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Summary 
ACTCOSS submits that one of the best strategies to support early childhood 
development is to focus on supporting parents and other caregivers in their role 
as the first and main carers of children. This involves empowering and 
supporting parents in the home by providing resources, advice and support. 
Supporting parents to do the best they can is a cost effective and sustainable 
way to educate young children.   

Structured learning environments in early learning centres, both in preschool or 
preschool programs in long day centres, also play an important role in supporting 
children’s development and wellbeing. Ensuring all children in the ACT have the 
best chance at accessing quality programs appropriate to their needs will require 
a shift in the current model, to an approach that privileges cultural safety and 
appropriateness, sets targets for participation of disengaged, vulnerable and 
disadvantaged families, and offers a mix of structured and more flexible settings.  

Access to care is the right of the child. Particularly for our most marginalised 
and disadvantaged children, an ACT Early Childhood Strategy must ensure that 
early childhood education and care (ECEC) is not just available, but accessible 
and attractive. ACTCOSS urges the government to consciously respond to the 
needs of this cohort of children and their families. Developing a new strategy is 
an opportunity to positively engage and collaborate with families who are often 
disengaged and yet experience some of the highest levels of risk factors for 
poor development and low wellbeing early on in their child’s life. 

Recommendations 
• A comprehensive focus on increasing ECEC enrolment and 

attendance, including clear targets for participation by disengaged, 
disadvantaged and vulnerable groups 

• Cultural safety and appropriateness of education be integral to the 
government’s strategy 

• Commission modelling into the cost of extending funded preschool 
access to three year olds, with consideration for financially 
disadvantaged families 

• Trial a new school-based playgroup program in ACT schools 

• Scale up evidence-based, high-intensity programs for the most 
vulnerable children, prioritising communities in the bottom decile for 
developmental vulnerability in the AEDC 

• Develop culturally responsive programs in collaboration with 
community leaders, and community controlled organisations 

• Explore inclusive, less structured forms of ECEC, pursuing a model 
that lets parents, families and community services have genuine 
leadership in design and function. The model should be intersectional 
and particularly support parental and cultural self-determination. 



 6 

Introduction 
ACTCOSS commends the ACT Government on its development of a 
coordinated early childhood strategy for the ACT, and particularly the aim of 
addressing the structural inequality in access to support for early childhood 
learning and development.  

ACTCOSS has had an advocacy focus on equity in education and ACT schools 
for several years, working in conjunction with the Youth Coalition of the ACT. 
There is a clear association between socioeconomic status and educational 
achievement in Australia, which is more significant in the ACT than in most 
other jurisdictions. Although the ACT is generally considered a high 
socioeconomic jurisdiction, a result of the diversity within Canberra’s suburbs is 
that most ACT suburbs have small numbers of disadvantaged students, rather 
than disadvantage being concentrated in a few schools.1 As such, educational 
disadvantage in the ACT can be described as ‘hidden’. The large cohort of 
students with high socioeconomic status hides the smaller numbers who may 
need additional support to succeed at an individual school.2 

The ACT Early Childhood Discussion paper asks: 

How can the ACT increase children’s access to affordable quality early 
childhood education and care, particularly prior to preschool? 

ACTCOSS has consistently recommended a ‘whole of community’ and ‘whole 
of life’ approach to achieving an equitable education system in the ACT. In 
preparing this submission, we heard that availability of care itself is no longer 
the chief barrier; the current challenge is access to and attractiveness of quality 
education, which is often different for one group of children to another. 
Particularly for Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander children, children from 
culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) communities, and children with a 
disability, quality education should recognise and respond to their diverse 
needs. Involving communities and community leaders in program design will 
help to ensure ECEC is both suitable and attractive to these children and the 
people who care for them at home. 

