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Executive Summary

Introduction

The Intensive Support Playgroup (ISP) is one of four playgroup models responding to different family
needs funded by the Australian Government’s Department of Families, Housing, Community Services
and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA). Initiated and facilitated by skilled family support and early
childhood workers, the ISP delivers mobile playgroup services for families whose circumstances are
impacting adversely on their capacity to parent effectively. Playgroup Victoria (PV) and the City of
Greater Dandenong (CGD) were funded by FaHCSIA to deliver Intensive Support Playgroups in the
City of Greater Dandenong between June 2006 and June 2009.

Evaluation Aims
In July 2009 the Centre for Community Child Health (CCCH) was engaged by PV to evaluate the
PlaySpot sessions of the ISP strategy and to explore successes and challenges of the management
of the strategy. The specific aims of the evaluation were:

e To analyse and document the successes, challenges, barriers and facilitating factors of the

strategy;
e To compare findings to the current evidence base;
e To report on progress towards expected outcomes;

e To provide recommendations for the future of the ISP strategy.

Evaluation Methodology

The evaluation was informed by the provision of background documents and through regular
discussions with PV staff. An Outcomes Evaluation Framework to assist in measuring expected
service delivery outcomes was jointly developed by PV and the CCCH at the commencement of the
evaluation. Data relating to service delivery outcomes was collected through a focus group and
interviews with a range of ISP service providers. Direct feedback from parent participants in ISPs has

not been collected to date, and therefore is not included as part of the evaluation.

Findings
Successes
e There are clear indications that a significant number of families, who would not have
otherwise attended a playgroup, were provided access to Intensive Support Playgroups.
e There was also evidence to suggest several parents were referred on to other services in
response to their identified needs and that these referrals were taken up by some parents.
e Links to assist families to become active and connected to their local community were also
reported through anecdotal evidence.
e The success of the ISP strategy in providing access for a significant number of families to
playgroups was directly related to the strategy’s ability to remove structural barriers to access;
engage with disadvantaged groups by providing welcoming environments; and to develop

links with other local services that would facilitate opportunities for families to connect with



their community and access further supports.

The strength of service collaborations with external organisations was reported by staff to
have provided better access to a range of services for families and better information
provision between services on behalf of families

In general, the operation of the ISP strategy in the CGD reflected innovation and flexibility in
creatively adapting to shifts in circumstances, and the changing needs of the population it
sought to resource.

ISP staff interviewed, as part of the evaluation, voiced satisfaction related to stories of
successful engagement with some families, and demonstrated, generally, a strong sense of
commitment to the ISP strategy.

Both PV and CGD indicated general satisfaction with the partnership and a commitment to
continue to collaborate in the provision of the ISP in the future. Resources were generally
managed well and resources available to the ISP strategy were utilised in ways to ensured

that PlaySpot sessions consistently took place.

Challenges and Learnings

The ISP strategy was found to take time to develop and it was evident that the introduction of
a stronger leadership base in its third year was significant in consolidating the strategy’s
progress and in moving it forward.

The role of the Steering Committee in providing external advice to the ISP strategy in its
planning, implementation and evaluation was found to be unclear by this evaluation.
Challenges to staffing were identified relating to staff recruitment and retention; role definition
in practice; and staff support and supervision.

Limitations

Limitations were identified with regard to the evaluation data collected.

It was noted, for example, that there have been no consultation of families to elicit their views
on how the ISP program has impacted on them and their children.

It was also noted that where data has been gathered from the beginning of the initiative, it
covered only finite reporting periods rather than the entire three years of the strategy.

Finally, additional value may be added by tracking specific families over time to monitor their
progress during and after they leave ISP sessions.

Recommendations

The following recommendations have been identified by this evaluation based on a review of all

available evaluation data including interviews with PV and CGD staff. The recommendations are

presented from the findings detailed throughout this report including its summary and discussion.

1.

That the Intensive Support Playgroup strategy continues to be informed by the best
available evidence, including research evidence, professional practice wisdom and

family values, as part of its further development.



That the commitment demonstrated by Playgroup Victoria and the City of Greater
Dandenong to date, in the establishment and implementation of the Intensive Support
Playgroup strategy be maintained, and that partnership arrangements be reviewed and

the current Memorandum of Understanding updated.

That the opportunity provided by the creation of a City of Greater Dandenong
Playgroup Strategic Plan be explored in relation to the possible re-alignment of the
Intensive Support Playgroup with other City of Greater Dandenong playgroup
initiatives, as a means to consolidate achievement to date, and to strengthen strategic

partnerships.

That the purpose and function of the Intensive Support Playgroup Steering Committee
be reviewed and that the role of external agencies in providing advice to the strategy
be further evaluated within a full analysis of collaborative partnerships existing within

the ISP strategy.

That the successes of the current operational structures, particularly those which
resulted from a re-structuring of staff and services in 2008, be continued to maintain
quality practices and to promote the sustainability of Intensive Support Playgroup in

the City of Greater Dandenong.

That staff recruitment and retention difficulties for the Intensive Support Playgroup
continue to be addressed through the present staff structure, which has acknowledged

the importance of staff supports and supervision.

That team cohesion be given priority and that within these processes, staff roles be
reviewed and the possibility of co-location of the Intensive Support Playgroup strategy

staff with the City of Greater Dandenong Playgroup staff be explored.

That a comprehensive methodology based on an outcomes/program logic approach be
developed to provide a future framework for evaluation, that will measure progress
towards expected outcomes and be reflective of processes, so as to inform the further

development of the Intensive Support Playgroup strategy.

That within the development of a comprehensive evaluation methodology, the
expected outcomes of the Intensive Support Playgroup strategy be reviewed and that
measures for reporting to these outcomes be identified with realistic tools to capture

accurate and relevant data, particularly direct feedback from parents.



1. Introduction

1.1. Background

Playgroup Victoria (PV) is a long standing not-for-profit organisation supporting playgroups in Victoria.
PV has been helping families join, start and run playgroups in Victoria since 1974 via telephone,
publications, DVDs, its website, and training offered throughout Victoria and by correspondence. PV
is affiliated with Playgroup Australia which represents more than 105,000 families and 145,000
children at 8,000 playgroup sessions every week (FaHCSIA, 2009a).

There are a range of different playgroups now funded through both the Victorian and Australian
Governments. The Victorian Government’s Department of Education and Early Childhood
Development (DEECD) funds the Supported Playgroup and Parent Group Initiative that targets
disadvantaged families in 29 Victorian municipalities. These supported playgroups are not a
transitional model, as they allow families to remain at the playgroup according to their needs.
PlayConnect Playgroups, funded under the Australian Government's Department of Families,
Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA), 'Helping Children with Autism'
package, offer play activities suited to the needs of children aged 0-6 years with Autism Spectrum
Disorder or like symptoms. Siblings and other family members are welcome to attend and families

have the opportunity to learn more about the early intervention services.

MyTime is another Australian Government national initiative, coordinated by the Parenting Research
Centre, to support parents and caregivers of pre-school children with a disability or chronic medical
condition. These groups allow parents and caregivers to come together to socialise and find out
about local community support and research based parenting information, while their children are
being supervised by play helpers. There are 64 MyTime groups in metropolitan and regional Victoria,

31 of which were established by Playgroup Victoria.

The Intensive Support Playgroup is one of four playgroup models responding to different family needs
funded by FaHCSIA. Community Playgroups provide broad universal support services that are self
managed and are regular, informal gatherings of parents and caregivers, with their children who are
under school age. Supported Playgroups are transitional playgroups initiated and facilitated by paid
co-ordinators for up to twelve months, whilst assisting parents to transition to a Community Playgroup
or other form of community participation. They assist parents who experience barriers to accessing
Community Playgroups. Locational Supported Playgroups are initiated and facilitated by paid co-
ordinators and located in places which encourage integration with other community services. They
recognise the need to provide vulnerable families, particularly Indigenous families living in remote

areas, with additional support from skilled early childhood workers. (FaHCSIA, 2009b)

Intensive Support Playgroups (ISP) are initiated and facilitated by skilled family support and early

childhood workers delivering mobile playgroup services across a number of sites in locations where



living arrangements of families or other circumstances are impacting adversely on the capacity of
parents and caregivers to parent effectively. ISP workers provide referrals for parents and caregivers,
and if required, support them in their dealings with services and with issues such as family violence,
health, finances and substance abuse. FaHCSIA currently funds 17 ISPs across Australia.
(FaHCSIA, 2009b)

Playgroup Victoria (PV) was funded by FaHCSIA to deliver Intensive Support Playgroups in the City
of Greater Dandenong between June 2006 and June 2009. PV established a partnership with the City
of Greater Dandenong (CGD) to implement this strategy. The local government area (LGA) of Greater
Dandenong has a large number of newly arrived families including both migrant and refugee families.
Residents of the area come from 151 different countries and 13% have limited English fluency (which
is the highest proportion of any LGA in Victoria). In Victoria in 2006, the playgroup participation rate of
children aged 0-4 per municipality ranged from the lowest, 9.8% in CGD to 36.03% in the City of
Knox. In 2008, the playgroup participation rate in CGD had risen to 14.68% and to the 14" lowest in
the state. (ABS, 2006)

ARTD Consultants conducted an evaluation of FaHCSIA’a National Playgroup Program in June 2007
for FaCHSIA. As part of the evaluation a discussion group with parents/caregivers who attend the
African PlaySpot session was held at the Springvale Community Centre. The discussion covered
such areas as: why parents attended the playgroup; how often parents attended the playgroup; and
what they saw as the main benefits for themselves and their child/ren. This research report is

available on the Playgroup Victoria website at www.playgroup.org.au

The Centre for Community Child Health (CCCH) was contracted by PV to evaluate the ISP strategy
that operated in multiple locations across the CGD, in June 2009. The evaluation was conducted at
the end of the initial three-year funding period and prior to the commencement of a second two-year

funding period for this strategy.

1.2. Strategy Model
The purpose of the ISP form of playgroup provision is to contribute to increased child safety and
wellbeing for particularly disadvantaged families by assisting them to stabilise their circumstances by
building links to a wide range of community services. (FaHCSIA, 2009b) For the PV-CGD ISP, this
means engagement with disadvantaged families with complex needs in order to decrease social
isolation, while offering a service that is educational for children and families. The specific families
targeted include the following:

e Newly arrived refugee families;

e Vulnerable and isolated families;

e Families experiencing financial disadvantage;

e CALD and Indigenous families;

e Families who are homeless or in transient housing;
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e Families experiencing chronic child protection issues; disability and/or mental health issues.
(Plowman, 2008)

The PV-CGD ISP used a van specifically designed to store play materials for use across a variety of
locations across The CGD. The van itself and the overall ISP program are referred to as ‘PlaySpot’.
The ISP strategy is supported by a PV Early Intervention Program Manager, a Playgroup Co-
ordinator, a Playgroup Worker, Peer Support Workers and a Family Support Worker.

