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Linking Education And Families

Introduction

Initiated 2005 with local Education District funding to release Fiona Farren, the kindergarten teacher at South Bunbury Primary School, one day each week, to develop ways to connect with the families of 0 to 4 year olds within the area The Linking Education And Families (LEAF) program has grown through collaboration with other agencies, integration with local health and education resources and facilities and a foundation of mutual respect, partnership and shared beliefs between agencies and the families involved in our community. The prevention of future issues for children and their families by developing early positive communication and sharing of resources was seen as a useful  strategy to build social capital in our community.

Philosophy  

LEAF is based on the premise that the community is a vital part of successful child rearing. Families are an asset and the basis of the communities’ future. Resources are limited and the development of partnerships between all community parties involved with young families benefit all stakeholders. This involves challenges at every level.                                               LEAF has successfully demonstrated the effectiveness of this approach and our local families have enthusiastically participated in this flexible model for community connections. The LEAF Program is based on principles of Family and Community Centered practice. The facilitators are trained to work in partnership with the families involved in the program. We plan and work collaboratively with our local Community Health team.

What is LEAF?  

The early childhood teacher is released one day a week:
· Family Visiting

The teacher (facilitator) is available to visit each Kindy child at home

· Play Cafe

The facilitator organises a regular opportunity for parents and children of   the pre Kindy age to come to the Kindy on a morning when there were no Kindy children there (non contact day) to participate in play based activities and meet local resource people.   

· Training    

The facilitator  Is trained  in partnership focused practice, children’s development, family visiting safety protocols, evaluation, health resources and community involvement.

·  Community collaborations

The facilitator actively pursues collaborations in the community and develops a Welcome pack of useful parent information (relevant to their community) to be given to each family when they attended their first Play Café

Steering Committee 

Since 2005 10  schools have had seeding funds to implement the LEAF Program
What is partnership? 

It is:
·  Open and honest consultation 

·  A sharing of information 

·  An expectation of cooperation and collaboration

·  Participation by all parties with agreed - upon rights

·  A sharing in decision making 

·  A willingness for all parties to accept appropriate responsibility

·  Separate but interlocking equitable outcomes

·  A balance of power

·  Respect and trust


             Dunne 1992

Developing a partnership relationship works two ways:  

         “First, parents have an opportunity to develop a greater understanding of early learning and development, factors that can promote or inhibit such development, and the value of their role in the process. 

Secondly, schools (and other services) benefit from the information about individual children that parents offer when respectful relationships are formed.” 

Children First Strategy (DET 2004) 

LEAF PARTNERS

Strong links have been developed between public and private sectors, education and health, council and other consultants, in order to develop this program.

· Investing In Our Youth (IIOY) is a local non profit organization that has partnered with LEAF to access funding and facilitate partnerships and access community expertise. 

· Department for Child Protection – Officer on Steering Committee and funding for resources

· Bunbury City Council – funding 

· Principals from participating schools – Steering Committee

· Community Health Nurse – Steering Committee and Play Café visiting

· Parents – Steering Committee and participation and feedback for evaluation 

· Program Facilitator Fiona Farren

· South West Community Health – Play Café visitors….speech pathology, dietician

                                   …………

· Funding for implementation and development  National Community Crime Prevention Program 2007 and Lotterywest in 2008/09

LEAF is embedded in the School Development Plan and is a point of access for local health initiatives and families to share resources. We assist external agencies to meet their outcomes where we can be of assistance.

Transition To  School

The LEAF program activities are a vital component of the schools’ transition and early intervention policies.

·  In the year prior to attending Kindy, enrolled Kindy families are invited to an orientation session organized jointly by the teacher and community child health nurse. A parent assessment of their child’s level of development is used to plan for interventions where necessary - for example, toileting, behavior management or parenting programs .

(This is called a ‘Collaborative Transition Plan’).

·  Parents are also given a welcome folder which includes activities and information about the early years and how they can support their child’s entry to school. 

·  The parents are offered the opportunity to have their child’s Kindergarten Teacher visit their house and interact with the family in a familiar environment.

·  The local Speech Pathology Team have developed two play based sessions, which they present each year to local Play Café’s. These highlight children’s language development and important language milestones.

CHALLENGES to integration
Developing a program from ‘grass roots’ has several potential challenges -

·  Practitioners ‘on the ground’ are successfully partnering for prevention.  We would like to see more ‘top down’ support for collaborative practice with exemplary practice demonstrated by policy makers and politicians.

·  Government Departments have limitations in regards to their capacity to provide funding for the development, implementation and maintenance of new initiatives developed by people working within the community.