Community organisations, which are often already working with vulnerable or 
disengaged communities, are also well placed to enhance the quality of ECEC. 
This will involve breaking down the barriers between service systems, such as 
between ECEC and community-based support and assistance services. 
ACTCOSS often hears that workers in these fields feel they are unable to 
access each other, despite often engaging with the same communities, families 
and children. We therefore emphasise the important role community 
organisations and services can play in implementation of each of our 
recommendations. ACTCOSS particularly recommends the government 
resources Aboriginal community controlled organisations and leaders to design 

                                                 
1  R Tanton, Y Vidyattama, Y & I Mohanty, Disadvantage in the ACT: report for ACT Anti-Poverty Week, 

NATSEM, Canberra, 2013, p. 1. 
2  Youth Coalition of the ACT and ACTCOSS, Educational Inequity in the ACT, Youth Coalition of the 

ACT and ACTCOSS, 2015, <https://www.actcoss.org.au/publications/advocacy/educational-inequity-
act>. 

https://www.actcoss.org.au/publications/advocacy/educational-inequity-act
https://www.actcoss.org.au/publications/advocacy/educational-inequity-act
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and deliver services to the ACT’s Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
families and children. 

What the data and research tells us 

Who is accessing ECEC in the ACT? 
The early childhood discussion paper states that as many as 20% of children in 
the ACT do not have access to structured early education between the ages of 
one year and four years old. According to the ACT Children First Alliance, there 
is also a disparity between the number of children enrolled in preschool (91%) 
and the number of children who attend (74%) for 15 hours or more per week.3 

ECEC services are generally spread across the ACT, with more services in 
areas with a greater population. However, there are fewer services in West 
Belconnen and South Tuggeranong, areas identified as having ‘pockets of 
disadvantage’.4  

Cost barriers also prevent socioeconomically vulnerable or disadvantaged 
children from accessing ECEC. In the ACT, 11.76% of children under the age of 
15 live in low income households (under $500 per week).5 2016 ABS data 
shows that for households in Canberra, weekly expenditure on housing 
(17.7%), food (16.2%), and transport (14.4%) accounts for almost 50% of 
household expenditure.6 For low income households earning under $500 per 
week, this leaves very little for ECEC, as well as communications, personal or 
recreational costs. 

Although the ACT Government funds ECEC places for children experiencing 
financial hardship through the Children’s Services Program, the ACT Children 
First Alliance notes that these are ‘limited and temporary’.7 Noting the need for 
equity scholarships for disadvantaged children, the Alliance states: 

Community ECEC providers understand that despite the subsidies in place, 
price and administrative burden will always be a barrier for some people in 
engaging in ECEC.8 

                                                 
3  ACT Children First Alliance, Submission to the Future of Education Review: Developing an Early 

Childhood Strategy, ACT Children First Alliance, Canberra, 2018, p. 18. 
4  ACT Children First Alliance, Policy Paper, ACT Children First Alliance, Canberra, 2017, p. 20. 
5  Preliminary ACTCOSS analysis of 2016 Census data. 
6  ABS, Household Expenditure Survey, Australia: Detailed Expenditure Items, 2015-2016, cat. no. 

6536.0, ABS, Canberra, 2017, Tabled 13.2 & 13.3A. 
7  ACT Children First Alliance, Policy Paper, op. cit., p. 11. 
8  ibid. 
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Developmental vulnerability at school entry 
The Australian Early Development Census (AEDC) collects and measures data 
on Australian childhood development at their first year of school.9 The data is 
analysed by five domains of early childhood development: 

• Physical health and wellbeing 

• Social competence 

• Emotional maturity 

• Language and cognitive skills (school-based) 

• Communication skills and general knowledge.10 

Across each domain, development is categorised as either: developmentally on 
track; developmentally at risk; or developmentally vulnerable.11 

According to the AEDC, in 2015 over 22.5% of children in the ACT were 
developmentally vulnerable when they started school, a similar level to the 
national rate of 22%.12 However, although the ACT is similar to the national 
average, our results are not as high as might be expected given the high 
socioeconomic demographic profile of families in Canberra.  