The ISP strategy in the CGD between 2007 and June 2009 has included six PlaySpots. Over the
course of this funding period, there were another three PlaySpot services which were transitioned to
Supported Playgroups and became the responsibility of the CGD Playgroup Development Officer. It
is also worth noting that in the development of the ISP initiative some additional PlaySpots were
trailed, but discontinued due to problems with venues. Further details about PlaySpot groups and

sessions are included in Section 7 of this report.

1.3. Evaluation Aims

The current evaluation aims to analyse and document the successes, challenges, barriers and
facilitating factors of the ISP strategy in the CGD. It also aims to compare findings to the current
evidence base, report on progress towards expected outcomes, and provide recommendations for the
future of the ISP strategy.

1.4. Evaluation Methodology Figure 17 Program Logic Model
An Outcomes Evaluation Framework to assist in measuring ISP Strategy

expected service delivery outcomes was jointly developed by PV
) ) Expected local outcomes
and the CCCH at the commencement of the evaluation. It is What will be the end result?

presented in the report in Appendix A and discussed in Section 7.

) ) ) Objectives
The Outcomes Evaluation Framework is based on a program logic What do you want to achieve?

model as detailed in Figure 1.
Activities

The operational parts of the strategy

This evaluation has been informed by the provision of background

. . . Indicators
documents and through regular discussions with PV staff. Data Broad changes in behaviour,
relating to service delivery outcomes has been collected through attitude, condition or status indicating
progress towards outcomes and
one focus group and interviews with a range of ISP service objectives
providers. Direct feedback from parent participants in ISPs has not Tools
been collected to date, and therefore is not included as part of this Data collection techniques and

methods used to capture data about

evaluation. progress towards project objectives




2. The Evidence Base

Previous reports have documented many characteristics of successful playgroups. Primarily, this work
has considered what factors increase the likelihood of parents attending playgroup; what strategies
enable access to the specific families for which the Playgroups are designed; and what works in terms
of planning for and implementing a Playgroup strategy. With regard to the direct impact of playgroups,
of any kind, on children and families, there is limited research evidence available. Anecdotally, it is
reported that playgroups increase children’s confidence and development, increase parents
confidence and their connection to the community. The research evidence that might quantify these
gains is yet to be established. Outlined below are details of reports that have influenced the

development of the ISP strategy in the CGD.

The National Caravan Parks Pilot Project was an initiative commissioned by FaHCSIA from 2001 to
2003. The key objectives of this pilot project were to establish effective ways to engage with transient
families and to explore ways to raise awareness of, and improve access to, local community services.
This pilot project offered weekly playgroup sessions to families, ensured that these operated close to
where families lived, were non-threatening and had a focus specifically on the child. The findings to
have emerged from the National Caravan Park Pilot Project included the following:

e increasing parental awareness of child development through modelling had a positive effect
on the child/ parent relationship;

e links for parents were successfully established to local services, such as Centrelink offices;

e staff increased their awareness of the needs of vulnerable families and enhanced the
participation of families by offering outreach strategies;

e considerable time was required to develop and maintain service networks and encourage
services to provide outreach activities to reduce the isolation of families.

e the addition of a family support worker role to a playgroup was beneficial. It allowed for
individual work that helped to address the needs of families in crisis situations, to support the
development of prevention strategies and to facilitate further use of other services in the
community.

(FaCs, 2003)

The barriers and facilitating factors related to engaging vulnerable groups in playgroups or other
universal services have been documented at length in other reports. (Centre for Community Child
Health (CCCH), 2003; Brotherhood of St Laurence (BSL), 2004, 2007; and FaHCSIA Occasional
Paper 26, 2009c.) The Breaking Cycles, Building Futures report by the Brotherhood of St Laurence

(2004) highlighted the following facilitating factors as important to the process of engagement:
e Overcoming structural and practical barriers

Inaccessible locations and lack of public transport to venues was identified as a major issue

for reaching vulnerable and disadvantaged families. For example, participants consulted in
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one study said they would only be able to attend a playgroup if it was close to home or
accessible via public transport. The cost of attending groups was another important barrier
identified by families. Even where costs are low, having to pay at all can be a major deterrent
for families experiencing financial hardship. Other structural barriers that were identified by
this report included lack of information about services, limited availability and limited hours of

operation.

Building positive relationships

Service providers interviewed as part of developing this report identified that many playgroup
participants view inclusion as being strongly dependent on the personal qualities of the
worker. This report highlighted that the worker’s ability to establish a positive, non-
judgemental relationship with all children and parents; and the ability to proactively engage
and sensitively follow up vulnerable children and parents who are at risk of ‘dropping out’
were critical factors in making services more inclusive. This was emphasised as being
especially important because disadvantaged parents can have low levels of self confidence
and/or a distrust of formal services. To achieve this, it was noted that workers need to be

sincere, accepting and respectful.

Ensuring cultural sensitivity

With Australia now hosting many migrant and refugee families, finding effective ways to work
within a culture of diverse backgrounds, ethnicities and languages has become increasingly
important. Newly arrived families have been identified as being isolated and in need of a
range of both universal and targeted services that they may not be aware even exist. This
report identified that effective work with CALD families required: an appreciation of a
family/child’s first language; a commitment to educate parents as to the purpose and value of
the service being offered; and an approach that is not dismissive of alternative approaches
and alternative cultures in parenting. The report also identified a number of strategies to
promote cultural sensitivity. These included providing access to appropriate interpreters and
translation services and employing bicultural and bilingual workers. It also highlighted that
regular training, consultation support and supervision for workers in culturally sensitive and

inclusive practice was essential.

Developing Links

The value in establishing reciprocal links with other services, particularly those targeted to
vulnerable families was also identified by this report. Networking and partnering with services
that regularly come into contact with vulnerable or disadvantaged families can mean swift
referrals of target families to relevant programs and that a more co-ordinated approach to
meeting needs of families is implemented. The report also noted that by services coming
together, their expertise is shared and a greater understanding of the needs of vulnerable

families is established.
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In addition, in a report based on the Early Intervention Parenting Project, seven playgroups were
reviewed for their successes, barriers and learnings (CCCH, 2003). A key recommendation of this

report was related to the need for adequate leadership to sustain playgroups.

The ISP strategy was initially intended to be modelled on the National Caravan Parks Pilot Project
with frequent use of parks and caravan parks. In addition, to inform the development of the most
appropriate service model for the ISP strategy, PV commissioned the Brotherhood of St Laurence to
investigate the potential barriers and facilitating factors for playgroup attendance in the CGD in 2006
(BSL, 2007). Parents and caregivers reported that existing playgroups helped them meet other
parents, learn new skills and improve interactions with their child. Staff at these playgroups identified
the value of a paid leader to facilitate the groups to ensure that they continued. Barriers to attending,
however, were numerous and varied. Participants found having a facilitator only speak English was a
problem, as was a lack of transport to playgroups, a lack of understanding of the purpose of a
playgroup, the cost of attending, and a lack of awareness of when and where playgroups would take

place.
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3. The establishment and development of the ISP Strategy in the City of Greater

Dandenong

The ISP strategy in the CGD responded to the evidence, identified above, in both its establishment
and development. This evaluation identified the following findings:

Structural and practical barriers were carefully considered by PV in planning for the provision of a
mobile ISP strategy. The commissioning of a specific study to examine these barriers is, in itself,
evidence of this. The ISP strategy also worked with services in the CGD to target locations close to
where families were experiencing a high level of disadvantage and there was no cost attached to ISP
services. Attempts were made to disseminate information about the ISP strategy through service
networks and local communities.

Building positive relationships between ISP staff and parents and children also received a
prominent focus in the ISP strategy planning. It was evident that PV has brought learnings from its
rich experience in co-ordinating and operating playgroups through Victoria to the ISP strategy. Best
practice principles in the provision of playgroups, as documented by PV, included a child centred,
family-friendly approach (Plowman, 2008). In conversation with PV management staff, this approach
was stated as:
e providing flexible, welcoming and inclusive environments for families
e having a belief that affirms that parents want the best outcomes for their child and
acknowledges their role as the first and most influential educators of their children in
achieving these outcomes.
e incorporating a strength based approach to families
e incorporating a play based approach to a child’s learning and development

e having a commitment to the facilitation of connections for families to local services

In interviews with both the PV/CGD managers and staff, it appeared that these principles were
embedded in the delivery of the ISP strategy. Engaging parents and families, offering support to
parents and facilitating parent involvement in their children’s learning were clear priorities articulated
by all staff.

With regard to the inclusion of a culturally inclusive approach to the ISP strategy, PV is reported to
have encouraged its staff to participate in training that extended their knowledge and skills in this
area. The impact of this training on ISP staff practice has not been evaluated to date. In addition, it is
unclear whether support and supervision for workers in culturally sensitive and inclusive practice,
viewed as essential by the Breaking Cycles, Building Futures report, was provided. Over time, PV
employed staff who were able to bring a language other than English to the playgroup sessions. This
could be regarded as a practice that evolved, rather than having been specifically planned from the

inception of the strategy. Although information about PlaySpot sessions was translated into different
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languages, mention was made of the prohibitive cost of providing interpreting services and translation

on every occasion.

Finally, the development of links with other services within the CGD was an area where much
energy was expended by PV, as the lead agency of the ISP strategy. These links were evident at
many levels, starting with the initial establishment of the partnership with the CGD council. Integral to
the implementation and progress of the ISP strategy was its collaboration and cooperation with the
Communities for Children Enhanced playgroup project. The strong and effective integration of these
two programs included shared staff hours for one worker, co-location, shared equipment, shared
supervision by the team manager, joint events and training. Other ways that links were established

across the ISP strategy are reported in further sections of this report.

