m in a position to bridge two parts of the sector 
together now and I think my commitment to, and work for, 

quality, social justice and equity will be the underlying links 
between the past and the future. I’m an optimist!’

inequalities children and families might 
face. Ideas such as social capital underpin 
how I envisage these kinds of practices, as 
well as seeing the evidence of working in 
this way from some inspiring practice that 
has been part of how communities have 
transformed themselves.  
>> What future do you see for the 
community-based model in Australia?

Without my crystal ball it’s hard to 
predict! But while I have always chosen to 
work in the not-for–profit sector, I think 
the way the market economy is going 
that there will always be a diversity of 
providers. GoodStart is now a not-for-profit 
organisation so we contribute significantly 
to this part of the sector. I guess I’m in a 
position to bridge two parts of the sector 
together now and I think my commitment 
to, and work for, quality, social justice and 
equity will be the underlying links between 
the past and the future. I’m an optimist! 
>> What approach will Goodstart be taking 
to introducing the NQF and other reforms?  

GoodStart has a number of strategies 
in place that involve managers, teachers, 
families, children and communities. 
Because the organisation is national, 
approaches will vary from jurisdiction to 
jurisdiction. It is an exciting time because 
change on this level means that all 
kinds of opportunities are opening up. 
There is a great sense of renewal within 
the organisation with a clear focus on 
leadership. It has been really exciting 
to work with teams of educators in 
developing their vision and possibilities 
for new practice. The enthusiasm is really 
starting to build in terms of momentum 
and capacity.  The opportunities to 
share knowledge and practice has really 
escalated and influenced a positive sense 
of community across the GoodStart centres 
I support. GoodStart is a large organisation 
and it will take time, but I’ll just hold onto 
my vision for children and the underlying 
principles that drive me to make this as 
fabulous an experience as possible.

educators that will stretch them and bring 
them into potential new ways of thinking 
about everyday practice. I also enjoy the 
challenge of igniting a sense of enthusiasm 
in educators with a view that they can 
recognise the importance of their everyday 
work in particular and how rewarding 
it can be for themselves as well as the 
communities in which they work. This is 
the kind of advocacy that I’m interested in.   
>> Given your experience, what do you 
hope to bring to GoodStart?

Being part of the early childhood 
community has enabled all kinds of 
sharing throughout my career. I am also 
seeking out opportunities to work across a 
number of organisations in the interest of 
generating critical conversations between 
early childhood educators wherever 
possible. I also think that while at times 
early childhood organisations are set up to 
have to bid for funding, wherever possible, 
sharing outside these confines should be 
facilitated. I think it’s about being a little bit 
generous with each other.
>> Quality, social justice and equity are 
passions for you. Are they philosophies you 
hope to cultivate in your new workplace?

I am working explicitly to use language 
such as ‘social justice’ and ‘equity’ because 
while these terms recognise inequalities, 
they can be framed in positive and 
productive ways. I worry about the use 
of language that describes children and 
families as marginalised and lacking, 
because it potentially takes away any sense 
of power that people might feel. 

I think if early childhood education is 
well resourced then the work we can do 
in centres and drawing on early childhood 
expertise can address some of the 

>> What drew you to a career in ECEC?
I have always been interested in 

children and communities. I wanted to 
find opportunities to raise the status of 
how communities positioned children 
and use early childhood education as a 
vehicle for this. I have worked as an ECT 
and centre director for most of my career 
as well as a co-ordinator for a large Family 
Day Care scheme. More recently, I have led 
projects for Families NSW focusing on the 
potentials for children to engage with and 
be part of their local communities before 
moving to SDN and now GoodStart.  

I was part of the first early childhood 
course offered at the University of Western 
Sydney 20 years ago.  
>> What made you choose GoodStart?

I have a broad set of philosophies that 
underpin my work. One of the strongest 
views I hold is that early childhood 
education is about advocacy with, about 
and for children. Moving to GoodStart 
is an opportunity to work with another 
dimension of the early childhood sector to 
continue to centre children’s rights in the 
middle everyday practice in order that we 
can, in the context of the new National 
Quality Framework (NQF), rethink what we 
imagine as quality experiences for children 
and early childhood educators.   
>> What is your current role?