We know that socioeconomic status can have an impact on a child’s 
development, and the AEDC confirms this. As the national level data reveals: 

Children living in the least socio-economically disadvantaged Australian 
communities were most likely to be on track on each of the AEDC domains. 
In 2015 under sixteen percent of children living in the least socio-
economically disadvantaged Australian communities were developmentally 
vulnerable on one or more of the AEDC domains compared with nearly 33 
per cent of children in the most disadvantaged communities.13 

While the majority of Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander children in the ACT 
are not developmental vulnerable, they are almost twice as likely to be 
developmentally vulnerable on one or more domains (41.9%), compared to 
non-Indigenous children (22.0%).14 In 2016, over a third of ACT Aboriginal 
and/or Torres Strait Islander children were living in low income households 
(35.95%, compared to 10.98% for non-Indigenous children).15 

A higher percentage of children from language backgrounds other than 
English are also developmentally vulnerable on one or more domains 
(28.0%), compared to children from an English speaking background 

                                                 
9  Australian Early Development Census, About the AEDC domains, AEDC, Canberra, 2017, accessed 

26 March 2018, <https://www.aedc.gov.au/resources/detail/about-the-aedc-domains>. 
10  ibid. 
11  ibid. 
12  ibid. 
13  ibid. 
14  ibid. 
15  Preliminary ACTCOSS analysis of 2016 Census data. 

https://www.aedc.gov.au/resources/detail/about-the-aedc-domains
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(20.9%).16 In 2016, 18.39% of children who were not born in Australia were 
living in low income households, compared to 10.93% of children born in 
Australia.17 

Researchers agree that a focus on promoting early development is key, so that 
inequities are not already becoming entrenched by school entry.18 For example, 
we know that developmental vulnerability in the AEDC is linked to lower 
NAPLAN scores at school in later years.19 Children vulnerable on even one 
AEDC domain are half as likely to achieve in the top two NAPLAN reading 
bands in year 3 and year 5.20  

Access to structured early learning environments for 
disadvantaged, vulnerable and isolated families 
ECEC plays an important role in mitigating the social gradient in education for 
vulnerable and disadvantaged children.21 A study of New South Wales found 
that Aboriginal children who attended preschool were more likely to be 
developmentally ‘on track’ compared with those who did not attend preschool.22 
However, as the early childhood discussion paper states, the children who 
would most benefit from ECEC are those most likely to miss out.   

Investing in education for all children, especially children who are living with 
significant risk factors for poor developmental and wellbeing outcomes, is 
integral to building an equitable and inclusive society. These risk factors include 
low income, exposure to violence, impacts of intergenerational trauma, social 
and/or cultural isolation, family conflict and separation, and family contact with 
the justice system.23 Providing quality, equitable structured ECEC allows us to 
ensure that all children have access to adequate learning environments in the 
crucial early years. The OECD notes that: 

The first three years of life require extensive attention, care and learning 
stimuli for physical, intellectual and socio-emotional development… 
Children who do not receive adequate educational attention and care early 

                                                 
16  Australian Early Development Census, op. cit. 
17  Preliminary ACTCOSS analysis of 2016 Census data 
18  Education and Training, Early Childhood Reform Plan, Victoria State Government, Melbourne, 2017, 

accessed 20 March 2018, <http://www.education.vic.gov.au/Documents/about/educationstate/ec-
reform-plan.pdf>. 

19  ibid, p. 11. 
20  ibid. 
21  M O’Connell et al., Quality Early Education for All: Fostering, entrepreneurial, resilient and capable 

leaders, Mitchell Institute, Melbourne, 2016, p. 7. 
22  M Jorgensen et al., ‘Preschool attendance and early childhood development outcomes in the first year 

of school for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal children in New South Wales’, International Journal of 
Population Data Science, vol. 1, no. 103, 2017. 

23  KidsMatter Early Childhood, Risk and protective factors in early childhood, KidsMatter Early Childhood, 
Canberra, 2018, accessed 10 April 2018, 
<https://www.kidsmatter.edu.au/sites/default/files/public/KMECC4-201208-Risk-protective-factors.pdf>. 

http://www.education.vic.gov.au/Documents/about/educationstate/ec-reform-plan.pdf
http://www.education.vic.gov.au/Documents/about/educationstate/ec-reform-plan.pdf
https://www.kidsmatter.edu.au/sites/default/files/public/KMECC4-201208-Risk-protective-factors.pdf
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on have a higher risk of grade repetition, incompletion of a school degree, 
unemployment and earning low wages.24 