In line with the Early Intervention Parenting Project report (CCCH, 2003) finding of the importance of
leadership in sustaining playgroups, careful consideration of the leadership within the context of
the ISP strategy occurred. This influenced changes to the ISP staffing structure over time which, as
identified in more detail later in this report, had a significant and positive impact on the ISP strategy’s
consolidation and further development. In addition, leadership has demonstrated a willingness to
adapt the ISP over time. In response to the National Caravan Parks Pilot Project, parks and caravan
parks were considered as possible locations for PlaySpot sessions in the early stages of the ISP
strategy. It was held that such locations would help to overcome practical barriers of families
accessing sessions and families lack of awareness of what services were available to them. A trial of
one park and one Caravan Park, however, were unsuccessful. Melbourne’s unpredictable weather
made operating in parks not a feasible option and the CGD Caravan Park was identified as
inappropriate due to the low number of 0-5 year olds present there. A church location was also trialled
at the developmental stage, however, family attendance dropped significantly due to the religious

connotations of the location clashing with the religion of the families attending.
In summary, it appears that the initial and continuing development of the ISP strategy has been

importantly influenced by evidence related to both the provision of playgroups, and to engagement of

families from disadvantaged circumstances.
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4. Project Management

4.1. Partnerships

A formal partnership agreement between PV and CGD was identified by FaHCSIA as a necessary
condition of the ISP Funding Agreement. The partnership agreement was detailed in a Memorandum
of Understanding (MOU) established at the outset of the initiative. The MOU was comprehensive,
covering such arrangements as: financial agreements, reporting and accountability; legal, contractual
and regulatory requirements; staffing employment and supervision arrangements; governance
mechanisms and meeting arrangements; review of the partnership and each partner’s responsibilities
over time; and publicity, confidentiality and privacy. Over time, the MOU was reported to have served
its purpose well and was found to be useful in sharing information with all parties and in providing

continuity to the agreements in place.

It was agreed that two committees would be required to effectively guide the direction of the ISP
strategy through its various iterations and stages — a Reference Group and a Steering Committee.
The Reference Group was established to oversee the operational management of the strategy to
ensure effective practice and outcomes; to monitor financial progress and viability and to ensure all
accountability requirements of the funding agreement were met.

This evaluation found that meetings of the Reference Group held regularly, and the submission of
regular progress reports, suggest that the Reference Group successfully oversaw the meeting of all
FaHCSIA requirements. Interviews with PV and CGD management staff identified general satisfaction
with the partnership, although it was noted that challenges faced by PV were related to departmental
and staffing changes that occurred at CGD. The reported impact of these changes on the partnership
and the Reference Group was that it decreased input from CGD into how the strategy was being
delivered. It was noted that changes to employment arrangements resulted from the decreased

capacity of CGD to be actively involved with management of the ISP strategy.

The purpose of the Steering Committee was to provide advice and guidance to the ISP strategy. It did
this by developing collaborative arrangements with a broad representation of community groups.
Steering Committee meetings were reported to have been held throughout the initiative on a six-
monthly basis. It was anticipated that attendees would be representatives from both PV and CGD
management, ISP staff, a FaHCSIA representative and any members of stakeholder groups who
were linked to the initiative (e.g., Maternal Child Health Nurses and Library staff). It was intended that
the Steering Committee would advise on the planning, delivery and evaluation of the ISP strategy,
assist with the identification of appropriate locations and facilitate the integration of the strategy with
other programs, such as Communities for Children and Best Start. To date, the evaluation has
identified the capacity of the Steering Committee to advise in these areas has been spasmodic and
furthermore it is not clear the degree to which external advice from sources beyond the key strategy

stakeholders was sought and actively incorporated in planning and development processes of the
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ISP. This questions the role of the Steering Committee as an external advisory group for the ISP

strategy.

With regard to consistency between ISP planning and broader CGD planning, it was stated at
interview by a CGD staff member that from recent experience, it appeared the ISP strategy fitted very
well with current broader goals for playgroups in the area. It was also noted that a variety of services
in the CGD acknowledged the role of playgroups in assisting the most vulnerable families, and the
value in the ISP strategy specifically. The CGD representative stated that an important task to be
undertaken shortly by PV and CGD was to establish a Playgroup Strategic Plan for the LGA. The
purpose of this plan would be to widen the reach of the ISP and align its goals with those of the
general goals of CGD, so as to become clearer about the objectives sought in the work being

undertaken.

A further partnership discussion point was highlighted during this evaluation. Given the working
relationship between the ISP strategy and the CGD playgroup initiative, the possibility of co-location
of all staff working within playgroups in Greater Dandenong was raised as a way of promoting even

closer links between the work carried by each initiative.

In summary, there appears to be evidence to suggest that the use of the Reference Group to help
direct the project was successful. However, it appears that the role of the Steering Committee could
be explored further to examine its impact on its core purposes. A review of the degree to which the
objectives of the Steering Committee have been met, an exploration of the re-alignment of the ISP as
part of a CGD Playgroup Strategic Plan and a review of the current MOU for the next funding period

are likely to add much value to the initiative as it goes forward.

4.2. Resource Management

Four different kinds of resources were managed by PV, the lead organisation, in partnership with the
CGD over the course of the ISP strategy. These were financial resources, equipment, venues and

human resources.

Financial resources

It has already been noted, as part of this evaluation, that all financial accountability requirements were
met by the lead agency, PV, in association with the ISP Reference Group. In the initial six months of
the funding period, the goal of the ISP strategy was to engage target communities, undertake local
consultations and purchase equipment and a vehicle. The goal for the remainder of the funding period
was to deliver the ISP strategy to the CGD community. Each of these goals was successfully

achieved over the funding period.

Equipment
The PlaySpot vehicle was acquired and fitted out effectively to provide access to a range of play

equipment that reportedly served the strategy well. The vehicle was able to adequately store play
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equipment, such as a range of bulky equipment for physical activities (including new equipment as it
was purchased). The play equipment purchased for the PlaySpot van has catered for a variety of play
experiences. Additional hire of books, toys and other play equipment occurred through the local
library and toy library. This added significantly to the range of activities that could be facilitated by the
ISP strategy.

Venues

ISP staff accommodation was arranged by CGD and in many instances venues for playgroups were
provided either through ‘in kind’ donation or low rental arrangements. The evaluation highlighted that
staff and management constantly monitored how well a venue was working to ensure its ongoing
suitability. Some venues were trialled and deemed inappropriate due to factors such as lack of
protection from inclement weather, a lack of basic facilities or other features that threatened

participation.

Human Resources

The provision of human resources represented the largest and most important investment for the ISP
strategy. It was reported that funding was initially adequate, but it became increasingly difficult to
cover wages, as these continued to rise over the three year period. Other management implications in

this area are discussed under the following section of this report.

5. Staffing

The staffing profile of the ISP strategy has undergone several changes in its short history. It was
explained by PV management staff that the current model of ISP staffing was arrived at after two
years of trial and error. Several staffing issues and the mechanisms by which these were resolved are
detailed below in relation to Figures 2 and 3, which represent the changes to the staff profile over

time.

From the beginning of the ISP strategy a hierarchy of positions have made up the ISP staff team. PV
and CGD have both employed staff to facilitate the ISP strategy. Acting as a liaison between
management and on the ground staff is both an Early Intervention Program Manager (EIPM) and an
ISP Coordinator (Coordinator). The following figures represent changes to ISP staff structures from its
first three years of operation to the present time. Changes were introduced gradually, but more

significantly from August 2008.
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Figure 21 Staffing for early stages of the ISP Strategy
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Figure 31 Staffing after August 2008
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Lack of role clarity

From information collected throughout this evaluation, it appears that arrangements for staffing in the
first two years were subject to a degree of confusion over the purpose of individual roles. During this
time the role of the ISP Playgroup Coordinator involved writing reports, networking with other
organisations to gain referrals, securing venues, promoting groups, establishing new groups, and
responding to the range of enquiries raised by the Playgroup Worker or Peer Support Worker.
However, this role was compromised and somewhat confused by the Coordinator’s facilitation of
PlaySpot sessions and it was reported that this placed a strain on her ability to carry out tasks as

required.

There also appeared to be a lack of clarity related to the role of the Family Support Worker from the
perspectives of both the CGD and PV’s employed staff. The role of the Family Support Worker was
not to lead ISP sessions, but rather to discuss with families their issues and concerns, so as to
support them with information and referrals. At times, this delineation was not clear and it was
reported that for a period of time this worker was facilitating PlaySpot sessions. There was also
disruption to the FSW role as the position was vacant for some time. It was stated that confusion also
arose from the dual role shared by the FSW between the CGD Family Services department and the
ISP strategy. It was also reported that there was some confusion related to pathways for staff support

at this time.

Improved clarity and capacity

In August of 2008, the Family Support Worker resigned from her position stating the lack of
consistency of ISP Coordinators as an influence on her decision. This prompted PV to review the ISP
roles and position descriptions and new staff were recruited to new positions. The greatest change
was to the ISP Coordinator’s role which moved from a ‘hands on’ role to a more administrative,
promotion and networking, and staff supervision role. From all accounts, this change has been very
beneficial for the ISP strategy. Interviews with staff who were employed in the third year of the ISP
strategy described their roles in a clear and straightforward way and did not highlight areas of
confusion in terms of what was required of them. These ISP staff also reported clarity about the staff

structure and knew who to go to for different reasons.

From August 2008, the role of Early Intervention Program Manager was formally allocated to the ISP
strategy. This role was extended to include the management of overall ISP strategy. A mentoring role
was provided to the ISP Coordinator and assistance was provided, as required, with staff supervision,
progress reporting processes and the establishment of relationships with local community
organisations. Importantly, the Early Intervention Program Manager attended regular strategic

planning meetings with PV and the CGD.

Positive feedback was consistently received from all stakeholders about the new Early Intervention
Program Manager role. The recruitment for this role of a skilled worker with a wealth of experience in

playgroup promotion with community services, including local government, emerged as a value added
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benefit during this evaluation. Relationships with local service providers appear very strong during this

period and the profile of the ISP strategy appears to have grown.

It is important to note that despite the difficulties encountered and changes made to staffing, the
operation of ISP sessions continued reliably during its first three years. By the beginning of the
second year of funding (June 2007), seven PlaySpot sites were operating on a regular basis and four
of these continued as key sites for the ISP strategy. Furthermore, despite a significant level of staff
instability, the commitment of individual staff members over this time was very strong, bringing
continuity and consistency to the ISP strategy. An example that was cited was the commitment
demonstrated by the CGD CfC Playgroup Coordinator who supported the ISP throughout its first
three years and assumed the role of ISP Playgroup Coordinator for one day a week, when required. It
was reported that this resulted in a strong connection between the ISP strategy and the CGD

playgroup initiative.

Recruitment

The evaluation revealed that PV placed a strong emphasis on employing appropriately qualified staff
with the interpersonal qualities required for connecting with families in vulnerable circumstances.
Experience in playgroups or the early childhood sector and in welfare and/or community development
was preferred. Having been a parent in a difficult situation and having found relief by attending an
informal, universal service, such as a playgroup, was also regarded as an employment asset. Staff
speaking a language of the parents in groups was seen as an additional asset. These skills and
attributes were described as particularly relevant for the key roles of Playgroup Worker, ISP

Playgroup Coordinator and Peer Support Workers.

