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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The project initially involved research that explored why some local government areas,
such as the City of Knox, had higher rates of playgroup participation than those in the
Cities of Casey and Wyndham. The research also sought to identify the barriers to
accessing playgroups for some families in Casey and Wyndham. These research findings
were incorporated into the development of the models that were implemented by the two
part-time playgroup workers who were employed in the Cities of Casey and Wyndham as
part of this project. The City of Knox Playgroup Field Officer provided a mentoring role to
the two workers and, in doing so, was able to share the learnings from the Knox model of
playgroup provision.

This is the final report of the Improving Access for all Families Project. This report focuses
on the evaluation of the project and includes descriptions of each of the playgroups that
the workers established or attempted to establish. In the City of Casey five playgroup
sessions were established, with approximately 40 participating families at the time of the
evaluation in October 2002. In the City of Wyndham a further five playgroup sessions
were established, with approximately 45 participating families.

The playgroup workers used a range of strategies to establish and maintain playgroups,
including:

¢ Linking with existing community facilities, such as community centres

¢ Involving existing community professionals and services, such as Maternal and Child
Health Nurses and Migrant Resource Centres

Identifying suitable venues

Promoting playgroups through flyers and newsletters

Reducing the cost of playgroups

Encouraging playgroup leadership training

Resourcing and supporting groups, for example by providing parenting education
Establishing a database of local playgroups

Identifying low cost transport options for playgroup participants.

A number of barriers to establishing and maintaining playgroups were identified during the
project, including:

e Alimited number of suitable venues

e Poor understanding of the benefits of playgroups by both parents and professionals

e Lack of local promotion of playgroups

o Limited capacity of existing children’s services staff to resource and support
playgroups

Lack of centralised waiting lists and central contact person

Lack of up-to-date information on existing playgroups, making future planning difficult
Difficulty recruiting playgroup leaders, particularly amongst high need families

High cost of playgroup membership fees and the requirement to pay for a whole term
Inadequate availability of low cost transport when venues were not easily accessible by
public transport

Sustainability of playgroups which was often related to difficulties in recruiting
playgroup leaders.

As a result of this project, the following recommendations were developed:

1. When buildings housing community services are constructed or renovated,
consideration should be given to providing space for playgroups to operate.



2.

4a.

4b.

10.

11.

12.

In new housing estates, site offices or similar buildings could be modified for use as
community centres and used to accommodate playgroups.

Playgroups should be located in venues which have good public transport access,
such as shopping or other community centres. If this is not possible, low cost
community transport should be made available to playgroup participants if required.

Councils, and other organisations running playgroups, should be aware that cost is a
barrier for some families and should work towards reducing fees.

Councils, and other organisations running playgroups, should consider offering some
groups as “drop in” playgroups, where participants pay a small fee for each session
they attend, rather than term fees.

Further work needs to be done to determine whether the Australian model of playgroup
is suitable for parents from other cultures. An alternative may be to offer parent
education to existing cultural groups within communities.

A statewide, or possibly national, campaign promoting the benefits of playgroups and
the "continuum of service participation" from first time parent groups to playgroups to

preschool to school is required. This campaign needs to reach both service providers
and parents.

Local promotion of playgroups is also required through:

Service providers recommending playgroups to parents

Provision of information about playgroups to parents by Council Community Services
Officers

Local advertising, for example, in the local paper and on community notice boards.

One of the possible roles of a playgroup coordinator could be to educate parents about
the importance of play, how they can interact with their children through play and to
suggest playgroup activities.

One of the possible roles of a playgroup coordinator could be to deliver or facilitate
formal parenting education and coordinate guest speakers, as requested by the
playgroup members.

All playgroups need on-going support in parent education and leadership training.
Playgroups with high need families may need more intensive support, such as
attendance at weekly sessions.

A local coordinator should be employed in each metropolitan local government. In
rural areas local coordinators could be employed over several local government areas.
The main role of the local coordinator would be to maintain a database of playgroups,
match families to playgroups, examine local need, provide support and education to
playgroup members, and liaise between Playgrouping Victoria and local playgroups.

The main role of Playgrouping Victoria should be to train and support local playgroup
coordinators, and disseminate up-to-date information and educational materials to
those coordinators.



13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

Parents who are interested in becoming playgroup leaders should be offered
leadership training, either through Playgrouping Victoria, or locally if they have difficulty
accessing these courses.

One of the roles of the playgroup coordinator is to provide ongoing support to
playgroup leaders, to ensure that playgroups offer a quality service to families.

Local playgroup coordinators should establish and maintain links with service providers
in the community.

The Maternal and Child Health Service should promote playgroups to their clients.
This should include staff asking all parents if they currently participate in a first time
parents’ group or playgroup. If parents are not linked to a group and would like to
participate, the Maternal and Child Health Service should ensure they are directed to a
suitable group.

The Commonwealth Department of Family and Children’s Services should take
responsibility to establish and resource a statewide working group to further the
recommendations made in this report.



1. BACKGROUND

Children and parents benefit from attending playgroups. For children the benefits relate to
the contribution that play makes to child development, for parents playgroups offer social
support. Social support as an intervention reduces social isolation. Lack of social support
has been associated with reduced quality of parenting, maternal depression and child
abuse and neglect (see Appendix 1: Improving Access to Playgroups for All Families:
Literature Review, July 2001).

During 2000, the Centre for Community Child Health (CCCH) together with Playgrouping
Victoria recognised that the rate of playgroup participation in different local government
areas varied significantly. A research idea emerged to examine why some local
government areas were more successful in encouraging families to participate in
playgroups than others. It was noted that the City of Knox had developed a model of
playgroup provision and support, and had the highest rate of playgroup participation (35%
of 0-4 year olds) compared to all other local government areas in Melbourne.

A research collaboration was formed to apply for project funding from the Commonwealth
Government’s Early Intervention Parenting Fund. The collaboration included The Centre
for Community Child Health, Playgrouping Victoria, The City of Knox, The City of Casey
and the City of Wyndham.

The City of Knox was enthusiastic about being involved in the project because, while their
staff believed that their model was successful, they had never had the opportunity to
evaluate the model and to share their learnings (see Appendix 2: The Knox Model). The
Knox Model included the employment of a full time Playgroup Field Officer. This worker,
Anne Fortune, had been employed for many years and had developed a model primarily of
parent run playgroups that were supported, trained, empowered and linked to their local
communities.

The City of Casey, located on the south-eastern fringe of Melbourne, was the fastest
growing municipality in Victoria. Playgroup participation was low (around 12% of 0-4year
olds). Moreover with the rapid growth of new housing in this municipality, many young
families were moving there and becoming socially and physically isolated. The Children’s
Services department of the Council was under continual pressure to meet the ever
growing demand for three and four year old pre-school services. Council staff believed
that if more children could attend quality playgroups there might be less demand for three
year old pre-school programs.

The City of Wyndham already employed a part-time parent resource worker who had
limited capacity to support playgroups. This municipality was also located on the
Melbourne fringe, but on the western edge. The City of Wyndham was also struggling to
meet the needs of a rapidly growing area. The staff recognised that there were some
pockets of relative disadvantage that required additional consideration in order to provide
appropriate playgroups to meet the needs of resident families.

Playgrouping Victoria was able to provide the project with their bigger picture perspective
of playgroup provision across the state.

After bringing together the research collaborators, it was agreed that the project would
involve initially reviewing the existing playgroup provision in each of the three
municipalities. A number of research tasks were to be undertaken and these included:



e A literature review

e Discussions with local service providers (see Appendix 3: Summary of discussions with
service providers)

e Focus groups with parents participating in existing playgroups in the Cities of Casey,
Knox and Wyndham (see Appendix 4: Second progress report: Improving Access to
Playgroups for all Families: Results from the focus groups)

¢ Interviews with service providers

o A telephone survey of over 500 parents of young children in the Cities of Casey, Knox
and Wyndham, including those who did and didn’t use local playgroups (see Appendix
5: Summary Report Telephone Interview Survey)

e Development of a model of playgroup provision

e Piloting of the model in the Cities of Casey and Wyndham

e Evaluation of the model.

The project design included employment of a part-time playgroup worker in the City of
Casey and one in the City of Wyndham for a period of eight months. The workers were
required to take up the research findings, explore barriers to accessing local playgroups
and then attempt to establish new playgroups for local families who would not otherwise
have been able to access playgroups. The workers were to be provided mentor support
by Anne Fortune, City of Knox, to help with the implementation of some of the elements of
the Knox model in the Cities of Casey and Wyndham.

The evaluation of the project was undertaken by the two part-time workers and CCCH staff
and included:

e Collection of socio-demographic data from the playgroup participants

Documentation of the processes undertaken by the two workers

Interviews with parents who attended the playgroups

Interviews with the playgroup workers

Interviews with other local service providers.

The results of the earlier research findings from this project were reported in a series of
documents and these have been referred to in the appendices noted above. This report is
the final report and focuses on the evaluation of the implementation phase of the project.
It includes recommendations developed during the project.
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2. INTRODUCTION

The project originally aimed to increase participation in playgroups by high need families.
Preliminary work identified the existence of barriers to accessing playgroups for families
from a range of socio-economic groups. Therefore the aim of the project shifted slightly to
include all families. It is anticipated that the model developed during this project would
facilitate playgroup access to all families, including those with additional needs.

This report focuses on the evaluation of the project and outlines the processes undertaken

by the two playgroup workers employed to work on the project from February to October

2002. The report is divided into five chapters. Chapter Two briefly outlines the methods

used in consulting the key stakeholders. Chapter Three describes attempts to establish

four new playgroups in the City of Casey. For each playgroup the following information is

provided:

e The number of weekly sessions and the number of participating families

e The need identified within the local area for playgroups

o The processes undertaken by the playgroup project worker to establish and maintain
the playgroup

e The factors that facilitated and acted as barriers to establish and sustain the playgroup

e Socio-demographic information about parents who participated in the playgroup, as
well as their views of the group

e The playgroup worker’s recommendations for ensuring the sustainability of the
playgroup

e The views of key professionals in the community who had been involved in the project

e Overall learnings from the experience.