ECEC is therefore beneficial to lifelong learning, as participation before the age 
of three helps children learn later.25 PISA data analysis shows that structured 
early learning has a significant effect on high school performance.26 As the ACT 
Children First Alliance note, ECEC is more than just allowing parents to go to 
work; it provides children with the ‘best start in life’.27 Ensuring that individual 
circumstances do not prevent children from accessing ECEC is therefore an 
essential first step to providing similar opportunities for all across the life 
course.28  

Current barriers of access to education faced by vulnerable and disadvantaged 
children in the early years can lead to the accumulation of disadvantage.  
Accumulated disadvantage can be mitigated by protective factors, such as 
strong community relationships that enable access to informal support 
networks, presence of more than one adult who can provide care and support, 
and achieving developmental milestones.29 However, many children 
experiencing barriers to access to education are living in circumstances that 
prevent them from having resources or opportunities to build protective factors.  

ACTCOSS notes that in 2016-17 almost 96% of four year olds in the ACT were 
in a preschool program.30 Comparatively, only 91% of Indigenous children 
participated in a preschool program for 600 hours per year, and this result is 4% 
short of the 95% target.31 

Mapping of AEDC results against ECEC access could help inform policy 
makers about possible areas where attention could be focused, including 
outreach services to build relationships with hard to reach families. Research 
suggests that targeted support for families in areas where preschool attendance 
is lower is likely required to ensure children have access to the apparent 
benefits of preschool education.32 

Some ACTCOSS members identify that the barriers to participation in Canberra 
include: 

• Distrust of services  

• Lack of connection between families and workers/educators and service 
providers 

                                                 
24  OECD, Educational Opportunity for All, OECD Publishing, Paris, 2017, pp. 54-55. 
25  ibid. 
26  ibid. 
27  ACT Children First Alliance, Policy Paper, op. cit., p. 7. 
28  OECD, op. cit. 
29  KidsMatter Early Childhood, op. cit. 
30  Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, Closing the Gap Report: Infancy and Early Childhood, 

Australian Government, Canberra, 2017, accessed 20 March 2018, 
<https://closingthegap.pmc.gov.au/infancy-and-early-childhood>. 

31  ibid. 
32  M Jorgensen et al., op. cit. 
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• Lack of routine, structure and parental motivation within families 
experiencing disadvantage  

• Cultural and language barriers 

• Transport 

• Cost (highest per capita in Australia)  

• Family breakdown and crisis  

• Lack of community; being isolated and disconnected. 

ACTCOSS suggests a comprehensive focus across government on 
increasing ECEC enrolment and attendance, including clear targets for 
participation by disengaged, disadvantaged and vulnerable groups. 

In 2016-17, preschool attendance did not meet our Closing the Gap target of 
95%.33 The Koori preschools October 2016 evaluation recommended a future 
focus on establishing formal referral processes across government agencies to 
improve the access and participation rates.34  

We understand that existing policies provide for early entry for Aboriginal and/or 
Torres Strait Islander children, and children with English as an additional 
language or dialect, but it is unclear how the effectiveness of these programs is 
assessed and whether they have been evaluated in the context of an overall 
strategy for early childhood education in the ACT. 

Some ACTCOSS community service members working with young families 
suggest that families are more likely to fully engage with early childhood 
education where they feel respected in a warm, welcoming environment, and 
where they can build authentic relationships with educators and other families. 
Gugan Gulwan Youth Aboriginal Corporation suggests that for their families, 
cultural safety is a key factor. A focus on deficits rather than strengths is more 
likely to result in disengagement of families. Aboriginal community controlled 
organisations and leaders are best able to design interventions and need to be 
at the centre of decision making and service delivery.  

Enhancing cultural appropriateness of education services is also an access 
issue for CALD families. As mentioned by Companion House in their January 
2018 Future of Education submission, communities from refugee backgrounds 
often disengage due to confusion regarding the education system.35 Despite 
language and interpreter services, there is a broader knowledge gap around 
how to make contact, and what is appropriate.36 Companion House highlight the 
need for the Directorate to focus more readily on engagement.37 ACTCOSS 

                                                 
33  Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, op. cit. 
34  A Power et al., Evaluation of Early Childhood Schools and the Koori Preschool Program, Western 

Sydney University Centre for Educational Research, Sydney, 2016,  p. 6. 
35  Companion House Assisting Survivors of Torture and Trauma, Future of Education in the ACT, 

Companion House, Canberra, 2018, pp. 9-10. 
36  ibid. 
37  ibid. 
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notes this is particularly important at the ECEC level, as the first point of entry to 
the education system.  