Although workers with these attributes were employed in the ISP strategy, whenever possible, PV
management staff reported that difficulties were encountered in recruiting suitably qualified staff. It
was felt that there was a general shortage of well qualified early childhood staff with the variety of
skills required for ISP roles. In fact, this shortage appeared to be a contributing factor to real
confusion in the first two years of the strategy, in that staff with different qualifications were required to

step in from time to time to facilitate sessions.

This issue of recruiting qualified staff to this new and emerging area of non stigmatising services for
traditionally harder to engage groups has been raised on a broader scale more recently. The
experience of the ISP strategy aligns with the findings of a recent evaluation report based on the
Australian Government’s Communities for Children initiative. The executive summary of this report
highlights that ‘staffing remains an outstanding challenge’ and that both generalist and specialist
service providers are difficult to recruit and to retain. It highlighted that short term funding might be a

factor in undermining security in staffing. (FaHCSIA, Occasional Paper 26, 2009).

Despite the challenges outlined above, some examples of recruitment success with individual staff

members have been documented as part of the evaluation. One key success was the building of the
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capacity of parents to assume the role of Playgroup Worker or Peer Support Worker at ISP groups.

For two members of the current team this was the case. Their stories are included below:

Case Study 1

Two staff members employed by PV in ISP roles have been recruited through their initial

attendance at playgroups themselves. Both women had experienced isolation in the past.

After coming to Australia from China, where she had previously trained and worked as a
Kindergarten teacher, Phoung found herself in need of the assistance from a community

support organisation. Phuong had limited English at this time.

Phuong was in transitional housing provided by a support agency when she started to
attend an ISP regularly that was operating on-site. After attending the ISP for two months,
she was recruited to become a Playgroup Worker. Now after 12 months of working as a
staff member in the ISP strategy, PV is supporting Phuong to complete training in a
Certificate Ill in Children’s Services.

Jillian joined her local playgroup as a young mum of 19 years. Whilst she only attended one
session at this group, she later tried playgroup again, this time with a program developed
by the CGD to cater for young mothers. It was at this playgroup that Jillian gained
experience facilitating groups and was then asked by CGD to help run their Supported
Playgroup. It was here that she was targeted as a suitable candidate for involvement in the
ISP strategy. Jillian was also offered sponsorship by PV to complete training in a Certificate
Il in Children’s Services. As a participant in a focus group for this evaluation, Jillian stated
that her ability to engage with parents was greatly aided by her own experiences. She
commented that,

We don'’t look down on mums. We're them... we have been them.

Although Jillian has recently resigned from her position as an ISP Peer Support Worker,

she had been with the ISP strategy as a Peer Support Worker for its full duration.

Workload and Capacity

A consistent theme that emerged from this evaluation was that the ISP strategy relied on additional
hours being spent by all workers to implement the tasks required for each role. Despite the
Coordinator’s role being changed over the course of the ISP strategy, it appeared clear from
evaluation comments that workload demands of the role remained great. As indicated earlier, the
Coordinator’s role involved three key elements: support and supervision of staff; building and

monitoring of relationships with community partners (both external and internal); and work on behalf
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of families (e.g., following up on information provision and active recruitment into the ISP program).
Feedback received suggested that this arrangement resulted in the Coordinator’s time being very
limited. It was noted that it was very difficult for those who were employed in this role to achieve the

variety of tasks required without contributing volunteer hours over and above those paid.

For the Playgroup Worker, expectations of the role were reported to be large and varied. These
included sessions to be well planned, well equipped and resourced, and for play activities to be
tailored to specific needs of children and families. Planning for sessions also involved parent
education tailored to the particular ISP group. Reporting on progress of the ISP sessions and
following up on parents needs identified during sessions with information and referral was another
critical element of the role which required regular attention. Finally, a physical and practical side of the
role also placed demands on ISP staff. This included the collection of the PlaySpot van and loading
and unloading of equipment. It was considered that despite some assistance from the Peer Support
Worker with these tasks, for the Playgroup Worker’s role to be successfully carried out, a greater

number of hours were required than were allocated.

In addition, an important part of the ISP model is that relationships with families were fostered, so that
open communication can occur around complex issues and the daily challenges faced by families.
There were indications from ISP staff that addressing the needs of the families participating in the ISP
strategy brought with it an intensity of service delivery. Under such conditions, an issue was regularly
raised in the evaluation around the potential for staff burn out. As a PV management staff member

commented,

The average rate of burnout for staff working in programs such as this is about 2V years

Team cohesion

This evaluation has revealed that at times throughout the strategy there have been great successes
with regard to the ISP team coming together, but also great challenges. Over the course of the
initiative, on-the-ground staff reported feeling very well linked to PV as an organisation. This is despite
the physical distance between the PV office and the location of the ISP staff. ISP staff are inducted by
PV and are offered regular training and professional development opportunities at the PV office (or in
one case by attendance at an interstate conference). It has been noted by staff that opportunities for
mentoring and professional development have been made available and that the structure of authority
at the management level was clear. It appears that the support offered by PV has added to a sense of
loyalty and commitment to the program, as well as passion and enthusiasm for the strategy itself. The
procedures developed around supporting staff were highly organised and reflected a valuing of staff

and a commitment to their development.

The evaluation also revealed that a strong sense of team cohesion was seen by many as an essential
element of success in running a PlaySpot session. It was also seen to be important in working
alongside one another in the different roles played as part of the ISP strategy. The question of

whether team cohesion has consistently been present across the initiative, however, is a difficult one
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to determine. Staff report that at times conflicts have arisen and these can sometimes be attributed to
differing understandings according to cultures, languages, and in particular, differing professional or
personal backgrounds. Furthermore, although the Family Support Worker’s role was stable for a
period of time during the second year of the ISP strategy, it remained vacant or changed a
considerable number of times over the course of the three years. More recently a long serving Peer

Support Worker has left the program due to a lack of team agreement.

Despite finding that team cohesion has been vital for the success of the strategy, it appears that ISP
team consistency was not always achieved. This indicates an area of potential vulnerability for the
ISP strategy. Given the importance of establishing trust with parents, carers and children from difficult
and, at times, traumatic circumstances, a lack of consistency in staff may impact on the level of trust
built with the same facilitator. As already noted in this report, relationships take time to build and
cannot be rushed, particularly with families encountering a significant degree of social disadvantage.
With interruptions to ISP staffing, the task of creating a cohesive staff group begins again and there is
the potential for PlaySpot sessions to lose their direction for a period of time. As the ISP strategy
moves forward, the impact of regular staff changes and strategies for minimising staff movement, both
for the sake of families and for the success of team cohesion so as to achieve the objectives of the

program, are an important consideration.

In relation to the role of the Family Support Worker, there also appeared to be concern as to whether
the person in this role at a given time felt sufficiently linked to the team. This potential vulnerability
resulted from being employed by a different organisation and being located separately from the rest of
team. This worker did not always feel comfortable and clear about the role they are to undertake in
the sessions. It may be important to consider in the future how the role of Family Support Worker can
be seamlessly integrated with other ISP staff and to articulate the primary role of this worker within the
ISP team.

The evaluation also highlighted a shortage of appropriately qualified staff in working with vulnerable
and hard to reach families. The impact of this shortage is magnified when considered in combination
with a high potential for burn out in the intensive work of ISPs. In summary, clearly staffing has been
the greatest challenge for the ISP strategy to date. In the early stages of the initiative role confusion
and staff turnover were two major concerns. The changes to the staff profile and greater clarity of staff
roles and supervision over time appear to have brought more stability to staff positions. A revised
Early Intervention Program Manager position which assumed greater direct involvement with staff and

the ISP program in general, appears to have contributed greatly to this improved situation.
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6. Characteristics of the ISP Strategy

6.1. Networks and Collaboration

Although the impact of the Steering Committee in providing a forum for community collaboration was
not clearly identified by this evaluation, it did appear that networks and collaboration between ISP
staff and other CGD organisations occurred. The impact of networks and collaboration on the
operation of the ISP strategy, along with the successes and challenges that resulted, are discussed in

more detail below.

Initially, promoting the purpose of the Intensive Support Playgroup encountered some difficulties as
the public promotion of the PlaySpot bus and its capabilities attracted interest from outside the target
group of families. Other services/organisations saw the PlaySpot as a facility to be shared and wanted
to borrow it for transport; others saw it as a free activity/resource replete with staff for events.
Dispelling these myths and re-orienting community professionals to the purpose and function of the
ISP strategy, in order to receive referrals of appropriate families and children took some effort. The
approach of the ISP strategy to reach targeted families was to regularly liaise with local community
groups or service providers to identify locations where target families suitable for the ISP strategy

reside and/or spend time.

After establishing links with community groups, ISP staff trialed sessions in the relevant locations and
addressed issues as they arose. One example of how this approach worked in practice comes from

the link established with the Dandenong and District Aborigines Cooperative as reported by ISP staff.
Case Study 2

ISP staff and the Dandenong and District Aborigines Co-operative staff have had a
productive and ongoing relationship since early in the initiative. Initially PlaySpot used a
venue provided by the Aborigines Co-op, then because of lack of space, moved to a church
hall. The ISP coordinator regularly contacts the Co-op to maintain this important relationship

with key staff.

In talking to staff on a regular basis a joint perspective on the way the two services work
with families has been shared. Also, ISP staff can learn more about the needs of the Koorie
community with whom the Co-op are involved. These discussions have resulted in
negotiated network building activities, such as attendance at a monthly barbeque to build
trust and mutual respect between ISP staff and the Co-op. It is reported by the ISP co-
ordinator that this social contact is seen to be an important ingredient in the building and
maintenance of the relationship building between the two services.

An obstacle addressed through the close links established was the poor attendance of

families at ISP sessions due to transport issues. On the weeks where the Co-op failed to
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provide transport to the venue, few families attended the sessions. To overcome this issue it
was decided, in discussion with the Aborigines Co-op, that the Koorie PlaySpot is to be
trialled in a location closer to the homes of the Koorie families who attend regularly. The
new venue has a safe appropriate outdoor play space, lacking at the church hall. The Co-op
has communicated to ISP staff that provision for outdoor activities, in particular, is a strong

preference for the Koorie families involved.

With only limited resources available in terms of the ISPs ‘on-the-ground’ and program coordination
staff, it has been important for management to direct resources to the most viable and accessible
PlaySpot sessions. Arrangements where there has been a greater likelihood of sustainability over a
long period of time have been regularly given priority during the strategy. Venues, such as Maternal
Child Health Centres and the Springvale Learning Centre (home of the African PlaySpot prior to July
2007), were established shortly after the early trials and these groups are continuing to run today.