Chapter Four is similar in structure to Chapter Three but focuses on the establishment of
three playgroups in the City of Wyndham.

Chapter Five provides additional documentation of the processes undertaken by the City
of Casey playgroup project worker. These processes do not relate to the establishment of
new groups but to the systematic and procedural issues that had become barriers to
accessing playgroups. These issues were more problematic in the City of Casey because,
prior to this project, there had been no staff member responsible for supporting or
resourcing playgroups in the municipality. In the City of Wyndham there was a part-time
family resource worker with some capacity to support playgroups.

A summary of the key points emerging from the project and recommendations for future
practice can be found in Chapter Six.

11



3. METHODS

An interview schedule was used to interview parents attending playgroups (see Appendix
6). Interviews took place in September 2002. CCCH staff members visited the playgroups
and interviewed parents attending that day. A total of 50 parents were interviewed. The
data resulting from the interviews is tabulated in Appendix 7.

Six key service providers who had been involved in the project were interviewed by CCCH
staff in November 2002 to obtain their views of playgroups, particularly the need for
community support and sustainability of the playgroups (see Appendix 8 for the interview
questions).

The playgroup workers’ views described in this report were taken from reports submitted
by them to the CCCH project officer. The information was summarised and then verified
by the playgroup workers before presentation in this report.

The information on numbers of sessions and numbers of parents attending the playgroups
was collected in October 2002.

12



4. CITY OF CASEY

4.1 Blind Bight Playgroup
4.1.1 Participation

At project commencement (February 2002) four families were meeting each week at one
session. By October 2002 approximately twenty families were meeting over two sessions
per week. Almost half of the parents attended both sessions each week.

4.1.2 Identified need

The City of Casey Community Development staff had already recognised that Blind Bight
Community Centre was providing one weekly playgroup and that weekly attendance was
low. Council staff knew that there was a growing number of young families living in the
area and that many of them were on low incomes. The staff thought that there was
capacity to increase participation in the existing playgroup and to better utilise the well-
equipped community centre.

4.1.3 Processes undertaken by the playgroup worker

1. The playgroup worker examined Maternal and Child Health birth notification data and
identified that there were many families with young children living in the area and that a
new residential estate of a further 70 homes was about to be developed.

2. The worker spent some time talking with the Blind Bight community centre coordinator
highlighting the benefits of playgroups for families and for the viability of the community
centre.

3. The worker met with the existing Tuesday playgroup and the Blind Bight centre
coordinator to talk about what they thought were the barriers to using the playgroup,
and their suggestions for overcoming them.

4. The worker assisted with local promotion including the production of 600 flyers. The
existing group hand wrote the flyers and the worker printed them. The flyers were
letterboxed and some were posted in shop windows. Many of the existing members
started to invite their friends to come to playgroup.

5. The worker negotiated with the community centre coordinator to reduce the weekly fee
from $4 per session to $2.50 per session making attendance more affordable for some
families. The worker and the centre coordinator agreed that the more families attending
playgroup, the more opportunities there were to promote other community centre
activities to them and potentially make the centre more viable.

6. The worker supported the group to hold an additional session on a Friday morning
offering parents an alternative to the Tuesday session (which was held at the same
time as the 3 year-old preschool session in the neighbouring town.)

7. The worker and the community centre coordinator spent time supporting the two
playgroup leaders by providing them with moral support, excerpts from the
Playgrouping Victoria manual and information about play ideas.

4.2.4 Facilitators
1. An identifiable community to promote playgroups to.

2. The availability of a well-equipped community centre.
3. The presence of a community centre coordinator to assist with playgroup operation.

13



4.
5,

An existing playgroup willing to welcome new members.
The capacity of the centre to provide an alternative playgroup session.

4.1.5 Barriers

1.
2.
3.
4. A community centre coordinator who was cautious and needed some encouragement

5.

The perception that because one playgroup was poorly attended that there was no
demand for additional playgroups.

Cost, $4 per session, especially in a low-income area, was too high.

Lack of local promotion.

to address the barriers, after a history of programs that had been poorly attended and
a financial risk for the centre.
Lack of leadership training.

4.1.6 Parent evaluation

The data from the parent interviews are tabulated in Appendix 2. Eight parents
participated in the interviews. The key points are summarised below.

Socio-demographics

Only one parent was aged 20 or younger, the rest were more than 25 years old.

All had one or two children. There was a total of 12 children and all, except one, was
aged under five years.

Five of the parents were born in Australia, two in the United Kingdom and one in
Germany. The two who were born overseas had lived in Australia for longer than 10
years. One spoke a language other than English at home.

Educational qualifications ranged from completing Years 9-11 to obtaining a university
degree.

One was a sole parent and was in casual employment.

Of those with partners, six were not in the workforce. Five of their partners were in full-
time employment and one was looking for employment. One of the women was in
part-time employment and her partner was in full-time employment.

Three were Health Care Card holders.

History of playgroup involvement

Three parents had attended the group for more than two terms.

This was their first playgroup for half of the parents.

Half were still members of another playgroup.

When asked why they had not joined a playgroup before, one reported that it was
because she did not know about them and another said that she was working.
Three joined this particular group because it was close to home and another
commented that it was the only one in the area. A further three joined because their
friends were already members, one was told about it by a Maternal and Child Health
(MCH) Nurse and two reported that it was because they liked the facilities.

Views of this playgroup

All the parents attended the playgroup because it provided socialisation and play
opportunities for their children. Six also reported that they attended for social
opportunities for themselves. One attended because the facilities were good, while
another reported that the group allowed her to network for information about the local
area. One parent commented that she had nowhere else to go

Almost all attended the group most weeks.

14



All were very satisfied or satisfied with the playgroup.

Reasons for satisfaction included the child enjoying it/being beneficial for the child,

good organisation of the group, having input into the group and the people being

friendly.

One person commented that they felt the playgroup could be improved by having a

carpeted area.

When asked what they had been doing while attending this playgroup, all respondents

reported that they had:

- observed their child playing with other children

- helped their child to sort out problems with other children

- started to feel comfortable with most of the other parents at playgroup

- Thought about the way they managed their child’s behaviour compared to other
parents at playgroup.

Involvement in this and other community groups

Almost all of the parents were involved in some aspect of organising or running the
group, although none belonged to a committee for this playgroup.

Only one participant had had previous involvement in organising or managing other
local community groups.

Half had attended a first time parents’ group run by MCH Nurses for their first child and
all of them still met with parents from this group. Three of these parents were also
members of this playgroup. Seven were not living in the Blind Bight area when they
attended first time parents’ group.

The following reasons were given for not attending first time parents’ groups: not
knowing about them or being offered them, not feeling comfortable in groups and being
in employment.

All the parents said that they would continue to attend this group after funding for the
worker ceased.

Other comments made by parents:

“l just think it is a brilliant scheme. Really improved my three year old’s behaviour — he
plays really well at the playgroup and with the baby at home.”

“Well organised, everyone participates, encouraged to share ideas for activities.”

“l have found it very rewarding and it's great to meet local mums. They are really
friendly and it’s a nice atmosphere.”

4.1.7 Worker perspective

The worker believes the following:

1.

2.

There is a need for ongoing support for the playgroup including parent education, ideas
and activities for the group.

The community centre coordinator needs a strong working relationship with the two
playgroup leaders; eventually one or both of the playgroup leaders should join the
community centre committee of management.

The two playgroup leaders need some formal communication between themselves and
the centre coordinator.

The centre coordinator understands the importance of ensuring that the families
moving into the new estate, currently under construction, are encouraged to join the
playgroup.

15



5. The community centre coordinator is more positive about the benefits of playgroups to
families and the community and is likely to offer alternative sessions, should the need
arise.

6. The cost of attending playgroup needs to remain low.

7. There is a need for regular coordinated advertising of playgroups to be linked with the
existing centre advertising.

8. The existing playgroup leaders and potential leaders should be encouraged to attend
playgroup leadership training.

9. Playgrouping Victoria needs to demonstrate to the group how they can support them.

4.1.8 The Community Centre Coodinator’s perspective

The community centre coordinator felt that it was enormously important to support
playgroups. The playgroup may be the first contact that a family has with the community
centre and this can lead them to using other centre facilities. This project reduced the
barriers to playgroup access by reducing the fees, resulting in increased attendance. She
believes the sustainability of the playgroups was dependent on parents in the group being
able to take on the leadership role. She described how she had seen the confidence and
self-esteem of one of the women who had volunteered to be a leader increase over time.
She believes that council should employ a playgroup coordinator to support playgroups
and offer training.

“It is absolutely crucial for playgroups to be operating in the more isolated areas as
they are often the first point of contact new mothers have with other mothers. It is
also very good for new families to an area to meet others.”

4.1.9 Learnings

1. Poor attendance at playgroups should not necessarily be equated with a lack of
demand. It could reflect a number of barriers to access including:

¢ Inconvenient session times (if it clashes with another activity such as 3 year old
preschool).

e High cost

e Lack of promotion

e Lack of support by local service providers

2. Community centre coordinators need to be informed of the benefits playgroups can
bring to parents and children and to the viability for their community centre.

3. Playgroup members need to be encouraged to promote their playgroup to other
parents in their community.

4. Playgroup members require ongoing leadership training.

5. Community centres can play an important role in the delivery and coordination of
playgroups.

16



4.2 Oakgrove Community Centre, Narre Warren South Playgroup
4.2.1 Participation

An average of fourteen families per week over two sessions (Tuesday and Thursday)
participated in playgroups. The Monday session (for older children 3-5 years) has only
recently been able to attract a core group of seven families. The Wednesday session for
babies (aged under 18 months) has been unable to maintain a core group of families.

4.2.2 Identified need

The Oakgrove Grove Community Centre is located in a rapidly growing area of Narre
Warren South. The community centre was accommodating five morning playgroup
sessions and all sessions were full. There were parents on waiting lists and there is
continued development of new houses with additional young families moving into the area.
The Oakgrove Community Centre is one of the only available venues located in possibly
one of the fastest growing residential areas in Australia. Capacity to provide additional
playgroup sessions at this centre was needed.