Nationally, the Stronger Smarter Institute calls for a focus on building a positive 
sense of cultural identity, high expectations relationships, and working and 
educating with people, i.e. building on strengths in the classroom and co-
creating the way forward with communities.38 Indeed, genuine collaboration is 
an essential factor in establishing cultural safety. Some of our members suggest 
following up with families who have not engaged consistently in early education 
and seeking feedback for continuous improvement. 

Researchers summarise that:  

best practice approaches for engaging and retaining vulnerable families in 
ECEC:  

• strength-based approaches 

• solution-focused approaches 

• family-centred practice 

• culturally responsive and culturally safe delivery 

• relationship-based practice; and 

• accessible and family-friendly environments.39  

As a significant barrier to Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander and 
CALD children having equal access to ECEC, ACTCOSS recommends that 
cultural safety and appropriateness of education be integral to the 
government’s strategy. 

Cost barriers 
The high private cost of early education remains a barrier to access for many 
families. There is a gap between the total costs of early education and 
government support provided, which is met by families. Analysis of ABS data 
suggests a ‘sharp discrepancy between access to ECEC across income 
brackets’.40 As Deborah Brennan says, ‘for children in low-income families, 
access to early childhood education will only become a reality if services are 
offered at no, or minimal, cost’.41 

If preschool is extended over time to three year olds through the ECEC sector, 
there is need to consider how to engage disadvantaged and vulnerable families. 
As the data above shows, they are already less likely to access ECEC at the 
same rate of higher socioeconomic families.42 Cost will always be a barrier.  

                                                 
38  Stronger Smarter Institute, Position Paper: High expectations relationships, Stronger Smarter Institute, 

Caboolture QLD, 2014, pp. 2-4. 
39  M O’Connell et al., op. cit., p. 7. 
40  ibid. 
41  ibid, p. 14. 
42  D Brennan & S Pascoe, Lifting Our Game, Victorian Government, Melbourne, 2017, p. 67. 
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On top of the ECEC cost gap, cost of transport adds additional financial stress. 
ACTCOSS research found that in 2016, transport accounted for 15.1% of 
expenditure in households in Canberra.43 Forthcoming ACTCOSS Cost of 
Living analysis shows that over the past year, the CPI for transport rose by 
4.2%, above the national rise of 3.3%. And new child care benefit parameters 
are likely to make it harder for disadvantaged families who do not meet the 
work/study hours test to access child care subsidies. 

ACTCOSS supports the ACT Children First Alliance’s recommendation 
that the government commission modelling into the cost of extending 
funded preschool access to three year olds,44 with consideration for 
financially disadvantaged families. 

Supporting parents and families  
While structured learning in ECEC is important, a supportive home environment 
is particularly critical for a child’s development. Empowering parents and 
supporting them in the home should be a key focus of early childhood education 
and care in the ACT.  

The Lifting Our Game report highlights the importance of parents as the child’s 
first and ongoing educators. Importantly, it recommends that: 

Australian governments undertake an ongoing campaign to improve 
community understanding of the importance of the early years and all who 
care for and educate children, and to improve parent understanding of 
service quality,” and that “Australian governments develop and invest in 
strategies to support early learning in the home environment, including 
programs to support parents in their educative role.45 

ACT Playgroups identifies that parent-led community playgroups play an 
important role in child development and supporting parents.46 Playgroups 
provide opportunities for children to learn through play, and for parents to spend 
time with their children in a fun learning environment and meet other parents. 
Supported playgroups can provide additional support for children who most 
need it, with social skills, speech development and resilience.47 ACT 
Playgroups also identify that the Paint and Play sessions are well attended and 
valued by families, and need increased, secure and ongoing funding.48 

ACTCOSS supports ACT Playgroups’ recommendation to trial a new 
school-based playgroup program in ACT schools. 