The discussion above highlights that networking and collaboration with a range of community services
has been central to the success of PlaySpot venues and to the continuing operation of the ISP
program. These links allowed the ISP strategy to gain access to appropriate venues; raised the
profile of ISPs; enabled the ISP to receive regular referrals from local services on behalf of families
with the greatest need; facilitated the referral of families to other services; and increased ISP workers

knowledge of issues affecting families.

It was noted by PV management staff that ISP staff do not have particular expertise in areas such as
homelessness or trauma situations for families, and therefore rely on referrals for families to these
support agencies. It was also noted that, at the same time, ISP staff were able to gain a greater
understanding of these issues from their conversations with other community organisations.

It was stated by ISP staff that there had been advancements in their knowledge of the services
available to children and families in CGD, which has been facilitated by the building of links to these
services. This was considered as particularly important given the focus of ISPs on the provision of

information and referrals to families.

A challenge highlighted by the evaluation was the time taken to network and the consequent time it
took away from direct work with families. The establishment and maintenance of new and current
networks required time as staff needed to respond to enquiries and work through issues to explore
new possibilities for operating ISPs in additional locations. For professional development purposes,
the ISP coordinator attended a range of collaboration meetings, including a local Early Years
Partnership Group. The ISP coordinator also met with other services hosting a PlaySpot playgroup on

a regular basis.

It was also noted by PV staff that playgroups sometimes have a low profile within local communities
as a service for families and children, and that their potential to build connections informally to support

and build the capacity of families is not generally acknowledged. PV staff report that they have
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regularly raised awareness of the value of playgroups — and Intensive Support Playgroups in
particular — with other service providers. The Early Intervention Program Manager’s role in conducting
a survey to ask other local services for feedback about a pamphlet developed to explain the

differences between ISP and other types of playgroups demonstrated a collaborative approach.

The current evaluation did, however, find comment from ISP management staff that highlighted that
referrals from Maternal Child Health (MCH) services were lower than might be expected given the
high number of target families seen by MCH nurses. Current ISP staff felt that some degree of
reluctance to refer appropriate families may be occurring possibly due to the program being a new
and relatively unconventional style of engaging with families. Further exploration of this potential issue
was considered important to maximise opportunities for access to ISPs for families experiencing a

high degree of disadvantage.

6.2. Innovation and Flexibility

As part of this evaluation, PV staff expressed a commitment to maintain the ISP strategy’s ability to
meet the needs of target families in the CGD. As stated by one staff member, PV is determined ‘not to
rest on their laurels’ in terms of reaching disadvantaged families (families whose need for family and
child services is acute, but for whom experience with the local service system is limited). The Plaza
playgroup located in a central shopping complex, described below, is a prime example of an

innovation employed by the ISP partners in their determination to reach appropriate families.

Case Study 3

The Plaza PlaySpot ISP sessions began in response to a lack of public transport
preventing some parents from accessing playgroups and/or other services. PV and CGD
staff have developed a strong relationship with Plaza management staff and have
negotiated for maintenance personnel to help with setting up and packing up equipment
and materials in the space allocated. Based on this relationship, the space has been

doubled over recent months to accommodate increasing numbers of families in attendance.

ISP staff report that 90% of the Plaza ISP participants are from a CALD or Indigenous
background and that the sessions average 25 children and families a week. (Best Start and
CGD Report, 2009). Referrals from the Plaza ISP to another ISP location (McFees Road) is
now regularly occurring as well as referrals of appropriate families to Supported Playgroups

and Community Playgroups.

In some cases the readiness of the ISP strategy to trial an ISP in a particular venue has meant that it
has not continued to operate in the chosen location. For example, when families attending sessions in
a Christian church were reluctant to continue, due to different religious affiliations, the venue was
changed. The responsiveness and flexibility shown by the ISP strategy on such occasions has been

important to its overall success.
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Other ways in which the ISP strategy has demonstrated innovation in its approach to working with
families is to offer additional family fun days for families. This has occurred in collaboration with other
services and early childhood initiatives operating in the CGD, such as Communities for Children.
Benefits from this innovation were noted by PV staff, as having offered families a highly effective way
to access respite to alleviate any difficult circumstances that they are facing. Also, the fun days have
raised families’ awareness of the range of services available to them through local service providers
distributing leaflets about their services or talking directly to parents to invite them to attend local

services.

Innovative approaches were used by ISP staff in attempts to re-engage families who ceased to attend
ISP sessions. In such situations the ISP coordinator was encouraged to contact families to support
them to return to PlaySpot sessions. Staff reported that this had been successful, on occasion, in
bringing families back to the program. These conversations with families also gave ISP staff greater
insights into the nature of challenges particular families face, and what stands in the way of families

making use of available services.

The examples illustrated innovative ways to reach targeted families and to find solutions to particular
circumstances. In addition, the examples cited as part of this evaluation capture the motivation of ISP
staff to generate new ways of improving and extending the program. This appears to demonstrate a
commitment to trial new approaches to service delivery and information provision in order to offer

families a range of ways to engage with their community.
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7. Service Delivery Outcome Findings

7.1. Expected Outcomes

The Outcomes Evaluation Framework identified a range of indicators on which progress could be

measured (see Appendix 1). A summary of the list of outcomes is included here:

1. Parents and children have access to Intensive Support Playgroups and other support

services

2. (i) Parents have the skills and capacity to parent well.

(i) Relationships are positive between parent and child.
3. Parents are active members of their community.

4. (i) Children are developing well (physically, socially, cognitively & emotionally).

(i) Children relate well to their peers and other adults.
5. Children transition effectively from one situation to another.

6. The Intensive Support Playgroup is supported by a range of service links.
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7.1.1. Outcome 1: Parents and children have access to Intensive Support Playgroups and

other support services

Progress towards Outcome 1 is indicated by the number of playgroups successfully in operation and

the number of participants attending these groups over the course of the ISP strategy. There are now

six playgroups in operation, four of which have been operating on a weekly basis since 2007. Table 1

presents participation data from the reporting periods of July to December in 2007/8 and January to

June in 2009.

Table 17 PlaySpot Participation Data

2007 2008 2009
PlaySpot Location *July to *July to *January to
December* December* June*
St James Church, Dandenong 48 Families N/A N/A
Dandenong Primary School 35 Adults N/A N/A
40 Children
Maralinga Primary School 15 Adults N/A N/A
25 Children
Spring Valley Primary School 9 Adults N/A N/A
6 Children
McFees Road - MCH centre, 11 Adults 9 Adults 18 Adults
Dandenong North 15 Children 11 Children 10 Children
Hanover South East Housing Crisis 17 Adults 10 Adults 5 Adults
Service, Dandenong 25 Children 8 Children 9 Children
Dandenong and District Aborigines 50 Adults 17 Adults 15 Adults
Cooperative, Dandenong 50 Children 31 Children 17 Children
African Families Health and Parenting 20 Adults 12 Adults 13 Adults
Service, Springvale 36 Children 27 Children 17 Children
Plaza Playgroup, Dandenong N/A 45 Adults 93 Adults
82 Children
Dandenong African Group, The Meeting N/A N/A 7 Adults
Place, Dandenong 12 Children
Total 157 Adults 93 Adults 155 Adults
197 Children 77 Children 147 Children

The participation data detailed in Table 1 is indicative of the ISP strategy’s capacity to provide access

to playgroups for a large number of families. Complete data which covers the total life of the strategy

was not provided and would further inform this evaluation. However, the following areas are worthy of

mention based on current data.
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As detailed in Table 1, numbers of families attending PlaySpot sessions have fluctuated over time and
across the different groups. The table also illustrates how venues changed over time to more flexibly
reach the target population. For example, the participants of the PlaySpot sessions situated in schools

were transferred to a Supported Playgroup model which better suited their needs.

Table 1 indicates that attendance at the four PlaySpot services that operated from July 2007 to June
2009 has been relatively stable over time. There are also indications that initial high attendance at
some groups decreased over time. Attendances at both the Aborigines Cooperative and the
Springvale African PlaySpots reduced considerably by the second reporting period but was stable
from 2008 to 2009. A decrease in numbers was also pertinent to the Hanover PlaySpot, which caters

for families in transitional housing.

Of note, the introduction of the Plaza PlaySpot, in a Dandenong shopping complex in 2009, has
resulted in high attendances as well as referrals of families to the McFees Road PlaySpot. During
2007 and 2008 sessions held at McFees Road showed the lowest levels of attendance of the four key
PlaySpots. Due to the large number of referrals generated in this way, a second group at McFees

Road is now under consideration.

Regularity of attendance

Although Table 1 details that a large number of families accessed PlaySpots in each year of the
strategy, regularity of attendance could be considered to be a better indicator as to whether these
families were engaged in services and/or continued to access playgroups. The data related to
average attendance at PlaySpots and regularity of family attendance at four or more sessions was
only provided for the period from January to June 2009. As such, it gave some indication of regularity

of attendance but was limited by its short period of data coverage.

Table 21 Average attendance per sessions (Jan 1 June 2009)

PlaySpot session Average no. of Percentage of families
families per session | who attend regularly

McFees Road 6 61%
Hanover House 2 21%
Aborigines Cooperative 4 35%
Springvale African Group 3 24%
Plaza Playgroup 12 16%
Dandenong African Group 3 57%

This data appears to confirm that for this period the attendance of most families is irregular rather
than regular. However, during this period, McFees Road and the Dandenong African Group appear to
have developed the most consistent attendance. Of note, although average attendance at the Plaza

PlaySpot is the highest (n=12), the consistency of family attendance is the lowest. This is explained
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by this group attracting occasional families who are shopping in the Dandenong Plaza. It appears that

this PlaySpot acted as an information and referral base to other PlaySpots, particularly McFees Road.

The Hanover PlaySpot is reported as having a low average attendance for sessions and low rates of
families who attend regularly. The complexity of family problems and the transitionary nature of a
family’s stay at Hanover is likely to explain this data. In fact, general low levels of regular participation
in all PlaySpots could be explained by the complexity of problems facing parents from the ISP target

populations.

It is important to note that the minimum expectation of attendance set by FaHCSIA for the ISP
strategy is three families per session. The data presented in Table 2 and discussed here indicates
that five of the six PlaySpot locations operating from January to June 2009 were meeting these
expectations. Thus, it appears that average attendances, to date in 2009, are acceptable in relation to

the intensity of work required in working with families of this target population.

PlaySpot workers reported anecdotally that some families attend a particular PlaySpot sessions
almost every week, while others come on board for a short period of time and then discontinue
attending. A third group of families attend once or twice and do not return. As data on the regularity of
family attendance has not been systematically collected, further investigation to identify specific
challenges to the continued participation of families in PlaySpot sessions and to explain the trend
identified by this single data period would be worthwhile. In addition, more information about the
success of the two PlaySpots in developing a more stable and consistent participation would be of

value.