4.2.3 Processes undertaken by the playgroup worker

1. One of the first tasks undertaken by the worker was to establish that there was no
central waiting list for parents wanting to join a playgroup at this centre and therefore
no means of monitoring demand. There was no established system of directing parents
interested in playgroups to other activities or playgroup sessions.

2. The worker then explored other community centre models to establish whether or not
the Oakgrove Community Centre could do more to support playgroups operating within
the centre.

3. The worker documented the Berwick Neighbourhood Centre model (Berwick is located
in the City of Casey) in order to better understand how a community centre can take a
more proactive role in supporting playgroups. The worker established the following:

e The Berwick Neighbourhood House is a community house operating five days per
week. It utilises three City of Casey buildings. The Berwick Neighbourhood House
runs nine playgroups in one building, five in another and they provide support to
Parkhill Playhouse which runs twelve playgroups per week.

¢ The Neighbourhood House centre coordinator and the home-based playgroup
coordinator act as initial contact points for parents inquiring about playgroups. They
provide parents with information about the playgroup program and they play a role in
matching people to playgroups wherever possible. For example, they have currently
placed three grandparents in the same group and provide a playgroup for 35+ parents.

e The coordinators take enrolments, provide resource materials and provide “hands-on”
support to address difficulties within playgroups (such as managing challenging
behaviours, being inclusive etc). The coordinators also spend time integrating “shy”
families into the groups. The coordinators ensure that each playgroup session has a
parent in one of the following roles: "meeter and greeter", “activities leader”, “cleaning
leader”.

o The playgroup program funds itself and runs at a surplus and this provides sufficient
funding to employ the playgroup coordinator.

4. Having a better understanding of how playgroups can be supported in a community
centre, the worker spent some time with the Oakgrove community centre coordinator to
try and encourage her to expand the playgroup program in her centre.

5. It was negotiated with the centre coordinator that the centre would offer initially two
lunchtime sessions (Tuesday and Thursday), more recently the Monday and

17



10.

Wednesday sessions were established. The worker suggested to the centre
coordinator that if the numbers of parents attending playgroups increased then, as in
the Berwick Neighbourhood Centre, there might be sufficient funds to employ a part-
time playgroup coordinator.

The worker assisted the coordinator with advertising, supplementing the community
centre’s letterboxed program guide, placing posters in the convenience store, two GP
clinics, Maternal and Child Health Centres, preschools and child care centres.
Lunchtime sessions were offered and residents were invited to contact the community
centre coordinator.

Two of the new sessions (Tuesday and Thursday) have been able to attract a core
group of approximately seven families. The space for the playgroup to operate from is
relatively small with maximum capacity for each playgroup at about eight families. The
Monday and Wednesday sessions have been established more recently. The Monday
group (for 3-5 year olds) has started to attract a core group of seven families. The
Wednesday group (for children aged under 18 months) has not proven successful,
largely because the lunchtime session seems to clash with the children’s sleep times,
making it difficult for families to attend the session.

The worker spent some time with the new groups trying to resource and support them
and to link them in with Playgrouping Victoria. The Playgrouping Victoria field worker
visited one of the groups to discuss play ideas and provided some suggestions about
how to set up the room.

The playgroup worker suggested that a playgroup leader be a member of the centre’s
committee of management.

The worker developed a proposal for the centre coordinator to use as a discussion tool
with the centre committee of management. The proposal discussed the benefits of
employing a playgroup coordinator and suggested a range of steps that could be
taken.

4.2.4 Facilitators

1.

2.
3

A strong and increasing demand from parents, many of who were moving into the the
area and wanted to join playgroups as a means of meeting other local families.

The presence of a community centre and centre coordinator to work with.

The capacity of the centre to provide additional sessions in the middle of the day.

4.2.5 Barriers

1.

wn
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New part-time centre coordinator without the resources to develop a sustainable
playgroup program in the centre.

A small space restricting the maximum capacity for playgroups to eight families.
No sustainable means of centralising waiting lists for parents wanting to join
playgroups.

No obvious leaders within some of the groups.

No one had taken the role of ongoing support and resourcing the playgroups.
Limited committee structure within the playgroups.

Lunchtime sessions clashed with sleep time for younger children.

No one had taken on the role of matching families to suitable groups.
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4.2.6 Parent evaluation

The data from the parent interviews are tabulated in Appendix 2. Twelve parents
participated in the interviews. The key points are summarised below.

Socio-demographics

All except one of the mothers was aged between 26 and 35 years, the other was older
than 41.

The maijority of parents’ households had only one child living in them.

Thirteen of the respondents 18 children were aged under five years.

All had lived in Australia for longer than 10 years. Ten were born in Australia, one in
Chile and another in New Zealand. For one woman, Spanish was the main language
spoken at home.

All were married or living with a partner.

Educational qualifications ranged from completing Years 9-11 to obtaining a university
degree.

All had partners in full-time employment. Four of the women were in part-time
employment, one was self-employed, one in casual employment and another looking
for work.

Three were Health Care Card holders.

History of playgroup involvement

This was their first playgroup for eight of the women.

None were still members of other playgroups.

Reasons given for leaving other playgroups included moving out of the area or that the
group had been for an older child.

A number of reasons were given for not joining a playgroup previously: already
participating in a mothers’ group, child too young/no children, not being able to find a
playgroup, being new to the area, and competing family issues.

Half had joined this particular group because it was close to home. Some of the other
reasons given were that a friend attended the same group, it had followed on from their
mothers’ group, it was new, it was in a new area and it had vacancies.

Views of the current playgroup

Most parents attended this playgroup for play and social opportunities for both their
children and themselves.

Almost all attended playgroup most weeks.

Three quarters were either satisfied or very satisfied with the playgroup. Two were
neither satisfied nor dissatisfied.

Reasons for satisfaction were that the child liked it/beneficial for the child and the
people were friendly.

Some of the reasons given for lack of satisfaction with the group were that it was not
well organised, there were not enough activities for the children, the area was too small
and facilities inadequate.

When asked what they had been doing while attending this playgroup, all of the
respondents reported that they had:

- observed their child playing with other children

- helped their child sort out problems with other children

- started to feel comfortable with most of the other parents at the playgroup.
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Involvement in this and other community groups

e Most participants were involved in the running of the playgroup. Only one belonged to
a committee for this group.

e A quarter had had previous involvement in organising or managing other local
community groups.

e Ten had attended a first time parents group for their child. Eight still met with parents
from this group and five were members of the Oakgrove playgroup. Eight were living
in the Narre Warren South area when they attended first time parents group.

e The reasons given for not attending first time parents’ group were being in the
workforce and family issues.

¢ All participants reported that they would still attend the group when funding for the
worker ceased.

e Other comments from parents:

“Everyone’s pretty friendly. Kids get along. Don'’t really have any dramas.”

“He loves it but the facilities are not very good.”

“Not very organised. Just put in the room and told to go for it with no explanation.”
4.2.7 Worker perspective
The worker believes the following:

1. Without a play group coordinator some of the playgroup sessions at the Oakgrove
community centre do not seem sustainable in the long-term.

2. Because there is significant and ongoing residential growth in this area the Oakgrove
community centre will have little difficulty attracting new parents to its sessions,
however there will be significant numbers who will not attend more than one or two
sessions until the organisation and quality of the program improves.

3. There is a need to educate the parents about the importance of appropriate play.

4. There is a need to develop a systematic process to identify and train potential
playgroup leaders.

4.2.8 The Community Centre Coordinator’s perspective

The Community Centre Coordinator felt that it was important to support playgroups, as
they were needed by families. She reported that the project had made community centre
staff more aware of space and advertising issues and that they needed to put time into
ensuring that the service was more accessible to families.

She believed that it was very useful to have the assistance of an outside person who
focused on playgroups, as it helped centre staff to focus as well. She felt that the
committee of the community centre also needed to put time and resources into supporting
playgroups. She would like to see some future support of playgroups as support from
outside is important to maintain their momentum. She felt it would be beneficial if the
council supported the position as it would keep services across the municipality in touch
with each other.
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4.2.9 Learnings

1.

Promoting playgroups to local families can be simple; for example, posters in local
convenience stores and services can be effective. Someone needs to see it as his or
her role to ensure that this promotion occurs regularly.

Community centres that do support playgroups require adequate space to
accommodate between twelve and fifteen families in one session. There is also a need
for adequate storage space.

There is a need to centralise up-to-date waiting lists for families wanting to attend
playgroups. This should be done at a local level where demand can be monitored
closely.

Systems need to be developed to ensure families moving in to areas are provided with
up-to-date information about local services including playgroups.

If community centres are to take on a more proactive role in supporting playgroups
they require allocated staff time or an allocated playgroup coordinator to undertake this
role.

Playgrouping Victoria needs to be able to demonstrate to new playgroups how they
can support them.

Lunchtime playgroup sessions can work for many families; especially families with
older children who do not require sleep in the middle of the day.

21



4.3 Cannons Creek Playgroup

4.3.1 Participation

Four families per week attend. This playgroup started at the beginning of Term 4 2002.
4.3.2 Identified need

Cannons Creek is a small coastal village on the Westernport fringe. It had a viable
playgroup meeting at a fire refuge building up to 4 years ago. This playgroup stopped
when many of the children from that playgroup commenced preschool and the remaining
membership declined.

An examination of birth notices for the past two years demonstrated a possible need for a
playgroup in Cannons Creek. In addition to Cannons Creek residents, it was considered
that other people from nearby areas - Blind Bight, Warneet, Tooradin and Devon Meadows
would attend a playgroup if it ran on a day when other nearby playgroups were not
running.

Another Council staff member who worked with committees of management responsible
for community facilities initially approached the Playgroup Project Worker. It was decided
that the new Cannons Creek Community Meeting Place was under-utilised, and that it
could be an appropriate playgroup venue. The toys and equipment from the previous
playgroup were in storage at the Community Meeting Place.

Given the existence of a venue and equipment and potential need, it was agreed that
some work in getting a viable playgroup at Cannons Creek could prove successful.