I am currently the Regional Manager 
for NSW and ACT. Working across two 
jurisdictions that have been working with 
different sets of regulations offers some 
interesting opportunities. For example, 
strategic planning around getting qualified 
teachers in centres as per the NQF. 

Pedagogically, I like the challenge of 
bringing new ideas to early childhood 

TOGETHER
in it

Inner City Childcare demonstrates that a strong  
stand-alone community-based management structure 
can work for everyone. It is a shining example of what 

can be achieved when a group of passionate parents 
and educators come together. Ingrid Maack reports.
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means parents can pop in and out 
throughout the working day and assist 
with centre functions and excursions. 

The centre once offered 24-hour care, 
and while night-time care ceased in 
1997, the tradition of parents spending 
time with the children and staff at ICC 
continues, says former director, Sara 
Andersson.

Ms Andersson, who works as a 
project officer at Community Child Care 
Cooperative of NSW and currently sits 
on the ICC’s management committee, 
says committee members are highly 
visible in the service and there is a 
culture of wider parent involvement.

‘They tend to have a desire to give 
back to the community and want to do 
the right thing by everyone’s children. 
As a committee, they all take their 
responsibilities seriously and are true 
guardians for the service.’

Ms Andersson says parents who serve 
on the committee bring with them a 
dossier of expertise but also leave armed 
with new skills and competencies. 

‘They learn a lot about quality 
education and care for children, respect 
for reciprocal relationships (when they 
sit on the committee they get a different 
view of what the educators do) and 
they become really good at financial 
management, HR, fundraising and 
applying for grants.’

However, even parents who don’t 

work at the ABC are very good at getting 
involved, says Ms Condliffe. 

‘We always try to maintain an even 
balance of ABC parents and community 
parents that make up our Management 
Committee each year and we find 
we have access to a whole range of 
resources with each new member.’

‘Once parents join we try to make 
them feel as valued as we can to 
encourage them to stay on the 
committee for a number of years. 

‘It helps to have a mix between new 
members and members that have been 
on the board for an extended amount of 
time in order to support and train each 
other.

‘An example of this commitment is 
Gavin Marsh who has volunteered to 
stay on the committee even though his 
daughter will next year start primary 
school,’ Ms Condliffe says.

Building ‘meaningful and trusting 
partnerships’ with families and 
communities enriches the lives of 
children, staff and the community, she 
says. 

‘Our families represent a range 
of cultures, predominately Anglo-
Australian and Chinese being so close 
to Sydney’s Chinatown, many are 
Chinese-speaking. We have a multi-
cultural team as well. Our staff speaks a 
range of languages including Mandarin, 
Cantonese, Korean, Russian, Arabic, 
Spanish, Hindu and Bangla.’

‘The key is in getting to know your 
families and knowing their occupations 
as this will open up many opportunities 
to enrich the centre’s programs’. 

At ICC the AGM is a true celebration 
of community with high attendance 
by families. Rattler was lucky enough 

A PARENT’S PERSPECTIVE
Dr David Sutton has been on Inner City Childcare’s (ICC) management committee 
for four years and is currently president. He describes the experience as a steep but 
‘deeply rewarding’ learning curve. 

‘I was interested to learn more about how my children were being cared for. 
Parents on the committee quickly gain a sense of ownership and investment. 

‘You become deeply invested in the needs of the centre. You also get an 
appreciation of how the entire service operates and reassurance that it is running 
smoothly,’ he says. 

As head of Strategic Policy at the ABC, Dr Sutton came with a background 
in management but he has become well-versed in budgets, employment law, 
insurance and worker’s compensation. 

He says the committee is lucky it can dip into the talent pool of the ABC. For 
example, they got advice from a parent in the ABC’s Human Resources department, 
but the skills of the committee shift from year to year, he says.