Participant Characteristics

The total number of families attending sessions was significant, however it was important to review
whether these families represented the intended ISP target group . As noted at the beginning of the
report, the ISP model is based on assisting families who are in vulnerable circumstances and not
linked to other services. Table 3 below indicates the characteristics of families attending the different
PlaySpot sessions.
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Table 31 Participant Characteristics

2007 2008 2009
*July to December* *July to December* *January to June*
Indigenous Aborigines Cooperative (49) Aborigines Cooperative (17) || Aborigines Cooperative (19)
adults McFees Road (1) Plaza Playgroup (1)
Hanover House (1)
Adults with a African Springvale (20) African Springvale (12) African Springvale (13)
CALD McFees Road (6) McFees Road (9) McFees Road (18)
background Hanover House (4) Hanover House(3) Hanover House (1)
Aborigines Cooperative (1) Plaza Playgroup (42) Plaza Playgroup (81)
African Dandenong (7)
Adults with a McFees Road (2) Hanover House(2)
Disability Aborigines Cooperative (2) Plaza Playgroup (1)
Teenage & Hanover House (1) Aborigines Cooperative (1) Aborigines Cooperative (2)
Young Parents Plaza Playgroup (1) Hanover House (1)
Plaza Playgroup (1)

Table 3 clearly demonstrates that families from a CALD background are making good use of the ISP

strategy. Given the characteristics of the CGD community, with a large number of families from other

countries, the provision of the ISP service appears to be well targeted to these families who live in the
area. Table 3 also indicates the success with which Victorian Indigenous families have engaged with

the initiative. Across the three reporting periods the number of Indigenous adults who were

successfully targeted remained high.

In addition to this data, staff reported that families attending PlaySpot sessions generally represented
the ISP target group. Staff notes indicated that isolation was commonly experienced by PlaySpot
families. For African mothers with refugee status, in particular, there were many with large numbers of
children who were single mothers. It was also noted by staff that it was common for families with
CALD backgrounds to be newly arrived immigrants. In addition, it was identified by staff that for a

large number of PlaySpot families, financial difficulties were a key concern.

In summary, it appears that the ISP sessions were provided to the intended target group. It was also
reported that PlaySpot sessions were primarily attended by mothers, but that attendance by additional
family members has not been uncommon. These included fathers, grandmothers, grandfathers,

aunties and friends.

Access to other services

The second aspect of Outcome 1, as written, was for families to have access to other services in
the local community as a result of taking part in ISP. In relation to this outcome, Table 4 is a summary
of the referrals the Family Support Workers made to other services over the reporting periods of 2007,

2008 and 2009. In this instance, however, data for 2009 relates to April to June onlyl.

! The referrals made July — Dec 2008 were made by ISP staff, as there was no FSW then. As well there was no Family Support
Worker for the strategy for the first term of 2009.
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Table 41 Referral Data

| Intensive Support Playgroups Referrals to Playgroups

2007 2008 2009
*July to December* *July to December* *April to June*
| Referrals Made || 32 Families [| 30 Families I| 13 Families
Referrals Taken 25 Families 30 Families 13 Families
Up
Organisations e MCH o Established Playgroups e MCH
referred to: e Occasional Child Care e Child Care & Family Day ¢ Kindergarten
¢ Kindergarten Care e CGD In Home Family
e Community Learning e Community Learning Support Program
Centres Centre ¢ Office of Housing
e Local Council e Local Council e Salvation Army
e Migrant Resource Centre || e Migrant Resource Centre ¢ Seventh Day
¢ Queen Elizabeth Centre ¢ Legal Aid Providers Adventist
e WAYSS Housing and ¢ WAYSS Housing and e Benevolent Society
Support Support e Material aid
e Centrelink Centrepay e Centrelink
e AMES e Employment agencies
¢ Overseas Qualification e Legal Aid Providers
Unit ¢ Adult Education Centres
e Family Court
e Department of

Immigration and
Citizenship
¢ Office of Housing

It can be seen that the Family Support Worker made referrals to a wide variety of services. These
included universal services, such as childcare, kindergarten and MCH; and secondary support
services for such assistance as financial support, employment, English education, housing,

community linkages and legal rights.

While providing referrals is one aspect to the Family Support Worker’s role, it was reported that she
often advocated on behalf of families to ensure they received effective assistance with regard to a
particular issue. On occasions, it was reported that the Family Support Worker accompanied families

to appointments.

It was reported that referrals of families to other community services were also made by other ISP
staff members. Since data was not collected to document these referrals, total ISP referrals are likely
to be underestimated. The introduction of new data collection processes that would capture this

information more comprehensively in the future is recommended.

In addition to providing referrals to services, a range of other strategies were used to increase the
access of families to services in the CGD. A method employed consistently was to share information
with PlaySpot families about the range of services available to them. Guest speakers were regularly
invited to attend sessions. Library workers, for example, participated in monthly visits to several

PlaySpot sites and provided stories, games and activities. They also gave families opportunities to

33



join the library and borrow books. It was noted that these sessions were especially useful for
Indigenous and CALD families. It was also noted that when MCH nurses attended sessions, parents
showed an increased interest in finding out about other services, such as Kindergarten, school or
other child focused activities and increased levels of confidence in sending their children along to
these services. In summary, staff reported that parents and carers have shown an increased
enthusiasm for services discussed at PlaySpot sessions and an increased understanding of the
purpose of these services.

Another way PlaySpot staff have shared information with families about local services was through
written material and directories. At the Plaza PlaySpot, in particular, staff set up an information stand
which included various service brochures and pamphlets. This approach has also catered for the
general public at the Plaza, who may not have attended the session regularly, however it ensured that
all families of young children might become more aware of what community groups and organisations
exist and what these services offer.

To further promote local services for families, ISP staff established a library of directories and
pamphlets that they gave to families in response to specific enquiries. These included such practical
details as phone numbers, websites and street addresses to assist families in taking the next step of
contacting the required service on their own. Staff also reported that the existing CGD service

directory has been particularly beneficial as a quick and easy reference to assist families.

In summary, Outcome 1 data shows that the total number of families attending ISP sessions, in the
data periods recorded, was significant, and that families who were the intended recipients of the ISP
strategy were, in fact, targeted. Although regular attendance at PlaySpot sessions was low and
tended to be spasmodic, the FaHCSIA nominated quota, on average, for families attending sessions
was met in the first six months of 2009. It also appeared that attendances became increasingly stable
over this data period, possibly due to the establishment of the Plaza PlaySpot session as an
information and referral base.

The reasons why families disengaged from PlaySpot sessions were commented on anecdotally by
staff. However, more accurate data related to this aspect, which includes parent feedback, would
better inform ISP planning processes for the future. As participation and referral data were also
incomplete, it is recommended that a more comprehensive outcomes evaluation approach, which

identifies data collection methods, be considered for the future.
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7.1.2. Outcome 2 (i): Parents have the skills and capacity to parent well and (ii) Relationships

are positive between parent and child.
Outcome 2(i) relates to parents’ increased knowledge, skills and capacity to parent well as a
result of attending ISPs. In order to gather information on this outcome staff were asked to consider if
and in what ways they had noticed changes in parents’ knowledge, skills or capacity from when they
first starting attending PlaySpot sessions. Staff commented that parent understandings of play and its
use in stimulating development has increased over time:

Some parents have a better understanding of which toys/resources suit their child’s

development age/ stage, and they have better knowledge of what to expect from

children’s play and engagement with toys.

Significant numbers of parents are engaging more in children’s play, talking to them,

and getting down to their level. They have shown a greater understanding of the

importance of play-based learning.

The ways in which parents have increased their knowledge and understanding of behaviour

management was also evident in staff comments:

Parents often ask ‘How did you do that?’ especially for behaviour management.

Parents are gaining skills in behaviour management.

Finally, staff reported that parents have shown that their knowledge of their child’s development has

grown:

Parents are gaining a better understanding of the importance of language development

and reading to their children.

They have gained more realistic expectations about developmental milestones

The following comments were made by staff about the ways parenting skills were modelled and

encouraged or play equipment planned for specific purposes at sessions:

Families learn to solve problems in a safe and comfortable environment like PlaySpot.

Language barriers have been targeted by the worker - demonstrating and modelling

Australian parenting styles through body language and pictorials to communicate.
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Activities are planned with particular development milestones in mind — for example, to
progress physical development, equipment relevant to sports and exercise is packed in

the van

Inviting service professionals to visit PlaySpot sessions is another strategy staff have used to promote
parents’ understanding of their child’s development, and to educate parents in differing styles of
parenting. Visits from a child development worker, a maternal and child health nurse, a preschool
enrolment officer, outreach library staff and Sing and Grow staff® have all occurred. It was also
reported that a nutritionist is soon to attend the Koorie group for a four week program for families and

Sing and Grow is scheduled to be administered in the coming weeks.

Progress towards Outcome 2(ii) has also been informed by staff feedback. Outcome 2 (ii) states that
relationships are positive between parent and child. It was noted that some parents were
communicating more effectively and directly with their children and using better eye contact and more
positive language from their attendance at PlaySpot sessions. Staff noted that some parents and
caregivers reported to staff that they were practising techniques at home that they have learnt through
the ISP. Such strategies included following through with instructions and recognising and rewarding

positive behaviour.

Staff anecdotal comments, as detailed above, indicate some progress towards parents increasing
their skills and capacity to parent and in demonstrating positive relationships with their children.
Eliciting direct views of parents in relation to increased parenting knowledge, skills and capacity and
changes in their relationship with their child due to their involvement in the ISP program, would be an
important step in supporting these staff observations. Direct reports from families would result in a

more comprehensive view of progress towards this outcome as a result of the ISP program.

2 Sing and Grow is a specific music therapy program designed for families experiencing a range of pressures that impact on
their confidence as parents. Programs are held with children up to 3 years for 10 week sessions. Parents can participate in
hands-on activities to promote children’s developmental skills and to enhance bonding in family relationships.
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7.1.3. Outcome 3: Parents are active members of their community.

Outcome 3 relates to whether parents and carers who took part in PlaySpot sessions became more
active members of their community as a result of participating in an ISP. As noted in Section 1, the
unique feature of the ISP model to work with families who are particularly vulnerable or isolated so
that they might become more engaged in their local community. This is considered to be an important

step in improving the well being of both parents and their children.

When staff were asked their views of whether parents were becoming more active members of their
community as a result of taking part in PlaySpot sessions, staff cited specific examples where they

believed this to be the case. Staff commented:

Families at McFees Road have been known to gather after PlaySpot sessions to play
with other parents from the group in an adjacent park, hence extending the connections

they have formed.

Two families who initially attended the Plaza PlaySpot went on together to attend the
McFees Road PlaySpot and then to organise for their children to attend Kindergarten

together.