4.3.3 Processes undertaken

1. The worker contacted the Pearcedale, Blind Bight and Devon Meadows playgroups to
discuss the idea of starting a playgroup in Cannons Creek. The worker discussed with
them the potential need for such a group and to determine a day that would be an
alternative rather than clash with existing playgroups in other towns.

2. The worker set a date for a “morning tea” in Cannons Creek to discuss starting a
playgroup. The date was set shortly after the delivery of the “Coastal Villages
Newsletter” which is sent to every household on the coastal fringe. The morning tea
was advertised in this newsletter. It was also promoted through the MCH Nurse.

3. When no one came to the public meeting, initially the worker decided not to proceed
However, upon hearing that another mail out in Cannons Creek could incorporate the
small playgroup flyer, another date was set and another flyer produced and
letterboxed. The flyer invited people to participate in playgroup activities.

4. Two people attended the meeting and one phoned with an apology. Both were socially
isolated women who said they had “chickened out” from attending the first morning tea.
Given the commitment of these women to attend again the project worker agreed to
attend on four occasions to help them get a playgroup going.

5. The project worker produced some flyers advertising that a playgroup had started. The
two women undertook to approach and invite women with small children in the local
playground, and the MCH Nurse was asked to distribute the flyers to potential users.

6. The following week, another person attended who had run a toy library in her previous
community and who was very keen to take on a leadership role in a new Cannons
Creek playgroup. This person undertook to organise the activities over the next few
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weeks. The person was invited to attend a leadership-training course being conducted
by the worker. The group is now comprised of five families.

7. The worker made arrangements for the group to negotiate a small rental and
insurance.

8. All of the women have said that if the playgroup at Cannons Creek cannot increase
numbers, they will attend the Blind Bight playgroup or the Devon Meadows Playgroup.

9. Blind Bight Community Centre has agreed to auspice the Cannons Creek playgroup
providing insurance and advertising to the group.

4.3.4 Facilitators

An available venue.

Some equipment and toys available.

Advertising opportunities that provided coverage to all households.
Identifiable demand through birth notices.

A person prepared to take on a leadership role.

Ongoing support by Blind Bight Community Centre.
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4.3.5 Barriers

1. Historical difficulties getting community programs operating in the area
2. Social isolation
3. Insufficient numbers

4.3.6 Parent evaluation

The group was still forming at the time of the evaluation, so it was inappropriate to talk to
parents at this stage.

4.3.7 Worker perpective

The worker believes the following:

1. If the group size can reach six in the next month, it will form the basis of a viable
ongoing playgroup.

2. There is an obvious leader who is committed for the long-term, as well as a good
venue and adequate equipment.

3. If numbers are not sufficient the worker believes the positive experience has enabled
the participants to seek out and attend an alternative playgroup.

4. The fact that interested people did not attend the first meeting raises some lessons for
playgroup development work. It is important to remember that as well as having the
confidence to attend such a meeting; families can have “busy” days eg. a doctor’'s
appointment. In this instance it proved worthwhile to have another attempt at attracting
interest from families.

4.3.8 Learnings

It is too early in the development of this playgroup to document learnings.
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4.4 Filipino Playgroup

4.4.1 Participation

This playgroup did not eventuate.

4.4.2 Identified need

A Filipino outreach worker, based at the South-Eastern Migrant Resource Centre
contacted the Playgroup Project Worker in March 2002. She had been working with a
group of Filipino women trying to establish a playgroup specifically for Filipino women.
She asked the playgroup project worker for some assistance.

4.4.3 Processes undertaken
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The worker worked with the Filipino outreach worker to find:

a suitable venue where sessions could run for three hours

a venue in either Hampton Park or Cranbourne

a low cost or free bus service preferably with a volunteer driver

funds to purchase toys and equipment.

The worker discussed with the outreach worker the needs of the families. The outreach
worker believed that a playgroup was an important place to role model alternative
patterns of discipline, promote an understanding of the importance of play, facilitate the
development of friendships amongst the women and the children.

The worker spent some months trying to source an appropriate and affordable venue.
The worker spent considerable time trying to find affordable community transport
options.

The need for an affordable community bus limited the options to two community
centres. One did not have a venue available for longer than 1.5 hours. The other
venue - the Merinda Park Community Centre - appeared to be a more realistic option
for the following reasons: they had an available playgroup space; understood
playgroups; were committed to including new groups; were close to a bus and train
station; and had a community bus that was available between the hours of 9am and
3pm. Unfortunately, it was finally resolved that the only available time would be 12.45-
2.45pm and that this would be unsuitable given the pressures to have the bus returned
by 3pm. The additional time spent on transport at either end would conflict with the
children’s sleep times.

The worker and Filipino outreach worker agreed that it was not feasible to establish a
new playgroup for Filipino women at this time. They resolved that the outreach worker
would contact the multicultural playgroups project worker in Dandenong and refer
families to attend there and the worker for this project would try to match interested
Filipino families with existing playgroups who would be welcoming to the Filipino
families.

4.4.4 Facilitators

1.

The availability of an outreach worker who understood the needs of the Filipino
families.
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4.4.5 Barriers
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Small capacity of available community buses able to accommodate only five families,
assuming each family had only one child.

Lack of available venues with appropriate time.

The need for very low cost transport.

The absence of low cost community transport options in the City of Casey.

The absence of volunteer drivers or networks in the City of Casey.

A paucity of public transport within the City of Casey.

The extensive and ongoing worker support required.

4.4.6 Learnings

1.

For some groups within the community, public transport or community transport is the
only means of accessing services, including playgroups.

Some families could access playgroups if community transport including volunteer
drivers were available.

The City of Casey has few available venues to accommodate new playgroups.

The cost of attending playgroups and transport are barriers to access for some
families.

25



5. CITY OF WYNDHAM
5.1 Point Cook Playgroup

5.1.1 Participation

Thirty-five families were enrolled with an average of eight attending each session. Three
sessions operated each week on Monday, Wednesday and Friday mornings.

5.1.2 Identified need

Council’s social planner recognised the area as a newly developed residential estate that
had grown at a faster rate than projected. The community comprised many young families
and the planned community centre would not be completed for twelve months to two years
from the time of this project's commencement. There were no existing playgroups
operating in the area.

5.1.3 Processes undertaken

1.

The possibility of establishing a playgroup in the Point Cook area was promoted locally
by the worker including: placement of posters in the local shop and a letter box drop to
each home in the area asking interested parents to attend a meeting to discuss
whether or not they would like to be part of a playgroup.

The worker organised a meeting at the primary school and thirteen parents attended.
The parents were very enthusiastic and seemed pleased about the opportunity to join a
playgroup.

The worker negotiated with the newly built, but not fully occupied, local primary school,
to utilise one set of adjoining classrooms for the playgroup until the new community
centre, which was under construction, became available. The school principal was
encouraging; he wanted local families with young children to become part of the school
community.

The worker obtained some basic equipment and toys from a playgroup that had
discontinued in another neighbourhood. The worker was also able to identify local
community grant opportunities for the playgroup to apply. The worker also attended the
first few groups and explained how the group could go about setting up a committee
and how to join Playgrouping Victoria.

Within a few weeks the group had appointed a committee and two sessions were
operating over two days, soon afterwards a third session was operating.

The group was successful in receiving $2,500 grant from the Wyndham City Council to
fund the purchase of additional equipment.

The group has also raised almost $1,000 from a raffle and chocolate drive to fund
additional equipment and the children’s Christmas party.

The committee produces and distributes a regular newsletter to group members.

5.1.4 Facilitators

The Point Cook area comprises two identifiable neighbourhoods, making promotion
relatively straightforward.

The community centre will eventually be available for use by the playgroup, which
meant that only a temporary venue was required.

The school principal was community minded and saw the school as a community
resource and was therefore willing to share the empty classrooms.
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4. There were a large number of new families moving into the area, many with young
children, who had limited opportunities to meet other families.

5. The parents, while isolated, were not disadvantaged and had the confidence and skills
to take over the running of the group quickly.

5.1.5 Barriers

1. Until this project, no one had taken on the role of facilitating community development of
the area. Most of the families were new to the area and had not developed any
connections with each other —they were not mobilised. They did not know how to
demonstrate that they had a need for a playgroup that would benefit their children
(opportunity to learn through play) as well as themselves (opportunity for social
support).

2. Because there had not been a community centre there was a perception that
playgroups wouldn’t be able to be provided until a dedicated space was available.

3. Many of the parents had not attended a playgroup before and possibly did not
understand that it could be organised by them.

5.1.6 Parent evaluation

The data from the parent interviews are tabulated in Appendix 2. Twenty-one parents
participated in the interviews. The key points are summarised below.

Socio-demographics

e The majority of parents were aged 26-35 years. Four were aged 21-25 and three were
36-40 years.

¢ All had one or two children living in the household.

e All of the children were aged under 5 years, except one.

e Sixteen were born in Australia, one in Chile, one in the United Kingdom, one in
Macedonia and another in Papua New Guinea.

e All had lived in Australia for more than six years.

e All spoke English at home, except for one that spoke Spanish and another who spoke
Maltese.

e Educational levels ranged from completing Years 9-11 to obtaining a university degree,
with almost half having a Bachelors degree or higher.

¢ All except one were married or living with a partner. All of the partners were in full-time
employment.

¢ One of the women was in full-time employment, two were employed part-time, two on a
casual basis, one was looking for employment and the rest were not currently in the
workforce.

e One parent was a Health Care Card holder.

History of playgroup involvement

o All were in their first or second term with this playgroup.

e For 13 parents, this was their first playgroup.

e Three were still members of another playgroup.

e Reasons given for leaving the other playgroup were: moving out of the area, not feeling
comfortable in the group, inconvenient times or the child not enjoying it.

e The reasons given for not joining a playgroup before were not knowing about them, the
child was too young, attending a mothers’ group instead or not having a need to join.

e The majority of parents chose to go to this playgroup because it was close to home.
Other reasons given include: friends attended the same group, that it followed on from
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mothers' group, it was a new group, it was the only one in the area, and to meet others
living in the area.

Views of the current playgroup

Almost all parents reported that they attended playgroup for play opportunities for their

children and socialisation opportunities for both their children and themselves. One

woman commented that it was the only place she could go.

