May 9, 2008

Education & Health Standing Committee
mailto:laehsc@parliament.wa.gov.au
To whom it may concern,

I am writing to you in response to an article in the South Western Times calling for submissions to a ‘parliamentary inquiry into the adequacy of health detection programs and support services in WA schools.’
I would like to tell you about a program that could offer a solution to your concerns about ‘lack of early intervention’ and ‘failing systems in pre-primary and primary schools’.
Research tells us about the importance of schools, services and communities in supporting children and families and providing the conditions and experiences needed to ensure that all children reach school able to take advantage of the academic and social learning experiences that schools provide.

The Linking Education and Families (LEAF) program provides a framework for achieving the objective of giving each child the best possible start to their education. The program builds on partnerships between education and health, and works with local families and communities to support them to identify priorities and develop a plan to improve the wellbeing of their children.
The history of the program began when the Department of Education and training (DET), Western Australia, identified a need to build closer links with children and families during transition from home to school. This is especially relevant in terms of promoting early literacy and social support and reflects a commitment by schools to enhance school readiness.

In 2005, through DET funding, South Bunbury Primary School released their Kindergarten teacher, Ms Fiona Farren, for one day per week for 12 months to develop strategies to connect with local families with children under four years. This resulted in the development of a program that provides a mechanism by which schools can make early contact with parents and families of pre-school children.

Key elements of the program include:

· Training to prepare teachers for their role as program coordinators 

· Family visiting

· Play Cafes

The program is founded on the philosophy and principles of the partnership approach (Olds, 1997, 2002) – a model which proposes that resources must be offered in skilled, empowering and respectful ways in order to ensure that parents are supported in their role and not disempowered by professional intervention. 

Family visiting occurs early in the school year and provides an opportunity for the teacher to build a picture of the child that includes favourite things, toys, and pets etc. This makes conversations much richer and rewarding and helps build a personal relationship between the teacher and parent (facilitating access to family support services if needed).

From term two onwards the school makes facilities available for families of 0-4 year olds to have regular opportunities to interact with each other, the program coordinator for the school and other guest community members eg community health nurses and local service providers. Parents of young children can relax, share information, develop a support network and participate in a variety of learning activities. Activities such as painting, song, and play dough are provided for the children.

The combined strategies of home visiting and Play Cafes have provided many positive opportunities for supporting healthy parent-child interaction. An extensive evaluation of the model (Thomas, K. 2008) contains many glowing testaments from parents, teachers, and health professionals indicating that the program is well received at all levels. The following bullet points list some of the benefits attributed to the program:

· decreases anxiety in both parents and children about the transition to school

· expands parent’s support system

· increases family links to community services

· facilitates access to early intervention

· provides access to early childhood information and activities 

· increases parents awareness of the importance of early childhood development
· increases partnerships between community and school

· fosters school readiness 
Importantly, both home visiting and Play Cafes provide opportunities for early intervention and referral. Home visiting has been instrumental in identifying issues such as speech delay, sleep issues, difficult behaviour, continence problems, sight and hearing issues and concerns with communication and language skills. The opportunity to visit families can also increase understanding of family issues that could influence the child’s progress at school. These can include, for example, parental mental health problems, shared custody issues, chronic illness in the family, or family members in gaol. 
School teachers are often the first to know when early referral would be beneficial. To assist them in facilitating referral, a local family service directory has been compiled and is updated annually. The service directory lists locally accessible resources including welfare services; support groups; parenting groups; stress and mental health support services; activities for children; and an A-Z list of child health and safety resources.

Play Cafes help raise parental awareness of the importance of the early years and create opportunities for parents of young children to interact with visiting service providers. The approach is informal, with the visitor mingling in the group and addressing any questions that arise in conversation. This interaction often results in direct referral by the visiting practitioner. The following feedback by a community health nurse illustrates the interaction opportunities that are created through Play Cafes.

