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The impact of Cottage by the Sea: from 
ripples to waves  

This summary of key findings is presented within four broad themes:
Fostering fun and enjoyment
Cottage by the Sea excels in providing an environment where children and 
young people can have fun, enjoy themselves and thrive. Our research 
showed that providing fun and enjoyment resulted in greater engagement 
and supported students to be ready to learn, interact with their peers, and 
become more resilient. The participants felt that this was among the best 
parts of the program. 
Building relationships
A major characteristic of Cottage by the Sea programs is to encourage 
participants to display respect. This is achieved by creating an environment 
that expects respectful behaviour and interactions between children and 
staff. Respect is shown to the children from their very first interactions with 
staff. They are encouraged to feel they belong to the Cottage by the Sea 
community, and this feeling of belonging makes it easier for the participants 
to engage in respectful interactions with Cottage staff, their own teachers, 
and their peers.
Providing a safe haven
A significant number of participants who attend Cottage by the Sea 
programs have lived experiences of trauma. Cottage by the Sea provides a 
non-judgemental environment that nurtures these children and helps them 
develop trusting relationships with the staff, their teachers, and their peers. 
Such an environment works to disrupt life course trajectories by reframing 
pathways and aspirations.
(Re)Creating happy memories
Cottage by the Sea works hard to create a memorable experience for 
everyone attending their programs, not only by providing fun and 
challenging activities but also in the mementoes given to the children and 
young people made by members of the community, such as clothing and 
handmade toys. These artefacts become ongoing symbols of their time in 
the program. Our research showed that these artefacts reinforced the sense 
of belonging and support children and young people felt during their time in 
the program.

Cottage by the Sea integrates these themes into an overall, coherent, and 
consistent experience for the participating children and young people. It was 
these aspects that turned the ripple effects of Cottage by the Sea into the 
waves that often carried these children and young people through their lives.
The findings from this research provide compelling evidence of the medium- 
to long-term impact of Cottage by the Sea on the lives of the children and 
young people who attend. Those who attended Cottage by the Sea between 
1939 and 2010, described how their experiences at the Cottage changed their 
lives and led them to pathways they could never have imagined.

Key findings
Since it was founded in 1890, 
Cottage by the Sea has provided 
support to thousands of Victorian 
children experiencing disadvantage. 
Its longevity is a testament to 
the impact of the dedicated staff, 
community support, and the high-
quality, life-changing programs it 
provides to children.
In 2023, Cottage by the Sea invited 
Deakin University to conduct 
further research following on from 
the report Cottage by the Sea: The 
Difference ‘Take a Break’ Makes that 
presented the short-term impacts 
of the Take a Break program. This 
new project focused on evidencing 
the medium- to long-term impacts 
of Cottage by the Sea programs 
from the perspective of the alumni 
and parents of children and young 
people who attended Take a Break, 
REEF and Mentor programs spanning 
the years 1939 to 2023.
Views were also sought from an 
ex-principal, an ex-board member, a 
director of a charitable foundation, 
teachers and leaders from schools 
who had attended the Take a Break 
program for many years as well as 
students, teachers and school leaders 
who had recently participated in the 
Take a Break program for the first time.
The researchers asked two key 
questions:
1. What are the medium- to long-
term impacts of Cottage by the Sea 
programs on children, young people, 
families, schools, and communities?
2. In what ways does participation 
in Cottage by the Sea programs 
enhance the lives of children and 
young people who attend?
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The following four recommendations seek to help strengthen and expand 
the important and enduring work of Cottage by the Sea.
Recommendation 1
That Cottage by the Sea continues its focus on strengthening community, 
not only as the basis of providing excellence in adventure-based youth 
programs, but in how its staff, volunteers, donors, and the broader 
community understand and engage in this role.
Recommendation 2
That Cottage by the Sea provides younger children with authentic and fun 
opportunities. If there is scope to expand the work of Cottage by the Sea, 
early intervention involving rich authentic experiences might have the 
greatest impact if it were extended to providing a program directed towards 
children younger than those who currently attend.
Recommendation 3
That Cottage by the Sea expands its reach in a time of increasing community 
need. This will involve long-term plans to seek donations and other funding 
sources. Increased financial support will be facilitated by efforts to market 
the purposes and impacts of the programs to funding bodies.
Recommendation 4
That Cottage by the Sea creates processes to enable past participants to 
communicate their views of the ongoing impacts the programs have had 
on their lives. There is a need for Cottage by the Sea to consider ways to 
gather ongoing longitudinal data from past participants to better understand 
the ongoing impact of the opportunities the programs provide. This data 
collection might include ongoing interviews with alumni across the different 
years to track longitudinal impact.

The next step of this program of research with Cottage by the Sea is to 
investigate the views of donors, philanthropists, volunteers, and supporters 
of Cottage by Sea in regard to why they support the Cottage as well as their 
observations of the impact of the Cottage on the lives of the children and young 
people who attend.
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         �Comment from a 
student

“Having clean clothes and 
having a bath every day and 
having three meals a day. 
That was all new to me … 
it made me want that for 
my life more so than ever 
before … it made me strive 
even more to get away from 
the environment that I was 
living in and make my own 
environment, and I firmly 
believe that Cottage did 
that.”
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