Almost all attended playgroup most weeks.

Nineteen were very satisfied or satisfied with the playgroup. Two were neither satisfied

nor dissatisfied.

Satisfaction was due to the friendliness of the people, convenient location, varied

activities, being able to have input into the running of the playgroup and it being

beneficial for the child.

Some commented on inadequate organisation of the group and one would have liked

an outdoor area.

When asked what they had been doing while attending this playgroup, most of the

respondents reported that they had:

- observed their child playing with other children

- helped their child sort out problems

- started to feel comfortable with one or two other parents in group

- discussed parenting issues or child development with other parents at playgroup

- thought about their child’s development or behaviour compared with other children
in the group.

Involvement in this and other community groups

Most of the parents were involved in the running of this playgroup. Five were members
of a committee for the playgroup.

Five had had previous experience in organising or managing other community groups.
Almost all had attended a first time parents’ group run by a MCH Nurse for their first
child.

Twelve still met with parents from the first time parents’ group, and six of those were
members of this group. Six were living in the Point Cook area when they attended first
time parents’ group.

The following reasons were given for not attending a first time parents’ group: not
having a car, lack of interest and not getting around to it.

All except one of the parents reported that they would continue to attend the group
after funding for the worker ceases. One woman said that she will not attend because
she will be having a baby soon.

Other comments from parents:
“Mothers’ group outgrew houses, so it’s a good way to keep in touch.”

“It's been a lifesaver. It’s really our only outing every week where we get to meet other
people.”

“Friendly people and everyone gets on well together, children play well together.”

“Having a playgroup in an area like this, we are very isolated. Sometimes this is our
lifeline.”

“Filled a big hole in my life, it's been great. There was a big need for me.”
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“With each term we tend to get better. We are only a young playgroup.”
“Sometimes more difficult coming than staying at home. It’s close to his sleep time.”
“New group — no one really took charge. | didn’t really know what was going on.”

“Group needs a coordinator to give ideas to. No one to follow discussion through. No
one particular person takes responsibility.”

5.1.7 Worker perspective
The worker believes the following:

1. The groups were relatively simple to set up and needed only a small amount of worker
involvement in the early set up phase.

2. Most of the parents had the confidence and skills to take on the group’s management.
Some would have liked more support from a coordinator employed to undertake that
role.

3. There is an ongoing need for someone to resource the group, such as providing:

e Parent education around issues such as behaviour management
e Leadership training
o |deas about appropriate play activities for children.

4. Someone will need to continue to work with the principal of the primary school, as he
cannot guarantee continued access to the vacant double classroom until school
enrolments are finalised for 2003. The new community centre will not be available for
the group to use until Term 2 2003. The groups could therefore require another
temporary space for first term 2003.

5. A strong sense of community has developed amongst the group members.

6. Participation has reduced the sense of isolation many of the parents were feeling.

7. Strong links have been developed between the school and the playgroup families.

5.1.8 The school principal’s perspective

The principal of the primary school felt that it was very important to support playgroups as
they were a starting point for community involvement in the educational processes. He
also saw that with playgroups operating in the school, it was a commitment to the school.
He believed that the playgroups would not have started without this project which
employed someone to be a catalyst to work through the implementation issues.

“Schools need to be involved in these processes, it is important for your
relationship with people in the community.”

5.1.9 Learnings

1. In newly developed residential estates, someone —possibly at a Council level —should
see it as their role to build the capacity of these neighbourhoods. This can be achieved
simply by bringing together families to form playgroups or other community groups.

2. In the early stages of developing residential estates, there are usually few available
community spaces for newly formed playgroups. This project has shown that
playgroups canshare resources, for example, with newly built schools that are often not
fully occupied. Opportunities to design site offices in new residential estates that have
a large open space with some storage should also be encouraged; these offices could
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provide temporary accommodation for playgroups until community buildings are
constructed.

. When parents have the skills and confidence, playgroups can be easily managed by
parents, however there is a need to provide some ongoing support such as parent
education, leadership training, information and resources to playgroups.

Newly formed playgroups should be advised by someone — possibly at a Council level
- of community grants that are available to them to help set up their playgroups with
basic equipment and toys.

30



5.2 Somali Group Playgroup, Hoppers Crossing
5.2.1 Participation

Per week, an average of four families attended on a regular basis and a further four
attended less regularly.

5.2.2 Identified need

The local MCH Nurse felt that there were sufficient numbers of Somali families who had
moved into the area to establish a playgroup. These families did not tend to join the other
playgroups in the area.

5.2.3 Processes undertaken

1. The worker contacted the Victorian Cooperative on Children’s Services for Ethnic
Groups (VICSEG) to ask for some assistance with setting up the group and to provide
support, as needed, throughout the project.

2. The MCH Nurse helped to bring the women together; flyers were prepared and
translated. The flyer was posted at the local Islamic school, Migrant Resource Centre
and at the Maternal and Child Health Centre.

3. The Somali worker from VICSEG translated an invitation to the group asking what the
women wanted from the group. The women indicated that they were interested in
guest speaker sessions combined with play activities for the children.

4. The worker negotiated with the community centre to waive the room rental
($10/session) until the group was more established and Council then agreed to cover
the cost until the end of the year.

5. The community centre committee donated $100 worth of equipment plus some from a
group that was no longer operating.

6. The MCH Nurse donated some new sand play equipment.

7. The worker attended the groups most weeks to offer play ideas and to discuss
leadership training.

8. The worker would often telephone the women to remind them to attend playgroup.

9. The worker organised guest speakers to attend the group. When guest speakers did
attend the women would sometimes bring other friends who had school-aged children
to listen to the speakers.

10. The worker would sometimes play with the children and role model play.

5.2.4 Facilitators

A MCH Nurse who identified a need and was supportive of the group.

An available community centre and a supportive committee of management.

The expertise of the Somali VICSEG worker who helped to set up the group.

The VICSEG worker was able to provide the project worker with support during the set-
up phase of the project.

The availability of relevant and interesting guest speakers.

Commitment of the worker to phone parents to encourage them to attend playgroup.
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5.2.5 Barriers

1. The session time was originally 10-12 noon. Some of the women found this too early
and others had clashes with preschool sessions. The session was changed to
11.30am -1.30pm.
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Many of the women had more than four children and this often meant that there was a
family illness that prevented them from attending playgroup.

School holidays followed by Ramadan had an impact on attendance at the sessions
and on organising guest speakers.

While playgroup leadership training was offered by VICSEG and two of the women
were interested in attending, it was not possible for the women to attend the twice-
weekly sessions in Coburg due to childcare and transport problems.

Initially, there was no other interest by any of the women to take on a leadership role
however, more recently one person has informally taken on this role.

Despite promotion through the Migrant Resource Centre, the Islamic school and the
MCH Nurses, the group has not attracted any new members since late May 2002.

5.2.6 Parent evaluation

The data from the parent interviews are tabulated in Appendix 2. Three parents
participated in the interviews. The key points are summarised below.

Socio-demographics

The parents were all aged between 26 and 40 years.

All had four children living with them. Three of the children were aged under five
years.

Countries of birth included Ethiopia, Pakistan and Somalia. All had lived in Australia
for more than six years. One spoke English at home.

All three were married or lived with a partner.

Educational levels ranged from completing primary school to obtaining a diploma.
None were currently in the workforce. All had partners in full-time employment.

All were Health Care Card holders.

History of playgroup involvement

All were in their first term with this playgroup.

It was the first playgroup for two of the parents.

None were still members of other playgroups.

Reasons given for not joining a playgroup previously included not knowing about them
and not being able to find one with that operated at a suitable time.

The reasons for joining this playgroup were that it was close to home, a friend attended
the same group, being told about it by a friend, feeling more comfortable in this group
and the others in the group sharing the same culture.

Views of the current playgroup

All reported that they attended this playgroup for play opportunities for their children
and social opportunities for themselves and their children.

All attended playgroup most weeks.

All were very satisfied or satisfied with the group.

Reasons for satisfaction were that the child liked it/beneficial for the child and they
were satisfied with the facilities and parking.

When asked what they had been doing while attending this playgroup, all of the
respondents reported that they had:

- observed their child playing with other children

- helped their child sort out problems

- started to feel comfortable with most of the parents in the group

- discussed parenting issues or child development with other parents at playgroup.
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Involvement with this and other community groups

All of the parents were involved in the running of the group. None belonged to a
committee for the group.

None had been involved in organising or managing other community groups.

None had attended a first time parents’ group run by a MCH Nurse for their first child.
The reasons given for not attending a first time parents’ group for their first child were
that they didn’t know about them and they didn’t have a car.

All reported that they would continue to attend the group after funding for the worker
ceased.

Other comments made by parents:

“No one encouraged me before. Dianne (the playgroup worker) encouraged us.”
“Some of the children know each other. It’s like a meeting place.”

“When my daughter comes here she is very happy.”

“My kids like it. It think it is good for me too, to meet other people.”

5.2.7 Worker perspective

The worker believes the following:

1.

There is a need to work closely with the Migrant Resource Centre to find out from the
women what they want from the group. The Migrant Resource Centre has suggested
that the “traditional” playgroup model may not be culturally appropriate for the group.
The women need to feel empowered to take on the responsibility of the group. This
has been an ongoing issue. It has been difficult to obtain commitment from the
participants and they seem reluctant to be tied to a schedule. If the women do not
wish to take on this responsibility, the group will not be sustainable without the support
of a paid worker.

The women seemed to have appreciated the guest speakers.

The women readily offered to help during the sessions and at pack up time.

The children appeared to enjoy the different play activities and the opportunity to
socialise together.

It appears that there was a strong network amongst the women before they joined the
playgroup. This raises the question of whether the group needed to form a formal

playgroup.

5.2.8 The Maternal and Child Health Nurse’s perspective

The MCH Nurse who supported the playgroup was given the opportunity to express her
views about it. She believed that it was important to support the playgroup and did so
whenever she could. She felt that for the group to continue, it needed ongoing assistance
and she could not be completely responsible for its operation. She wondered if the
Somali women needed to meet as a playgroup because they were already connected to
one another. However she felt that a full-time playgroup coordinator was needed in the
area to help reduce the social isolation that many families experienced.