                                                 
43 ACTCOSS, ACT Cost of Living Report: Transport, ACTCOSS, Canberra, 2017, p. 3. 
44  ACT Children First Alliance, Submission to the 2018-19 ACT Budget Consultation, ACT Children First 

Alliance, Canberra, 2017, pp. 14-15. 
45  D Brennan & S Pascoe, op. cit., p. 13. 
46  ACT Playgroups Association Inc., Submission to the 2018-19 ACT Budget Process, ACT Playgroups 

Association Inc., Canberra, 2018. 
47  ibid. 
48  ibid. 
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However, some families may need additional support. Engaging with these 
families is particularly important to foster ongoing engagement with the 
education and service systems. As the Lifting Our Game paper says: 

….earlier education programs (such as supported playgroups), 
interventions designed to address existing barriers (such as transport to 
and from services), programs designed for parents to improve the home 
learning environment, programs that enable parents to participate 
alongside their child, programs tailored to specific communities or issues, 
or facilitation or support workers to help with service access. Services to 
parents before preschool can enhance the home learning environment and 
a child’s earliest years, but also can help build connections and trust 
between families and services. This helps encourage participation and is 
important to the effectiveness of preschool.49  

ACTCOSS believes there is a need for increased funding of family playgroups 
for specific target groups and a focus on parental engagement, learning through 
doing and relationship building with the family. We note that traditional 
playgroup models are intimidating for many families experiencing disadvantage. 
St Vincent de Paul runs a playgroup called Families Encouraging Relationship 
Nurturing Support (FERNS), which is targeted to children aged between zero to 
six years, and available for families engaged in their Family Services Program. 
One program activity is developing a toy library as an engagement tool to 
increase retention of families. They will then move on to visiting and working 
with ACT public libraries and accessing the toy library and their Giggle and 
Wiggle program. 

ACTCOSS supports calls to scale up evidence-based, high-intensity 
programs for the most vulnerable children, prioritising communities in the 
bottom decile for developmental vulnerability in the AEDC.  

In Canberra this could include the well regarded HIPPY program, supported 
playgroups, and other parenting programs.  

ACTCOSS has heard from Gugan Gulwan Youth Aboriginal Corporation of the 
need for high quality culturally relevant parent support programs, with authentic 
and genuine engagement with Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander families. 
Key issues identified to ACTCOSS are: access to culturally safe educational 
settings in early childhood; the need to feel culturally supported and safe; and a 
welcoming and supportive environment for families. This will ensure they are 
more likely to be invested in attending education.  

Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander families are more likely to attend 
programs offered by Gugan Gulwan than non-Indigenous organisations. 
Increasing availability of parent home-based programs for Aboriginal and/or 
Torres Strait Islander families and more work to make preschools culturally safe 
should be a priority for the Education Directorate to explore with the local 
community.  

Overall, some families will benefit from accessible, safe and non-judgmental 
parenting programs. This might include: 

                                                 
49  D Brennan and S Pascoe, op. cit., p. 81. 
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• In-home education of parents and/or group training with non-judgmental 
guidance around parenting, with the aim of helping families to create 
routine, structure and habits in the home, nutrition and the importance of 
eating healthy food for learning and development, health and wellbeing.  

• A focus on screen addiction, especially with young children but also 
amongst parents and caregivers, and developing programs that 
encourage positive face to face interaction within families and to assist 
parents to not rely on gadgets and technology to entertain their children.  

• Development of programs to suit specific target groups, specifically CALD 
families. Programs must be accessible and attractive for CALD families. 
Sometimes this means home-based programs where families can feel safe 
and comfortable. 

ACTCOSS calls on the government to develop culturally responsive 
programs in collaboration with community leaders, and community 
controlled organisations. 

Case Study: Tasmania Child and Family Centres 
Child and Family Centres (CFCs) in Tasmania follow the Family Partnership 
Model (FPM) service system approach of working with parents and children. 
This approach shifts the early-intervention method of working with ‘vulnerable’ 
clients from one that imposes priorities and solutions, to a more positive form of 
engagement wherein workers ‘[maintain] a belief in the parent’s strengths and 
abilities, and negotiat[e] and problem-solv[e]’.50  

The partnership style of the Tasmanian model differs from the ACT system, and 
ACTCOSS has heard that the highly structured and sometimes clinical 
approach to ACT CFCs is a barrier to attracting and accessing families who 
may have significant support needs but do not find formal systems relevant, 
accessible or attractive.  