·  Obtaining ongoing funding to maintain or improve existing programs can be very difficult. The viability and momentum of a project may be lost while waiting for decisions from senior management. In the long term this can ultimately lead to the failure or reduction of otherwise healthy projects.

·  A shared vision is vital for peak bodies to work collaboratively and constructively to maximise available resources. This is essential on a National, State and Local level for the future development of early years resources within Australia.

What is PREVENTION?

·  Assisting families to gain skills and relationships which help to encourage and promote their child in becoming successful learners in life.

·  Creating opportunities for a variety of Community-Based organisations to identify potential developmental problems in young children and enabling them to create constructive avenues for family based intervention.

·  Creating environments within and outside the classroom which allow for active family and community collaboration.

PLAY BASED ACTIVITIES
PARENT RESOURCES

EARLY INTERVENTION

CREATING RELATIONSHIPS
· Involvement in play-based activities helps to enhance social skills and develop self-regulation, develop balance and coordination, helps with language and intellectual development.

·  Creating an environment where children and their families can learn and play together and harness the knowledge and support to continue to create healthy relationships with one another as the children grow.

·  Through Play Cafes and family visits, the LEAF program helps raise parental awareness of the importance of the early years and key developmental milestones. Through attending Play Cafes, families can access the support, advice and reassurance of the Kindergarten teacher (Project Facilitator) as well as guest Health and Allied Health Professionals and other family support workers. These connections build the confidence and capacity of parents to effectively support their children through life.

·  Play Cafes provide parents a friendly and informal environment in which they can discuss issues and concerns about children in an unthreatening fashion. It allows them obtain to information, support and referrals which they may otherwise be unable to access.

· All LEAF resources are made freely available to anyone who has need of them. Play Cafés’ are cost free and facilitators have the flexibility to modify the content and context in which Cafes occur to suit their community needs. Attendance is not restricted to the school zone but to any person who wishes to attend.

· Family Visiting provides an opportunity for teachers to interact and establish a familiar and working relationship within the family unit. It provides an opportunity for teachers to understand family priorities and their concerns and provide valuable insights into family life.

Why LEAF is Good Practice
·  The coordinators are trained to develop empathic, respectful partnerships with parents. The relationship is different to the ‘expert’ model most educators are trained in. Successful implementation requires a shift in conventional thinking

·  Encouraging integration of Education and Health Services to meet the shared objectives for children entering the schooling system

·  Parents are given early access to Preventative Strategies which include the sharing of resources, peer support, access to community helpers and opportunities to chat with the teacher who is a trained Early Childhood Educator. Opportunities are provided to children to play model and participate in activities which are shared by the family and organised by the facilitator.

·  Families are encouraged and supported through asset based, capacity building strategies.

·  Children benefit from the collaborative community resource links and early intervention that results from Play Café’s and Family Visiting

·  Creates support structures which are more effective in helping and sustaining families than those which rely on managing issues at an individual or singular basis.

·  Collaboration between the community and government organizations’ result in shared and accumulated resources, knowledge and expertise

·  The positive links between home and school facilitate better transition into the education system in the early years.

·  Family Visits facilitate friendly, non-threatening links early, reassuring parents and children. This in turn creates healthy ongoing relationships between schools and families

OUTCOMES

Parents involved in the program report social benefits for both themselves and their children. 
Some of the Programs outcomes include:

· Reduces anxiety about the transition from home to school.
· Promotes positive social development in children.
· Encourages children’s independence and self-regulation prior to school.
· Positively influences the home learning environment.
· Increases use of services designed to support child and family development.
· Facilitates early intervention for a range of issues including speech and hearing, behavioral problems, health problems and delayed development
· Increases opportunities for parent support.
· Provides opportunities to promote the importance of the early years.
· Facilitates opportunities for interagency collaboration benefiting families with young children.

“LEAF has definitely made an impact on this school and community. Play Café has really taken off this year and given parents in this area, who have little or no family support, an outlet for social interaction for both their children and themselves. It has also put them in contact with health and education professionals and made them less apprehensive about their dealings with school” (Program Facilitator 2008).

Evaluations of the LEAF program (Thomas, 2007; Gregg, 2008) found that the program provided an effective framework for schools, services and families to work together to support the healthy development of children aged 0-4. The program has facilitated opportunities for interagency collaboration that benefits families with young children. Forging these successful partnerships will yield long-term benefit for the community. 

Evaluation reports are available at

www.investinginouryouth.com.au/Updates/Linking%20Education%20and%20Families  
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