“Playgroups provide opportunities for powerful social bonding and definitely should
be supported.”
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5.2.9 Learnings

1.

2.

It is an important role of the MCH Nurse to identify groups of families with young
children who might benefit from joining a playgroup together.

The “traditional” model of playgroup may not always be appropriate for some cultural
groups especially if groups of women from the same culture are already connected
with each other.

There might be a need to provide leadership training locally and in a less intensive way
so that all parents who are interested can attend, for example, one possibility could be
that the whole group is provided with leadership training delivered at the playgroup
session.

Community centre management committees can act inclusively through actively
encouraging groups, who might not usually participate in centre activities, through rent
relief and assistance in finding a suitable time and equipment.

Staff working in migrant resource centres and in organisations such as VICSEG have
the skills and knowledge to support Councils to better meet the needs of culturally and
linguistically diverse families.
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5.3 Heathdale Playgroup
5.3.1 Participation

Attendance levels during the first school term of operation were low with an average of
three families per week. By late in the following school term, numbers had steadily
increased to about six to eight families attending regularly.

5.3.2 Identified need

Most of the Heathdale neighbourhood is comprised of public housing; the area therefore
has many low-income families. At the start of the school year, the principal from the local
primary school held discussions with staff at Wyndham Council. She was concerned
because one quarter of the new prep year children had not attended any form of early
childhood service. Initially she suggested running a playgroup from the school where staff
would support the playgroup by reading stories and sharing resources. She also saw this
as a way of engaging high need families into the community generally and into the school.
The MCH Nurse also saw a need to support some of the more isolated parents living in the
area to access social support and to provide opportunities for their children to learn
through play.

5.3.3 Processes undertaken by the worker

1. The worker had to find an appropriate venue. The available space in the Primary
School building was not appropriate. The local preschool was approached and the
teacher allowed the playgroup to use their facilities and equipment. The venue also
accommodates the MCH Nurse.

2. The worker prepared flyers about the playgroup and displayed them at the school,
preschool, Maternal and Child Health Centre and local shops.

3. The worker also organised the flyer to be included in the school newsletter and in the
community centre newsletter.

4. The Heathdale area is a transient area with many families coping with unemployment
and family breakdown. Discussions were held with the MCH Nurse and she agreed to
hand out the flyer to the families she believed would benefit most from attending the
group, for example, families new to the area, isolated families and young parents.

5. The preschool teacher was encouraged to refer families to the playgroup.

6. The MCH Nurse agreed to visit for a part of each session to help make members feel
welcome and to be “the familiar face” to any new parents.

7. The worker visited the group most weeks and made efforts to introduce new members
into the group.

8. The worker demonstrated simple play ideas to the group.

9. The worker developed a folder of activity ideas and provided each member with a
copy.

10. The worker and MCH Nurse role modelled play, discussed behaviour issues (usually
informally) and discussed other issues with parents as the need arose.

11. The worker spent some time with two women in the group who were prepared to take
on a leadership role.

12. The worker had regular discussions with the preschool teacher to sort out some issues
regarding sharing the venue and equipment with the playgroup.

13. The worker organised Playgrouping Victoria to visit the group to show simple and low-
cost toys.
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5.3.4 Facilitators

1.
2

3.
4.

5.

The skills of the worker to work with high need families.

The support of the MCH Nurse to visit the group and encourage families to join the
group.

The availability of a venue that is co-located with the MCH Nurse office making it easy
for her to visit the group, and be accessible and familiar to the families.

The involvement of two women in the group who are friendly, well organised and
willing to take on a leadership role.

Low cost ($1 per session).

5.3.5 Barriers

1.

2.

Cost of joining Playgrouping Victoria. Membership plus term fees had precluded some
of the families from joining other playgroups.

There have been some difficulties around sharing the preschool venue. For example,
sometimes the equipment and materials set up in the preschool room are not suitable
for playgroup children and the parents are asked to supervise their children closely and
not allow them to touch work that is on display. Ideally it would be better for the
playgroup to share a building with other playgroups.

It took some time to find the two group members who were willing to take on a
leadership role, had these women not joined the group the sustainability of the group
would have been uncertain. While the MCH Nurse was willing to drop into each
playgroup session she did not have the capacity to organise and run the group.

It has taken time to build trust with some of these families.

Some of the parents appear under-confident and have poor communication skills. This
means that it takes longer for the individuals within the group to form friendships.

5.3.6 Parent evaluation

The data from the parent interviews are tabulated in Appendix 2. Six parents participated
in the interviews. The key points are summarised below.

Socio-demographics

The parents were aged between 21 and 35 years.

The number of children living in the household ranged from one to three. Ten were
aged under five years.

All, except one, of the parents were born in Australia. The other was born in
Elsalvador and she had lived in Australia for more than 10 years.

All spoke English at home.

All except one were married or living with a partner.

Most had completed Year 12 and two had a trade qualification.

One of the women was in full-time employment and another worked part-time.
The main source of household income was full-time employment for three of the
women, and part-time employment for another. Neither partner was in paid
employment for two of the families.

Four were Health Care Card holders.

History of playgroup involvement

Most of the parents were in their first term in this playgroup.

For half this was their first playgroup. Four were still members of another playgroup.
Reasons for not joining a playgroup previously included being in the workforce and the
child attending child care.
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e Half joined this playgroup because it was close to home. One was told about it by a
MCH Nurse and another joined because she felt more comfortable with this group.

Views of the current playgroup

o All attended playgroup for social and play opportunities for their children. Most
attended for social opportunities for themselves.

e All attended playgroup most weeks.

o All were satisfied or very satisfied with the group.

e Reasons for satisfaction included the that the people were friendly, facilities were good,
it was inexpensive, the location was convenient and they had input into the running of
the group.

e When asked what they had been doing while attending this playgroup, all of the
respondents reported that they had:

- observed their child playing with other children
- learnt new activities/games that they could play with their child at home
- started to feel comfortable with one or two other parents in the playgroup.

Involvement in this and other community groups

o All were involved in some aspect of the running of the playgroup. None belonged to a
committee for the playgroup.

¢ Only one had had previous involvement in organising or managing local community
groups.

e Two had attended a first time parents’ group run by a MCH Nurse for their first child.
None still met with parents from that group.

o Five were not living in the Heathdale area when they attended first time parents’ group.

o Five parents reported that they would still attend the group when funding for the worker
ceased. One felt that the worker was needed, as no one else could run the group.

e Other comments:

“I'm really happy with it. Dianne (the playgroup worker) is really friendly and easy to
approach.”

5.3.7 Worker perspective
The worker believes the following:

1. There is a need for ongoing support with this group, the MCH Nurse and Council’s
family resource officer should make themselves available to the group to help sort out
any problems and to provide them with information and support.

2. Some of these families might have developed trust with one service provider only.
There is a need for the coordination of all of the services in this area to work in a more
integrated way so that they can refer families to other services as needed.

3. Sharing the preschool with the playgroup was, at times, problematic. It was useful for
the worker and preschool teacher to develop a checklist together for the playgroup
members to follow when they packed up and cleaned at the end of their session.

5.3.8 Other professionals’ views
Both the preschool teacher and MCH Nurse who had been involved in setting up the
playgroup were interviewed. They both felt that it was very important to support

playgroups. One expressed the view that playgroups were often the first social contact for
new parents or parents that were new to the area, and that playgroups were probably
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more important for parents than for their children. In addition, playgroup was seen as an
affordable option to three old kindergarten.

Both felt that this playgroup had reduced the barriers to accessing playgroups for some
families, as the cost of one dollar per session was very affordable. Parents were not
required to pay for a term at a time and this meant they could attend when they wished,
without feeling they needed to attend each week. This was particularly suitable for chaotic
families.

Concern about the ability of the playgroup to continue without adequate support was
expressed. It was felt that it was important for this playgroup to continue as it was co-
located with the kindergarten and the MCH Nurse and local primary school was nearby,
facilitating links with these services.

5.3.9 Learnings

1. MCH Nurses play an important role in identifying and encouraging isolated families to
join playgroups.

2. Schools can alert other service providers when they recognise that a proportion of their
prep year children have not attended any early childhood services. This can assist
Councils to identify gaps and pockets of need.

3. Itis advantageous for Maternal and Child Health Centres to share facilities with
playgroups. The co-location can facilitate nurse access to support the groups and
individuals within the group.

4. There can be some issues for preschools when they share their space with
playgroups, in particular the presence of materials and equipment that may not be
suitable for playgroup age children.

5. Many high need families can learn from playgroup about the importance of play and
some simple play ideas. They can also experience the benefit of parent-child
interaction through attending a playgroup and they can benefit from social support.

6. There is a need to provide ongoing support and resourcing for high need families
attending playgroups. It is not always possible to find parents with the confidence and
skills to take on a leadership role in these groups.
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6. ADDITIONAL REPORT PREPARED BY THE CITY OF CASEY
PLAYGROUP PROJECT WORKER

This section of the report was written by the City of Casey Playgroup Project Worker and
provides some additional information about the processes she undertook as part of the
project. It also includes the Project Worker’s suggested strategies for the City of Casey to
increase participation in quality playgroups.

6.1 Lack of municipal coordination as a barrier to playgroup
participation in Casey

A considerable part of the work of the project worker has been a coordinating role. The
project has clearly highlighted the link between coordination at the Municipal level and
playgroup participation. The following sections describe coordination tasks which
demonstrate this.

6.1.1 Compilation of an accurate and up-to-date database

A maijor obstacle to playgroup participation is a lack of up-to-date and accessible
information on what playgroups exist, where they meet, and who to contact. While
Playgrouping Victoria produce a directory, the delays in compiling and distributing this, and
its format, result in it not being an accurate and up-to-date tool for use in accessing a

playgroup.

Early in the project, the project worker contacted every known playgroup and compiled a
data base including contact people, venue, vacancies, session times, capacity, training
needs, and potential to start new groups. A list of “Playgroups by Suburb” was produced
and distributed through Maternal and Child Health Centres, through existing playgroups
and through Customer Services Officers at Council (who distributed in excess of 150 in 16
weeks).