The ACT Government’s guide to CFC programs and services emphasises the 
position of ‘specialists’, including psychologists.51 ACTCOSS would like to see a 
de-emphasis on this ‘answers and solutions’ approach, and more emphasis on 
community partnership and collaboration. Many disengaged families may have 
reason to be sceptical of formal, professionalised government services and 
representatives whose first contact with a family is in an assessment, referral 
and/or treatment role. Negative past or current experiences can be a 
disincentive to participating in CFCs that appear more government than 
community-led. If CFCs are to reach this cohort, it is critical for the centres to 
take a different approach.  

                                                 
50 D Keatinge et al., ‘Evaluating the Family Partnership Model and implementation in practice in New 

South Wales, Australia’, Australian Journal of Advanced Nursing, vol. 25, no. 2, 2008, pp. 29-30. 
51  Community Services Directorate, Child and Family Centres ACT – A guide to our programs and 

services, ACT Government, Canberra, 2018, accessed 20 March 2018, 
<http://www.communityservices.act.gov.au/ocyfs/childandfamilycentres>. 

http://www.communityservices.act.gov.au/ocyfs/childandfamilycentres
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An important function of CFCs is to engage families early in a child’s life, 
particularly for families who have significant risk factors and few protective 
factors relevant to early childhood development and wellbeing. Adopting a more 
informal and inclusive model is an opportunity to disrupt what can be a cycle of 
disengagement.  

The Murdoch Children’s Research Institute notes: 

Families who are experiencing significant socio-economic disadvantage are 
more likely to experience one or more of these [service level, family level, 
relationship level, or interpersonal level] barriers and, when they do, it may 
simply confirm their belief… that the service system is not intended for 
them… there is [also] a risk the whole community becomes despondent 
and distrustful of service providers, subsequently leading to community-
wide disengagement from the service system.52 

A community that is disengaged from the service system is likely to have high 
rates of socioeconomic disadvantage, as well as one or more service level, 
family level, relationship level, or interpersonal level barriers.53  

 

  

                                                 
52  M McDonald et al., Using the Family Partnership Model to engage communities, Murdoch Children’s 

Research Institute, Melbourne, 2015, pp. 8-9. 
53  ibid, p. 9. 

Disengagement from 
service system 

Socioeconomic 
disadvantage 
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Relationship between community engagement and improved child outcomes54 

 
In the context of the ACT’s high rates of reporting to care and protection 
services, low levels of primary and secondary support options and 
overrepresentation of Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander children and 
young people in Out of Home Care, we note it is particularly important to 
respond to family and community disengagement as a product of past and 
current negative experiences with the system.  

As mentioned, Gugan Gulwan noted that mainstream ECEC providers must 
focus on cultural safety for Aboriginal families, who are more likely to engage 
with a strengths-based and focused system, than one centred on deficits. 
ACTCOSS emphasises that Aboriginal community controlled organisations and 
community leaders are best placed to design service delivery, particularly 
services with the capacity to intervene to reduce risk factors for children’s 
development and wellbeing.  

Tasmania’s CFCs have shown great success by privileging the leadership of 
parents and the community. Each of their 12 centres are governed by a local 
governing body (the Local Enabling Group) made up of parents and service 
providers in that community.55 As the community and parents become 
empowered, the CFCs foster positive relationships between the community and 
the system, interrupting the cycle of disengagement and disadvantage.56 As 
Wilson notes, early-intervention models will alienate families unless ‘a shift from 
the negative approaches to working with parents and systems change occurs to 

                                                 
54  ibid, p.12. 
55  ibid, pp. 14-15. 
56  ibid, pp. 9-10. 