In the second and third years of the ISP strategy staff also collected quantitative data that
complements the examples provided above. For the 2008 reporting period (July — December), 19 of
the total parent participants (20.4%) were reportedly taking part in other community activities. These
included one parent volunteering at a community centre; one parent volunteering as an assistant
during the playgroup session; one parent from within the playgroup being employed as a peer support
worker; one parent having begun her own CALD specific community playgroup; one parent attending
another community playgroup; two parents attending playgroup leadership training workshop; five
parents having become members of local library; one parent attending a toy library; two parents

attending toddler story time at library; and four parents now attending English language classes.

For the 2009 reporting period (January—July), 10 of the total parent participants (6.5%) were
reportedly taking part in other community activities or had shown some indication that their capacity to
become more involved in the community had increased. At least six families attended more than one
playgroup session weekly (either another ISP or a separate Community Playgroup); one Koorie
mother prepared lunches for the Koorie group and became a paid Koorie health assistant; one Koorie
mother completed a food handler’s certificate; one young mother delivered bilingual story telling at the
library; one African mother acted as a peer support worker and looked to start up a multicultural

playgroup in another municipality.
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Towards the end of each school term parents were provided with information about a range of
activities they could take part in during the holidays. Staff also listed examples of local community

events that ISP staff introduced families to or attended with families. These are included in Table 5.

Table 51 Examples of Additional Events for ISP Families

Family Fun Day Events Details

Koorie Back to School Day The PlaySpot van was invited to participate in the
Koorie “back to school day” at the Dandenong Castle.
ISP families and children attended and particpated.

World's Biggest Playgroup Joint collaboration with the ISP and CGD CfC

at Melbourne Museum Playgroup Coordinator to organise, implement, and
evaluate CGD’s participation in this event.
Approximately 150 parents, children, staff and
volunteers were bussed to the museum to enjoy
playgroup activities with 1,300 other families from
across Victoria. This event was a joint venture
between PV and the Melbourne Museum.

February Summer Slam The ISP strategy took part in this summer event at the
Noble Park Swimming & Sports grounds. It met new
families, provided info regarding PlaySpot and invited
families to come to the Plaza playgroup. It also
exchanged information with other service providers
who attended.

Teddy Bear Party The PlaySpot team was invited to participate in the
celebration of end of term. Many playgroup families
from ISPs attended with other Supported and
Community playgroup families. Other services, such
as the Breastfeeding Association, also attended and
some networking was possible.

Myuna Farm Family Day PV organised this event funded by CfC, the ISP
strategy and PV for all families in CGD playgroups.
Sixteen local services participated and 729 children
and 608 adults attended. Giveaways included free
entry, bags, sun hats, water bottles, a sausage sizzle,
apples, train and pony rides and early literacy
stickers. A hydration centre was also available.

It appears that through the ISP strategy, many opportunities for parents to participate in community
activities were offered and staff reported that in some cases, small, but significant percentages of
parents had taken these up. In other events, such as the World’s Biggest Playgroup and the Myuna
Farm Day, attendances by ISP families were very pleasing. However, again reporting on progress

towards this outcome was limited by the lack of direct parent feedback.



7.1.4. Outcome 4: (i) Children are developing well (physically, socially, cognitively &

emotionally) and (ii) Children relate well to their peers and other adults.

Staff were asked to comment on the degree to which they believe the ISP program had resulted in
children meeting developmental targets in each of these domains. Staff commented in relation to

improvements they had noted in some areas of children’s development:

Children’s behaviour has improved during sessions — children are learning to share and

take turns when playing.

Children are showing a significant improvement in problem solving and reflective skills.

They are using questions like ‘How did that work?’ or ‘Where did that go?’

A significant improvement is noted in PlaySpot children’s fine and gross motor skills.

Staff made the following comments about the value PlaySpot sessions have had for children who

were thought to be experiencing developmental delays or language barriers:

A number of children with special needs have shown some improvement in numeracy
and literacy skills when playing with puzzles and using numbers and letters in matching

games. This is also evident in their drawing.

There has been some significant language development for children from CALD

backgrounds.

These children started at PlaySpot with little or no English words and are now able

interact in a more meaningful way.

Staff also shared their views on how the ISP program had impacted on Outcome 4(ii): Children are
relating better with their peers and with other adults as a result of attending ISPs. One example: a
PlaySpot worker’s observations of a child’s progress over 12 months, was provided by a PlaySpot

facilitator and is included, below, to support progress towards this outcome.

One child was originally shy and would not part from her mother at all. This child
is now playing independently and interacting with staff. The mother and the child

have also joined a second playgroup.

Data collected to report progress towards this outcome, ‘children are developing well and relate well
to other peers and other adults’ as a result of taking part in the ISP strategy, is limited to anecdotal
staff comments, to date. Without direct reports from parents or the use of other measures to report on

child developmental progress, it is difficult to report on progress towards this outcome satisfactorily.
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7.1.5. Outcome 5: Children transition effectively from one situation to another.

Outcome 5 also related to how the ISP program had impacted on children directly. It is probably
important to note from the outset in relation to this outcome that its precise nature is something that
may need to be explored further in the coming stages of the ISP strategy, as discussions with ISP
management and on-the-ground staff did not always reveal a common understanding of what was

meant by transitioning children effectively from one situation to another.

For now, the assumed meaning of this outcome is that within the PlaySpot sessions, children
demonstrated increased confidence to move from one activity to another within the one session. From
progress reports compiled throughout the initiative the following staff comments suggest that

improvements were noted in childrens ability in this area:

All children have learnt about routines and will sit and wait for lunch at sessions

where lunch is provided.

Both parents and children are becoming more aware of playgroup routines, such as

hand washing before eating, and sitting down to eat and drink.

A significant number of children have demonstrated improved confidence in joining in
mat and story time. They participate when choosing books and songs, poems and

rhymes.

From these anecdotal comments from ISP staff, it appears that some children have demonstrated that
they have learnt the routines of PlaySpot sessions and have increased their participation in these
routines. Again, progress towards this outcome is limited by a lack of more comprehensive data as
part of this evaluation. In addition, there appeared to be come confusion with ISP staff as to what
observable child behaviour related to this outcome. It is recommended that further exploration as to

the meaning of this outcome be considered.

7.1.6. Outcome 6: The Intensive Support Playgroup is supported by a range of service links.

As noted earlier in the report, links were an important way to provide access and engagement for
families to ISPs. As also noted, links allow for families who attend ISPs to go on to use a broader
range of other services offered by the local community. Other reasons for ISPs linking with other

community organisations are discussed later in this section based on the feedback received by staff.

As detailed in section 7.1.1., the strongest links have been established with those ten services or
organisations that have hosted PlaySpot sessions over the life of the ISP initiative. These include a
MCH centre; Hanover South East Housing Crisis Service; the Dandenong and District Aborigines

Cooperative; African Families Health and Parenting Service; and the Dandenong African Group.
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The referrals made by the Family Support Worker also represent the establishment of service links

between the ISP and other CGD services. As indicated in Table 5 families were referred to and

made use of other local services offering a range of programs and supports. The Family Support

Worker was reportedly very active in liaising with these services, hence raising awareness about the

existence of ISPs in the area and, in turn, gaining a greater understanding about what services could

be offered to families.

Details of ongoing and new links established between ISP staff and other community organisations

were recorded by ISP staff. Table 6 shows the list of organisations ISP staff have had contact with

over the period since the ISP strategy began until the present time. The data in the table suggests

that many links were established early in the initiative and that a number of these were ongoing over

the following two years.

Table 6 1 Early links established - 2007

Agencies with Ongoing or New links with

2007
Newly

Maintained in

Maintained in

ISP Established Link 2008 2009

| St James Church, Dandenong || wf || wf || o |
| Mission Australia I v Il v I N |

Springvale Community Aid and Advice v v W

Bureau.

African Holistic Settlement Services in of of o

Victoria
| SEFS - South East Family Service I v I v I x |
| Centrelink || of || «f || x |
| AMES l v l v l - |
| WAYSS Ltd I v I v I x |
| Wellsprings for Women || of || X || o |
| VicSEG l v l - l - |
| Child FIRST | v Il x I x |
| South Sudan Development Agency || wf || X || X |
| Migrant Resource Centre || v || X || X |
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Table 7 shows new links developed in the second and third years of the initiative. This demonstrates

that new links continued to be developed and with a wide variety of local community organisations.

Table 71 Agencies with new links established 2008/2009

2008 Newly
Established Link

2009 Newly
Established Link

Noah'’s Ark

Best Start Dandenong

| Greater Dandenong Community Health Service

” Plaza Shopping Centre Management

| Windermere Child and Family Services

|| Dandenong Library Outreach Team

| Springvale Neighbourhood House

|| Centacare Catholic Family Services

| Eastern Access Community Health

|| DEECD Aborigines Kindergarten Field Officer

| Foundation House

|| Dandenong African Group

| Greater Dandenong Community Health Service

|| Connections

| Noble Park Community Centre

|| City of Casey

| Dandenong Community Advisory Bureau

|| Vic. Aborigines Child Care Association

| South East Alcohol and Drug Services

|| Springvale South Body Corporate

| Queen Elizabeth Centre

|| St Mary’s Catholic Church Tennis Club

| Anglicare Victoria — Parentzone

|| Autumn Place Kindergarten

|| Connected Families Karingal, Anglicare

Further details on the nature of the links referred to in Table 6 and 7 are included here. These details

were recorded in a ‘contact log’ developed by the ISP Coordinator. This data revealed that contact

was made by phone, email, networking at a meeting, or by catching up in person. A summary of the

reasons given for establishing contact are provided below:

e  To enquire about setting up PlaySpot in a new location;

. To promote ISPs;

. To generate referrals to the ISP strategy;

. To refer families from ISPs on to another service;

e  To share reciprocal information about families attending ISPs or another service;

e  To elicit support for families through family fun days or provision of resources at sessions;

e  To share strategies regarding engagement of families and development of further

PlaySpot groups.

The example below, provided by the ISP coordinator, demonstrates how information was shared

between ISP staff and another community organisation about families attending both services.

Wellsprings for Women is an organisation based in Dandenong offering a range of

outreach and in house services to women who are isolated or going through a difficult
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time. Regular contact was made with Wellsprings in 2007 and again in 2009 to
discuss families who are isolated and in need of greater support in the community.
One family attended both services, while a second young mum who attended the ISP
was referred on to Wellsprings.