‘In the past we’ve had many different professions from lawyers to chefs and 
everything in between. We’ve been lucky to have parents with policy experience 
which is invaluable. It is good to have somebody with financial or accounting 
experience (treasurer’s roles) so they can help with monthly financial reporting and 
preparing budgets.’

Dr Sutton says there is a unique sense of community at ICC. ‘Somehow ICC 
creates an atmosphere that permits collegiality and community. I have no idea what 
the magic formula is—it’s not something you can bottle.’ 
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HISTORY OF INNER CITY CHILD CARE
Inner City Childcare (ICC) began operating as a childcare service in May 1982. Since 
late 1978 a group of parents (all Australian Broadcasting Corporation staff) had been 
lobbying for the provision of childcare in the heart of the inner city. 

The service originally operated 24hours a day catering to those ABC families who 
did shift-work. The original centre (in Bourke Street Darlinghurst) was donated by 
the ABC Staff Association and was leased to ICC for nominal rent until the move to 
Ultimo in 1991. 

In 1987 a campaign was begun to gain funds to enable ICC to relocate from 
Darlinghurst to larger premises. On 15 July 1991, ICC opened at the ABC in Ultimo 
initially operating from Monday to Friday 7am to midnight. In 1997 the Howard 
Government cut the operational subsidy and as such all night-care ceased. 

In October 2002 ICC entered into a five-year agreement with the ABC whereby 
the ABC provides a $60,000 annual grant to employ an additional Early Childhood 
Trained Teacher in exchange for 24 of the places to be reserved for the children of 
ABC staff.

 The only other relationship with the ABC is that of landlord, as set out in the 
lease documents and memoranda of understanding which stipulate the conditions 
of tenancy (a peppercorn lease). This agreement with the ABC was renewed again in 
2009 for another five-year period.

to see firsthand the commitment of the 
centre’s parent body as 50-plus parents 
squeezed into the centre’s front room.

The AGM, which combines a children’s 
performance and president, director and 
auditor’s report, is followed by a family 
supper. It is also an opportunity to spruik 
for new members and promote how the 
committee helps the service. 

On a personal note, Ms Condliffe 
says she enjoys working within a 
management structure that has parents 
responsible for operations.

‘It truly is inspirational to watch 
parents from such diverse professions 
work together to make sure the centre 
has everything it needs to operate.

‘My confidence in working with a 
committee has developed over time. My 
relationship began with the committee 
mentoring and supporting my first few 
years as a director.

‘I couldn’t imagine completing my role 
without the support, advice and wisdom 
they provide . . . I feel truly blessed to 
have such an amazing, dedicated and 
interesting group of people to work 
with.’
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PLANNING FOR  
AN EARLY 

CHILDHOOD CENTRE?
To create a warm, exciting and effective play  

area, contact
Play Environment Consulting

 Services provided by Prue Walsh (Author of Best 
Practice documents) include:

• Evaluation of existing facilities

• Upgrading of buildings or playgrounds

• Building of new centres

Ph:	 	 (07)	3252	2262
Fax: 	 (07)	3252	0260
Mob:		 0418	980	455
Email:	 prue@playconsulting.com
Web:		 www.playconsulting.com

8/269 Abbotsford Road, Bowen Hills, 4006
P.O. Box 135 Albion Qld 4010

Level 2, 1 York St , Sydney

CHILDREN’S SERVICES 
PROFESSIONALS

Are you looking for more challenge and reward? 
Are you a new graduate?  

We can help find the right job for you!
McArthur are specialists in recruiting permanent  

and temporary Children’s Services personnel 
throughout NSW, including:

• Early Childhood Teachers,
• Diplomas/Associate Diplomas, 
• Child Care Workers, and
• Cooks

We have over 50 career opportunities available across 
the metropolitan area – so let us take the stress out of 

finding a position that suits all of your needs. 
Call Nathalie or Melissa on 02 9277 7000  

or email ece@mcarthur.com.au
A working with children check is required.

Our service is provided to you completely FREE OF CHARGE