The data base has been a useful tool in supplying residents with the information they need
to access a playgroup, and has also enabled the project worker to directly assist residents
who have had difficulty finding a playgroup with a vacancy that is appropriate to their
needs. It has also enabled Council for the first time to get some “picture “ of where gaps
in playgroup services exist, where training is needed, and where there is capacity for
expansion.

6.1.2 A contact person for residents and playgroups

The project worker has been a contact person for:

¢ residents who have had difficulty accessing playgroups

residents who wish to volunteer their skills to a playgroup

a group of new mothers wishing to start a playgroup

a playgroup who needed assistance in renegotiating rent to avoid closure
playgroups who have needed assistance in promoting their services.

6.1.3 A coordinated approach to training

In order for playgroups to continue from year to year, and for them to offer quality
programs that will meet the needs of parents/carers and their children, a planned and
organised approach to training is necessary. The playgroup project worker undertook a
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training survey and developed and implemented a playgroup-training package, using
resources developed by Anne Fortune from the City of Knox.

The provision of training to new playgroups, new leaders and existing playgroups that
have capacity for expansion is central to increasing participation.

6.1.4 Planning

In order to develop further strategies to increase participation rates in Casey, the following

needs to occur on an ongoing basis:

identifying areas where there are insufficient sessions

identifying where there is capacity for more sessions

identifying where venues are available for playgroup use

identifying areas where skills and/or resources to run playgroups are scarce

identifying appropriate auspices for new playgroups

identifying issues of inclusion for people from different cultural backgrounds or with

special needs

¢ Identifying local issues relevant to playgroup participation, and to assist playgroups to
respond accordingly. An example of this in Casey is the high number of mothers
working irregular part-time or casual hours who need a “drop-in” playgroup (as
opposed to having to make a regular commitment). Another example is the need to
have playgroups for parents with young babies who are new to an area and who have
left their new mothers groups and other social and family networks behind.

6.1.5 Promotion of playgroups

There is a need to promote the benefits of playgroups in both providing social support and
information to parents / carers, and in providing quality play opportunities for children that
will enhance their development in the important early years.

These benefits need to be promoted to potential users, and to individuals and
organisations working with families. Playgroups also need to be promoted as an integral
part of the early childhood services system.

There is also considerable work to be done in promoting playgroups as an important
community development tool in building communities, particularly in geographically
isolated areas and in areas of rapid housing and population growth.

6.1.6 A link between playgroups and council

There are a large number of decisions, made by Council, across a range of issues that
impact on playgroups. There is also a need for playgroups to better understand the
workings of Local Government and how some of the programs can be of benefit to

playgroups.

There is a need for playgroups to have a voice within the Family & Children’s Services
Department in Casey, particularly given the increasing evidence on the importance of
supporting children in their early years. There remains a lack of recognition that
playgroups are early childhood services, and that for them to be of high quality, and
sufficient in number, resources are needed.

The important role playgroups can play in community strengthening is also relevant to the
work done within the Youth & Community Development Department on building
community networks in new estates.

40



There are also clear issues for those Council Departments building/ renovating/modifying
community facilities. There is an urgent need to allocate space and storage areas for

playgroups.

There is also a need to advocate for playgroup space in new estates and specifically, to
encourage developers to provide such space, whether in portable buildings, or in sales
offices that will ultimately be used as housing.

As well as providing a “playgroup voice” to Council, there is a role in assisting playgroups
to understand the workings of Local Government, and in taking advantage of some of its
programs. Playgroups have responded positively to “mail-outs” which have included
information on available Committee of Management Training and Council Funding
Programs.

6.2 Playgroup development as a community development tool in
Casey

The role playgroups play in providing social supports and strengthening the social
networks of families is well documented. Apart from new mothers’ groups established by
Maternal and Child Health Centres, there are few other structured opportunities for parents
of young children to meet other new parents and make meaningful social contact.

In Casey, social isolation of parents with young babies is exacerbated by new housing and
population growth, often meaning dislocation from family and existing community
networks. Itis also common in Casey that women leave a new mothers’ group behind
when they move into Casey.

Within new growth areas, playgroups need to be seen as useful tools in creating
opportunities for people to form friendships, and in creating potentially longstanding social
support systems and networks. They can also provide opportunities for participants to
acquire skills in community participation, which can be used across a range of areas in
community life.

6.3 Playgroups, play, and parent education

The importance of providing quality play opportunities for young children and the impact of
this on early childhood development is increasingly promoted within the early childhood
field. With increasing focus on the early years (birth-3years), playgroups have enormous
potential to provide quality play opportunities at a critical time in a child’s development.

Play helps children learn about the world around them, fosters language development,
enables them to develop fine and gross motor skills, and exposes them to a range of
sensory experiences. Playgroups not only provide these opportunities, but also expose
parents/ carers to play ideas, and increase their understanding of the importance of play.

The City of Knox, through the Playgroup Field Officer and a focus on playgroups, has
demonstrated the link between playgroups and parent education. The successful
development of a playgroup program over a decade has resulted in networks through
which parent education occurs. This has been a natural progression and is a model that
would be appropriate for Casey.
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7. KEY FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

7.1 Barriers to establishing playgroups

A number of barriers to establishing playgroups have been identified during this project,
including lack of infrastructure within communities and the high cost of some playgroups.

7.1.1 Venues

The establishment of new playgroups was limited by the number of suitable venues in
several areas. The playgroup workers were resourceful and found alternative venues,
such as vacant primary school rooms or shared preschool space. Some community
centres had limited space to accommodate playgroups. Local government planners
should be able to project the numbers of families likely to be living in the municipality in the
future and ensure that adequate venues for playgroups are available. In areas of rapid
growth, local government planners should work together with community services staff and
property developers regarding the use of site offices as playgroup venues, including the
requirements for adequate storage and play space areas.

Recommendation 1
When buildings housing community services are constructed or renovated, consideration
should be given to providing space for playgroups to operate.

Recommendation 2
In new housing estates, site offices or similar buildings could be modified for use as
community centres and used to accommodate playgroups.

7.1.2 Transport

Some municipalities do not have good public transport networks and do not offer low cost
community transport. One of the main issues for parents wanting to attend the Filipino
playgroup in the City of Casey was being able to access low cost transport.

Recommendation 3

Playgroups should be located in venues which have good public transport access, such as
shopping or other community centres. If this is not possible, low cost community transport
should be made available to playgroup participants if required.

7.1.3 Cost

Cost was a barrier to joining playgroups for some parents. Many playgroups require
parents to pay a term fee of approximately $20-30 prior to commencement. Some groups
pay Playgrouping Victoria a term fee to cover insurance. Parents on low incomes, shift
workers, those who work irregular hours or have chaotic lifestyles may consider up front
payment of fees a barrier to participation in playgroups.

Recommendation 4a)
Councils, and other organisations running playgroups, should be aware that cost is a
barrier for some families and should work towards reducing fees.
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Recommendation 4b)

Councils, and other organisations running playgroups, should consider offering some
groups as “drop in” playgroups, where participants pay a small fee for each session they
attend, rather than term fees.

7.1.4 Cultural issues

The literature reports low attendance at playgroups by those from CALD backgrounds.
Some of the professionals involved in this project have expressed the view that some
CALD women may already have networks with other mothers from the same cultural
backgrounds and may not need to join a playgroup. The Somali women in this study
appeared to well networked with other mothers in their community, so may not have
needed to meet formally in a playgroup. However these women reported that they
enjoyed the talks from guest speakers who attended the group.

Recommendation 5

Further work needs to be done to determine whether the Australian model of playgroup is
suitable for parents from other cultures. An alternative may be to offer parent education to
existing cultural groups within communities.

7.2 Promotion

The word “playgroup” does not seem to have a positive image. Further work needs to be
undertaken to promote the benefits of playgroups to both parents and professionals. In
particular, there needs to be increased awareness of the benefits of playgroup for children
in terms of learning through play and social opportunities. There also needs to be
recognition that playgroups provide social support to parents which may reduce
depression, and this in turn, may have an impact on the quality of child rearing and child
abuse and neglect. In addition, playgroups give parents an opportunity to interact with
their children in new ways, and learn more about parenting from other parents or through
more formal parenting education programs. Playgroups should also be seen as an
important community development tool. Establishment of the Point Cook playgroup was a
relatively simple and low cost process which resulted in bringing disconnected parents
together to form committees, apply for local grants, fund raise, produce newsletters, link
with existing services and provide friendship and support to each other. All of this took
place in just a few weeks.

In the municipalities studied in this project some service providers, such as community
centre coordinators, did not promote playgroups to families because they did not seem to
be fully aware of the benefits to children and parents. Some MCH Nurses only promoted
playgroups to parents of children aged over 18 months. This meant that families could
have over a year when they were not linked into any services and could miss out on
needed social support.

The MCH Service (MCH Nurses and Enhanced Home Visiting Service staff) play an
important role in promoting playgroups and should be encouraged to ask parents about
the services they are using. It is recognised that playgroups may not suit the needs of all
parents, for example, those working full-time with their children in child care. However all
service providers should support parents to be connected with some early childhood
service and, for many families, this service could be playgroup. Engagement of children in
services, whether it is playgroup, child care or preschool, provides opportunities for
communication between parents and professionals and opportunities for early intervention.
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Other services and practitioners that could promote playgroups include Community Health
Centres, maternity hospitals, General Practitioners and family support workers. In
addition, preschools could promote playgroups to families of two year olds who are
enrolling in preschool for the following year.

Parents should be encouraged to move straight from a first time parents’ group into a
playgroup. This may be problematic for parents with young children moving to new areas,
leaving their first time parents group and other supports behind. Playgroups are an ideal
forum to connect families to their local community. MCH Nurses should therefore identify
families who are new to the area and link them to playgroups.

Recommendation 6

A statewide, or possibly national, campaign promoting the benefits of playgroups and the
"continuum of service participation" from first time parent groups to playgroups to
preschool to school is required. This campaign needs to reach both service providers and
parents.

