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Creating high-quality learning environments begs the 
question, ‘How do we know that what we do when creating 
high-quality learning environments impacts how children 
learn?’ The answer is that we base our designs on what the 
evidence tells us. 

Much is written about the influence of the environment 
and the quality of the educational experience. Respected 
educationalists Carla Rinaldi (2006) and Curtis & Carter 
(2003) tell us that built environment design strategies have 
the potential to substantially influence the learning and 
developmental needs of children. Read & Upington (2009) 
advise that every interaction a child makes with their 
environment is a learning experience and that their senses 
are stimulated in the learning environment through the 
use of colour, light, texture and material. More recently, 
Damsa, Nerland and Andreadakis (2019) proposed that 
contemporary learning spaces should be viewed as ecological 
rather than functional. As such, they view learning spaces 
as ‘co-constructed by learners, emerging through learners’ 
practices, interactions and activities and facilitated by 
pedagogical arrangement’ –or as according to the Department 
of Education NSW (2020), ‘Taking an ecological view provides 
a richer understanding of how learners and teachers co-
construct their lived learning experience with the space/s’.

In embracing these theoretical perspectives of early childhood 
education, we acknowledge the role of the built environment 
as a significant component of the educational process. 
Furthermore, our experience as teachers and educators tells 
us that young children are highly experiential learners, so 
spaces that allow children to have autonomy in their learning 
environment are optimum for a quality early education 
experience. (NQS 3.2, ACECQA, 2020c) 

In Pedagogy+ issue 12, Wendy Shepherd wrote about 
educational setting design from a rights perspective. The 
article led to an invitation to speak with Cheltenham Early 
Education Centre owner Margaret Wilson who played an 
integral role in the centre’s design. Margaret is a Macquarie 
University graduate; she holds a teaching degree in early 
childhood and has just completed a Master of Educational 
Leadership in Early Childhood. And so, a visit to Cheltenham 
EEC went in the diary – this article recounts our experience 
and the beauty of what we saw… 

Once a site of worship and gathering place for the local 
community, the former Congregational Church in Beecroft is 
now the location of the Cheltenham Early Education Centre. 
Under the attentive eye of Margaret Wilson, the old church 
has received a respectful and sympathetic make-over. How 
wonderful that this once communal space continues to be 
a focus for community activity and now welcomes young 
children and families into a space that celebrates children’s 
ways of being and learning.

Every environment implies a set of values or beliefs about 
the people who use a space and the activities that take 
place there.
– Curtis & Carter (2003)

When teachers and parents find themselves in environments 
that are beautiful, soothing, full of wonder and discovery, 
they feel intrigued, respected, and eager to spend their 
days living and learning in this place. Aren’t these the very 
feelings we want the children to have? 
– Margie Carter (2007)
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When asked what inspired and influenced Margaret’s thinking 
in crafting this beautiful environment for children, she talked 
about her first impressions of the site, ‘It spoke to me - I knew 
immediately that I could do something with the space, and 
I loved the trees’. Margaret also spoke to the importance 
of creating spaces for relationships that support building 
communities for learning. Spaces where relationships thrive, 
with each space being relational to the other and to the 
people who live in the space every day.

Margaret’s instinct for seeing possibilities in spaces stems from 
her family background, which includes an architect uncle, her 
time as a student at Macquarie University, her experience as 
an early childhood teacher and an innate understanding of 
design aesthetics.

The blueprint for the Cheltenham space was indeed a living 
document. Its final iteration is an amalgamation of years of 
discussion with a local architect, who offered invaluable 
advice about the sensitivity and sense of ownership within 
the local community, responsiveness to and inclusion of the 
community, conversations with staff and consultation with 
interior designer Alexandra Kidd and landscape designers The 
Gardenmakers. All of this was guided by Margaret’s vision 
for how this aged brick edifice could embrace modernity and 
offer child-oriented environments – how the spaces would 
communicate—look, feel and sound.

The internal aspects honour the building’s sense of place, 
retaining many original elements – the arched front doors 
now sit within a glassed foyer, beautiful stained-glass 
windows, an expanse of timber ceiling and brick archways. 
Other re-purposables, such as building timbers, blackboards 
and some old child beds, have been put to good use. The 
building welcomes you – the natural flow of the place is 
apparent. The preschool and early learning community 
spaces open onto their respective playgrounds. The indoor 
and outdoor program occurs seamlessly – a stunning loggia 
links the preschool community to the outdoors.

The playground design intentionally protected the magnificent 
trees that, over the years, have offered shade to the church 
and its visitors. Planned to incorporate a ‘risk’ mindset, the 
connecting outdoor spaces are an array of natural features 
that afford challenge, places for hide and seek, activity centres 
and quiet spots for contemplation.

‘Perhaps if we thought more about childhoods and less 
about needs, some of our programs would look less like 
schools and more like homes and children’s museums or 
like fields and parks. We might develop varied places with 
a genuine sense of play – of beauty, variety, and elements 
of surprise and mystery; places where adults and children 
delight at times in simply being together, messing about, 
and working at the tasks that daily living requires.’
– Jim Greenman (2005)
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The new build – an extension of the church structure houses the centre’s food 
preparation area – a kitchen that opens to the preschool space and loggia; the 
early learning community space for babies and toddlers; and a space for staff. 
We deliberately have not referred to this space as the ‘staff room’. The staff area 
reflects Margaret’s thinking around what translates to be good for children also 
translates to be good for staff. The staff space is a wow factor – assigned the first 
floor of the new extension, the room is extraordinarily spacious – the clean lines 
– soft grey wooden floor complemented by natural timber accessories provide 
for a stimulating workspace while the ‘chill out zone’ with accompanying soft 
furnishings invite you to do just that – chill out. A commanding feature is a floor-
to-ceiling window that offers a view of the outdoor play space and a canopy of 
greenery provided by the massive trees that edge the property. This space speaks 
to the value and regard in which the staff are held. And the beauty of it – like other 
spaces in the centre – allows for flexible use.

Our morning at Cheltenham Early Education Centre was a joy. Margaret and centre 
director, Ann-Marie McConville, were terrific hosts. We want to thank Margaret, 
Ann-Marie, the Cheltenham EEC team and the children for their hospitality 
and generous sharing of their histories and that of this beautifully refurbished 
place. We would especially like to thank Vivian, who prepared the most delicious 
morning tea – a previous employee of a top Sydney restaurant – Vivian is a picture 
of what an experienced cook can bring to an early childhood program!

And more to come…we have been invited to observe Margaret’s next project. 
Pedagogy+ will watch from the sidelines as Margaret continues to refine her feel 
for space, aesthetics and design for places that embody relationships. Margaret’s 
new challenge is refurbishing a character-filled old Australian home into an early 
learning centre, with the added bonus of a walled heritage garden. We look 
forward with a great sense of anticipation.

In the Architecture of Happiness, Alain de Botton shares his thinking about the 
elegance of design and placement. He explores the idea of care in creation and 
thoughtfulness in the curation of spaces – how we ‘express visible celebrations 
of tenderness’ and how ‘we see in them evidence of those sides of human 
nature which enable us to thrive rather than simply survive
– De Botton (2006) 
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 ‘Children are miracles. Believing that every child is a miracle 
can transform the way we design for children’s [education 

and] care. When we invite a miracle into our lives, we prepare 
ourselves and the environment around us...We make it our job 
to create, with reverence and gratitude, a space that is worthy 
of a miracle! Action follows through. We can choose to change. 

We can choose to design spaces for miracles, not minimums.’
– Anita Rui Olds
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