“I have just attended Play Cafe at x Primary School – about 15 mums and 1 dad and two grannies with about double the number of children. All ages – babes in arms up to 4 year olds. Some I know already as they have been clients of mine, others are new. I was there for 1.5 hours. In that time I did an informal talk/discussion on mealtimes and fussy eaters for about 8 mums – with lots of input from them. I also discussed individual problems re meals with one mum, using the Triple P tip sheet. I made an appointment for another for an individual Triple P consult re behaviour (3 year old) and another for toilet training and behaviour (3 year old). Another 4 year old will require follow up for possible speech issues. It is good also just to network with mums, a couple of whom are pregnant.”
The program is cost effective and demonstrates significant return for investment of the estimated 40 days (or 0.2 FTE) that are allocated to teachers for program training, home visiting and coordination of Play Cafes.

Program sustainability is an ongoing challenge for supporters of the LEAF program. Funds have initially been sourced through a partnership between DET and a not for profit organisation known as ‘Investing In Our Youth Inc. The mandate of Investing In Our Youth is to work across agencies in the South West of Western Australia to support prevention programs and activities that target children and young people. The role of Investing In Our Youth in supporting the LEAF project has involved sourcing funding, monitoring and supporting the program through the involvement of a steering group, and assisting with the development of school and community links. In 2007, Investing In Our Youth was successful with an application to the National Community Crime Prevention Program to secure 12 months funding for a cluster of six primary schools who delivered the program in South Bunbury. In 2008, the program was funded through Lotterywest to support the six schools in Bunbury for a second year and to support an additional school in neighbouring Harvey. 
In addition to efforts to secure funds for existing sites, the steering group aims to support the roll out of the program to other locations and respond to the many requests received for project information. Kindergarten teacher, Fiona Farren, is currently working on the development of a training manual that will include the information needed to replicate the model at other sites. The program is highly portable and can be easily modified to blend with the culture and environment in which it is delivered.  

The Department of Education and Training place great importance on the early years. Their ‘Children First Strategy’ details an intention to build respectful partnerships with parents; strengthen relationships between the family, school and agencies that offer support to families; improve transitions between home and school; and develop leadership and expertise regarding child development and learning in the early years. (DET, 2004). However, while these intentions are commendable, we can find little reported evidence where theory has been translated into practice. 
The Linking Education and Families (LEAF) program has been a very successful strategy to support the early identification of risk factors for students 0-4 and importantly, link appropriate supports to families.
The LEAF program can be linked with findings from the Australian Early Development Index. This data can identify areas of high need that can be targeted for intervention. 
There are many opportunities to build on the framework of the LEAF program. The cross fertilization of ideas between education and health personnel involved in the program have resulted in ongoing innovation. For example, the South Bunbury site is currently trialing 3 ½ year old health screening through parent completed questionnaires. At the commencement of Kindergarten orientation sessions, either the teacher, teacher assistant or community nurse greet the parents on arrival and ask them to complete the questionnaire. Both the teacher and community nurse then give a brief talk to the assembled parents on aspects of preparing their child for Kindergarten. Any issues identified through the questionnaire are followed up by the community nurse. At the first trial, 33 questionnaires were received, with 3 children identified with issues requiring referral; 6 families received a follow up phone call from the community nurse on issues such as behaviour and toileting; Triple P parenting information was posted to 2 parents; and information on developing fine motor skills was posted to another. Several families will be followed up by the Kindy teacher and also the school nurse.  
For more information on the LEAF Project, please contact:

Ian Harvey, Principal, South Bunbury Primary School, 

tel 08 9721 3299 

email ian.harvey@det.wa.gov.au 


Fiona Farren, LEAF Program Coordinator





tel 0401 548 071




email Fiona.j.farren@det.wa.gov.au 


Collin Brand, Principal, Harvey Primary School





tel 9729 1212




email colin.brand@det.wa.gov.au 


Carmen Gregg, Project Officer, Investing In Our Youth Inc





tel 08 9721 6951




email iioy@iinet.net.au 


Prof Rhonda Oliver, ECU South West Campus, Bunbury





tel 08 9780 7761





email Rhonda.oliver@ecu.edu.au 