Recommendation 7

Local promotion of playgroups is also required through:

e Service providers recommending playgroups to parents

e Provision of information about playgroups to parents by Council Community Services
Officers

e Local advertising, for example, in the local paper and on community notice boards.

7.3 Quality of playgroups
7.3.1 Parent education

An important role for playgroups is provision of parent education. One aspect of this is
improving parents’ understanding of the importance of play in children’s development. In
this project, the playgroup workers educated parents about quality interactions through
play by role modelling or provision of simple play ideas and activities which could be
undertaken at playgroup and at home. Playgrouping Victoria field workers visited some
of the groups to show parents how to make low cost and simple toys. The

Wyndham playgroup worker showed parents how to make play dough, and for some
parents, this was a new experience. The playgroup workers believed that in particular,
parents required more information about the importance of sensory play.

Recommendation 8

One of the possible roles of a playgroup coordinator could be to educate parents about the
importance of play, how they can interact with their children through play and to suggest
playgroup activities.

Playgroup also provides opportunities for more formal education through delivery of
positive parenting courses, as occurs in Knox, and by the organisation of talks by guest
speakers.

Recommendation 9

One of the possible roles of a playgroup coordinator could be to deliver or facilitate formal
parenting education and coordinate guest speakers, as requested by the playgroup
members.
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7.3.2 Groups needing additional support

More disadvantaged families, such as those in the Heathdale group, may lack the
confidence and skills to keep playgroups operating without considerable support from
professionals. This support includes regular attendance of workers to role model play,
provide ideas for activities, assist with inclusiveness, support the leaders and introduce
new families. This need for supported playgroups has been found with playgroups
operating with other high need families, for example young mothers or those living in
disadvantaged areas such as West Heidelberg.

Recommendation 10

All playgroups need on-going support in parent education and leadership training.
Playgroups with high need families may need more intensive support, such as attendance
at weekly sessions.

7.3.3 Local coordination

In both the Cities of Casey and Wyndham the workers brought people together to establish
playgroups. Prior to the implementation of this project, no one had taken responsibility for
this task. Existing service providers were often keen to support playgroups but had limited
resources and could not take complete responsibility for playgroup coordination and
support. Therefore a dedicated local coordinator is needed. In populous metropolitan
areas one playgroup coordinator should be employed in each local government area. In
rural areas a coordinator working part-time and across several local government areas
may be adequate.

Local government appears to be the most appropriate place to locate playgroup

coordinators for a number of reasons, including the facilitation of:

¢ Networking with the Maternal and Child Health Service and other early childhood
services

e Inputinto community planning and the design of buildings suitable for playgroup use

¢ Links with community development and social planning staff

o Referral of families attending playgroups to other services through access to
community services directories

e Monitoring of the need for playgroups through review of data on the number of
incoming residents.

If local playgroup coordinators could not be located in local government, other auspice
agencies, such as community health centres, could be considered.

The local playgroup coordinator’s role should include the following tasks, as occurs in the
City of Knox:

o Visiting playgroup sessions

Providing written information to parents about playgroups

Discussing problems and issues where necessary

Maintaining a database of playgroups

Providing a central contact point for playgroups

Matching parents to suitable groups

Presenting playgroup leadership courses

Providing support to playgroup leaders

Delivering or facilitating the delivery of Presenting Positive Parenting workshops
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Presenting workshops on playgroup practice

Distributing handouts on playgroup practice and parenting

Ongoing review of the need for playgroups in the municipality

Involvement in planning of new community centres and infrastructure to ensure they
can accommodate playgroups

e Linking with other services

e Promoting playgroups to service providers

e Supporting playgroup committees.

In addition to resourcing playgroups, the City of Knox Playgroup Field Officer provides
education to first time parents’ groups and Family Day Carers. The playgroup coordinator
could take on a broader role of resourcing other children’s services. The title of "parent or
family resource worker" may then be more appropriate. A background in early childhood
education, as well as experience in community development would be required for this
role.

Local level matching of families with particular interests or needs is important. This
currently takes place in Knox. Families may be matched on the basis of age or cultural
background. For example, the Berwick Neighbourhood House has formed a grandparents
playgroup. The Knox Playgroup Field Officer sometimes matches high need families to
groups that she knows are very welcoming. This type of matching is best done at the local
level.

Recommendation 11

A local playgroup coordinator should be employed in each metropolitan local government.
In rural areas local coordinators could be employed over several local government areas.
The main role of the local coordinator would be to maintain a database of playgroups,
match families to playgroups, examine local need, provide support and education to
playgroup members, and liaise between Playgrouping Victoria and local playgroups.

It is recognised that funding may not be available to employ a local playgroup coordinator
in some local government areas. If this is the case, staff already employed at the local
government level should take on the responsibility of coordinating playgroups. The
statewide playgroup working party (see Recommendation 17) should guide the
implementation of this coordinating role.

7.3.4 Role of Playgrouping Victoria

Playgrouping Victoria is a very useful resource for playgroups. It produces an informative
manual on how to run playgroups, has a web-site, conducts leadership training, maintains
a database of Victorian playgroups and attends individual playgroups on request. The
population of Victoria is so large that maintaining an accurate database of playgroups
across the state is extremely difficult. Likewise, visiting individual playgroups throughout
the state is an enormous task. Playgrouping Victoria is currently reviewing its role.

Playgrouping Victoria is best placed to train locally based playgroup coordinators, support
them through the production of quality, evidence-based educational materials for
playgroups and communicate relevant information from government agencies to those
coordinators.

Specifically the role of Playgrouping Victoria should be to:
e Train local playgroup coordinators
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e Promote playgroups to professionals and the general community

¢ Produce resources, such as their current manual, on running playgroups

e Produce education modules for playgroups, based on the best available evidence.
These modules may need modification by local playgroup coordinators to suit local
need. The topics of the models should be based on need. Topics could be as diverse
as “Dealing with food allergies” to “Talking to your children about terrorism”

o Liaise with state and federal government agencies and other relevant bodies to collect
and document up-to-date information relevant to playgroups

¢ Disseminate information from the above sources to local playgroup coordinators

o Make available a wide range of speakers who can be called upon by local playgroup
leaders

o Offer leadership training (this could also be offered locally to parents who were unable
to travel)

e Offer insurance to playgroups.

Recommendation 12

The main role of Playgrouping Victoria should be to train and support local playgroup
coordinators, and disseminate up-to-date information and educational materials to those
coordinators.

7.4 Sustainability

Almost all of the parents who were interviewed reported that they intended to attend
playgroup after funding for the playgroup worker ceased. Despite this, a number of
service providers, including the playgroup workers, were concerned about the
sustainability of the playgroups established during this project. The key factors in
sustaining playgroups is enabling leadership within the group, and on-going support which
may be enhanced by establishing links with other community service providers.

All playgroups need on-going support to assist with activities and parent education, and
some may require assistance in dealing with problems if they arise. As mentioned earlier,
groups of high need families are likely to require higher levels of on-going support
compared to other groups. Sustaining groups of high needs families is particularly
important because it provides an inexpensive and enjoyable means of keeping families
within the service system, thus providing opportunities for professionals to observe families
and offer assistance if required. For some families, playgroup may be the only service
attended on a regular basis.

7.4.1 Leadership

Parents who are interested in becoming playgroup leaders should be offered leadership
training and ongoing support in their leadership role. Currently Playgrouping Victoria
offers leadership courses. Some of the parents participating in playgroups in this project
were unable to attend leadership training due to lack of transport. When parents are
unable to attend Playgrouping Victoria leadership courses, training should be offered
locally by the local coordinator, using Playgroup Victoria guidelines.

In the City of Knox, a representative from each playgroup session (usually the leader)

participates on a playgroup committee of management. This means that each playgroup
committee can oversee up to 15 playgroup sessions. This structure is efficient as it
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enables information from the local playgroup coordinator to be disseminated through the
committees to individual playgroup sessions.

An important, and often unrecognised, benefit of playgroup participation is that it can build
community capacity building through leadership training and community involvement.

Recommendation 13

Parents who are interested in becoming playgroup leaders should be offered leadership
training, either through Playgrouping Victoria, or locally if they have difficulty accessing
these courses.

Recommendation 14
One of the roles of the playgroup coordinator is to provide ongoing support to playgroup
leaders, to ensure that playgroups offer a quality service to families.

7.4.2 Links with other services

Playgroup coordinators need to establish links and gain support for playgroups from other
service providers in the community. In this project, links were formed with a variety of
services including: the MCH Service, community centres, preschools, schools, VICSEG
and migrant resource centres. These services promoted playgroups to their clients and
often assisted in finding playgroup venues.

The role of the MCH Service is particularly important. Nurses and Enhanced Home
Visiting staff should promote playgroups as a natural progression from first time parents’
groups, either by supporting parents to maintain their first time parents' group, or if this is
not possible, suggesting other suitable playgroups that parents could attend. MCH staff
can also play an important role in ensuring that parents who are new to the area are
informed about local playgroups. Where possible, MCH staff should occasionally attend
playgroups. This could either be as guest speaker, facilitator, observer or to introduce a
new member to the group. MCH staff could use this opportunity to promote their service to
parents, particularly to parents of toddlers who may have stopped using the service. MCH
staff could also work with playgroup coordinators to influence the parenting education
delivered through playgroups, for example, through suggesting guest speakers.

Recommendation 15
Local playgroup coordinators should establish and maintain links with service providers in
the community.

Recommendation 16

The MCH Service should promote playgroups to their clients. This should include staff
asking all parents if they currently participate in a first time parents’ group or playgroup. If
parents are not linked to a group and would like to participate, the MCH Service should
ensure they are directed to a suitable group.

7.5 Establishment of a playgroup working party

This project has demonstrated that support and coordination of playgroups can increase
the number of operating playgroups, and hence increase access to playgroups for families.
In order to ensure that the recommendations made in this report are taken further, a
working group comprising key stakeholders should be established.
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Recommendation 17

The Commonwealth Department of Family and Children’s Services should take
responsibility to establish and resource a statewide working group to further the
recommendations made in this report.
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