• If services effectively engage communities

• Then there will be greater opportunities for services to understand what local families need
• And there will be greater opportunities for services to build trusting relationships within the 
community

• Then community perceptions of services will change

• Then families within that community will be more likely to utilise and participate in services

• Then there will be greater opportunities for services to support families

• Then there will be less likelihood that problems experienced by the child, parent or family 
will impact negatively upon the child's development

• And there will be an improvement in children's outcomes
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reduce such risk factors such as poverty and lack of access to services’.57 A 
more inclusive environment aims to ensure families do not only engage with 
services in a time of crisis. 

In addition, two Aboriginal CFCs ‘have a significant point of difference from 
other centres and are engaged in more culturally appropriate and healing 
processes’.58 

Family Partnership Model: Key Facts: 

• Distinguishes itself from a prescriptive, expert model of interaction 
• Service system staff are facilitators and assist parents in problem-solving, 

building their self-efficacy 
• Interactions with parents and children are developmental and wellbeing-

focused  

• Sees the difference between consultation (negative, government-led) and 
engagement (positive, community-minded). 

ACTCOSS recommends the ACT Government explore inclusive, less 
structured forms of ECEC, pursuing a model that lets parents, families 
and community services have genuine leadership in design and function. 
We would like to see the government take an intersectional approach, with 
particular support for parental and cultural self-determination.  

Conclusion 
ACTCOSS supports the focus on developing a coordinated early childhood 
strategy for the ACT. We see a need for a policy framework for children and 
their families in the early years that prioritises increasing equity in access to 
ECEC in diverse settings using mixed methods.  

Early childhood experts note the current system of ECEC: ‘…is complex, 
fragmented, and unequal access to effective services further entrenches health, 
social and economic inequalities’.59 There is a need for a flexible response 
tailored to the needs and wants of the diverse families within the ACT. For some 
this looks like structured learning, for others the response should be more 
informally offered and delivered. 

The development of a new ECEC strategy is an opportunity for the government 
to focus on building a system that works for all children in the ACT. We know 
that most children in the ACT are doing well, and most have access to the 
ECEC system. However, focusing on these averages and maintaining prevailing 
approaches will continue to leave a cohort disengaged with the system, in turn 

                                                 
57  D Keatinge et al., op. cit., p. 29. 
58  Tasmanian Council of Social Service, Submission to the Legislative Council Select Committee on Child 

and Family Centres, Tasmanian Council of Social Service, Hobart, 2017, p. 11. 
59  M O’Connell et al., op. cit., p. v. 
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entrenching disadvantage and driving avoidable demand for tertiary level 
responses after harms are experienced.  

Participation in ECEC is overwhelmingly associated with better outcomes 
across the life course. Participation improves a child’s school readiness, which 
in turn leads to ‘the best chance at achieving throughout their education and in 
the workforce’.60 Social and emotional outcomes for participating children have 
also been shown to be higher, with one study showing higher self-regulation 
and pro-social behaviour at 16.61 

In addition to increasing a child’s school readiness, another key reason for 
these improved outcomes is that ECEC is the optimal time to reach families at 
risk of disadvantage or vulnerability. We know that there are cohorts of families 
and children for whom the system is difficult to navigate, or undesirable due to 
past or current experiences. However, it is these people who will benefit most 
from the early-intervention component of ECEC. ACTCOSS urges the 
government to consider following more community-responsive approaches, and 
removing barriers such as cost, transport and cultural safety. Creating a more 
accessible and inclusive environment will assist in preventing avoidable harms 
to children and families, build protective factors in children’s lives so they are 
safer and more resilient as their circumstances change, and encourage families 
to engage with services not only during a time of crisis. 

Finally, more work must be done to facilitate greater collaboration between 
ECEC facilities and community-based support and assistance services that 
have expertise and authority to reduce risk factors and increase protective 
factors. Many community services are already working with disadvantaged or 
vulnerable children and families. Improved relationships and communication 
between the sectors is therefore an effective way to offer holistic support and a 
better opportunity for prevention and early-intervention. It is key that ECEC 
workers are aware of community services that may be able to assist children in 
their care, and also that community services are adequately resourced and 
funded to provide services that will enhance access to ECEC in formal and 
informal settings. 

                                                 
60  ACT Children First Alliance, Policy Paper, op. cit., p. 15. 
61  ibid. 
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