Meetings

Attendance of ISP staff at a range of local service network meetings was another way links were
established as part of the ISP initiative. The general purpose of attendance at network meetings was
to share reciprocal information about services. It was noted that a range of ISP staff members in
different roles attended meetings at different times. By attending these meetings, a point of contact
could be established for a local service with potential benefit to ISP families, the purpose and value of
the ISP could be promoted to other providers, and on occasions, the needs of families seen by the

ISP and another service were shared.

The Early Years Reference Group was reported by ISP staff to offer particular value in networking and
opportunities for collaboration. This group brought organisations together to work toward becoming
more integrated, so as to build capacity to meet broad outcomes related to assisting children and
families. Organisations represented at this reference group were: the Queen Elizabeth parenting
centre, the library, Best Start, the police, primary school principals, Hanover South East Housing
Crisis Service, the Multicultural Resource Centre, MCH services, the Communities for Children
initiative, AMES and Wellsprings. The variety of meetings that were attended overall include those
outlined in Table 8:

Table 8 Meetings Attended by ISP staff

Early Years Reference Group

South East Family Services

Southern Integrated CALD Child and Family Services Network

Dandenong Regional Welfare Network

Koorie Best Start

CGD Playgroup Leader Network

Regional Playgroup Network

In addition to the networking meetings discussed above, joint professional development activities took
place. PV hosted at least one such session, and ISP staff attended a range of sessions where topics

presented had direct relevance to the work. These are detailed below:
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Table 971 Joint Professional Development

CGD: Engaging Fathers Workshop

New Hope: Immigrants Women Domestic Violence Forum

Dandenong Drum Theatre: Parenting into the future

South Sudanese Community Workshop/weekend seminar:
‘Unlock the chains of exclusion’

South Eastern Region Migrant Resource Centre: ‘But here life

is different’ workshop

Domestic Violence Road Show: ‘Catering for Diversity’

Along with these shared professional development opportunities, it was reported that there were
several ‘launches’ attended by ISP staff. These included the Windermere, ‘Reaching Out To The
CALD Community’ launch and the book launch for 0-3 year olds at the Dandenong library. At the
Koorie Maternity DVD launch at the Aborigines Co-Operative in Dandenong, the ISP strategy set up play in
a marquee. To celebrate the work of playgroups in CGD, at a playgroup appreciation dinner organised by
CfC, all ISP workers and other playgroup leaders in CGD were given an award and flowers.

Extending on the professional networking discussed in the current section it was reported that there
are currently plans underway for ISP staff to engage in collaborative work with ISP staff from different
municipalities. The benefits of this approach would include the sharing of experiences and
professional learning with the potential to contribute to the knowledge base of ISPs about the

successes and barriers generally faced.

Progress towards this outcome has been demonstrated by the strong links established with
community organisations, particularly those hosting PlaySpot sessions, and through participation in a
range of local service networks. It was also reported that new links with a range of community
services continued to be developed over time. Although the strength of these links has not been
reported to date, the potential for collaborative work between the ISP and community service
organisations in the CGD in the future appears to exist. It was reported that opportunities for families
to access other community and support services were enhanced through these links. However, a
closer and more systematic review of the successes and challenges in linking with other organisations
is recommended for the future. This could provide direction to future linking efforts, and ensure

desired outcomes are successfully obtained.
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8. Summary and Discussion

The evidence gathered through this evaluation, and presented in the previous sections of this report,
can be summarised according to the following areas, which detail the successes, challenges and

potential learnings of the ISP strategy to date.

Establishment and development of the ISP strategy

It appears from this evaluation that the establishment and continuing development of the ISP strategy
has been strongly influenced by evidence related to both the provision of playgroups and to the
engagement of families from disadvantaged circumstances. The success of the ISP strategy in
providing access for a significant number of families to playgroups was directly related to the
strategy’s ability to remove structural barriers to access; engage with disadvantaged groups by
providing welcoming environments; and to develop links with other local services that would facilitate

opportunities for families to connect with their community and access further supports.

The ISP strategy was found to take time to develop and it was evident that the introduction of a
stronger leadership base in its third year was significant in consolidating the strategy’s progress and
in moving it forward. In general, it was noted that PV’s wealth of experience in co-ordinating and
operating playgroups over many years was an asset in the establishment and development of the ISP

strategy.

Progress towards expected outcomes of the ISP strategy

The provision of access to playgroups for families experiencing a high level of disadvantage was one
of the most important successes of the ISP strategy to date. Although total participation rates were
not identified for the entire life of the ISP, there are clear indications that a significant number of
families, who would not have otherwise attended a playgroup, gained access to the ISP. There is also
evidence to suggest that several of these parents were referred on to other services in response to
their identified needs and that these referrals were taken up by some parents. Links to assist families
to become active and connected to their local community were also reported through anecdotal

evidence.

Unfortunately, strong evidence to support these and other expected outcomes for families and
children was very limited, due to the lack of data sourced to date. In particular, the extent to which
outcomes related to children’s progress can be measured, if families’ attendance at the ISP is
irregular or transitionary in nature, needs consideration. It is, therefore, recommended that the
expected outcomes of the ISP strategy are reviewed and that further evaluation of identified outcomes

be strengthened by the development of an evaluation methodology framework.

Strategic management of the ISP strategy

Although a strategic partnership arrangement was entered into by PV with the CGD, it was apparent
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that the lead role played by PV was the most influential in decision making and guiding the ISP
strategy. The ISP Reference Group met regularly to monitor progress and ensure that all reporting
accountabilities were met successfully. Both PV and CGD indicated general satisfaction with the
partnership and a commitment to continue to collaborate in the provision of the ISP in the future. In
fact, there appears to be even greater potential for increased collaboration, as it is intended that a
CGD Playgroup Strategic Plan is to be created that would aim to align the ISP strategy with other
CGD’s playgroup initiatives. Considering that the Memorandum of Understanding (MOU), developed
between PV and CGD in the ISP’s establishment phase, was regarded to have been a useful
document in providing continuity to agreements at times of change, it is recommended that the
present MOU is reviewed and updated as part of this opportunity to re-visit a strategic planning

process.

The role of the Steering Committee in providing external advice to the ISP strategy in its planning,
implementation and evaluation was found to be unclear by this evaluation. It is recommended that the
function and membership of this group be reviewed to explore its role and to better measure its
impact on future planning processes.

Operational management of the ISP strategy

It appears from this evaluation that resources available to the ISP strategy were utilised in ways that
ensured that PlaySpot sessions occurred. Resources were generally managed well and issues were
addressed as they emerged. However the following discussion highlights the challenges met and the
possible learnings to be elicited.

Staffing was highlighted as a key strength and a major challenge for the ISP strategy. Challenges
were related to staff recruitment and retention; role definition in practice; and staff support and
supervision. Demands on staff occurred due to the physical nature of setting up sessions; the
apparent need for additional voluntary hours reported to have been worked by several staff;
occasional conflict related to different perspectives; confusion with roles and lines of supervision; and
the general intensity of work emanating from providing services for families experiencing high levels
of disadvantage.

Staff team cohesion was considered by all interviewed to be a crucial element of success for the
strategy. Suggestions to improve team cohesion were provided as part of this evaluation. To bring
staff together regularly; maintain relatively new structures of leadership which included support and
supervision; and locate staff in a shared facility with CGD playgroup staff were all identified as means

to further promote a strong sense of team across staff.

ISP staff interviewed as part of this evaluation voiced satisfaction related to stories of successful
engagement with some families and demonstrated, generally, a strong sense of commitment to the
ISP strategy. Staff spoke with conviction about the features of practice that best facilitate engagement
with families and spoke with enthusiasm about families whom they had observed to have made

connections with their local communities. Staff also expressed, however, a sense that for many
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parents the ISP experience was short lived and the effect was unknown. These comments, combined
with irregularity of attendances at PlaySpot sessions by families, provide a basis for questioning
whether the experiences of families who connected only briefly to the ISP strategy could be better

captured to inform the strategy in the future.

In general, the operation of the ISP reflected innovation and flexibility in creatively adapting to
shifts in circumstances and the changing needs of the population it sought to resource. Decisions to
change course, such as moving groups of parents through to Supported Playgroups or re-
establishing ISP at different venues demonstrated a strong commitment to achieve success. The
establishment of the Plaza ISP in a shopping complex has possibly created an information and
referral base for the continuing success and sustainability of the ISP strategy and its ability to engage
with a population of families experiencing disadvantage. However, it is worth considering if the Plaza
ISP has a broader role to play in increasing family participation in all playgroups in the CGD in the

future.

Apart from the strategic partnership created to establish and govern the ISP strategy, the building of
networks and collaboration with other key service stakeholders was a prominent feature of
progress to date. This report details the many opportunities for collaboration evidenced through
contact related to referrals; network meetings; joint staff professional development and forums;
community launches; and the planning of community events together. The strength of this
collaboration was reported by staff to have provided better access to a range of services for families
and better information provision between services on behalf of families. However, this evaluation was
not able to confirm these reports through more comprehensive data, which might in the future include
direct feedback from families, as well as an evaluation and analysis of the strength of these service

collaborations, through feedback from other key service stakeholders.

Considerations for future evaluation of the ISP strategy

Evaluation is an important element of any service provided to families and children. It has the
potential to ensure that services are built upon best available evidence; to ensure that strategies to
deliver best outcomes for families and children are designed to meet identified outcomes; and to
make clear from the beginning how the methodology to carry out an evaluation will operate, so as to

measure expected outcomes.

Unfortunately this evaluation was hampered by the absence of prior planning for an evaluation
process, and consequently comprehensive data to add to staff anecdotal comments and outputs
provided to FaHCSIA, was not available. It was noted, for example, that there has been no
consultation of families to elicit their views on how the ISP program has impacted on them and their
children. It was also noted that where data had been gathered from the beginning of the initiative, it
covered only finite reporting periods rather than the entire three years of the strategy. Finally,
additional value may be added by tracking specific families over time: to monitor their progress during
and after they leave ISP sessions, so as to contribute information related to the impact of the program

on the intended recipients and where future engagement efforts should be directed. It is therefore
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concluded, that the data currently provided goes only some of the way towards informing the

progress of the ISP strategy.

It is strongly suggested that planning for the further revaluation of the ISP strategy re-visit expected
strategy outcomes and reflect on processes. An outcomes evaluation approach, based on program
logic is recommended as a way to achieve a more comprehensive understanding of what has been,
and can be achieved by the ISP strategy.

In summary, PV and CGD succeeded in meeting all FaHCSIA requirements of the ISP strategy.
Reports from PV and CGD staff have highlighted that the ISP strategy addressed changing
circumstances and needs of families and staff over time in a flexible manner. At the end of its third
year of operation, it appeared that the ISP strategy had strengthened its base and increased its
effectiveness in response to a range of challenges. It is unfortunate, however, that these trends were
not confirmed by this evaluation through the presentation and analysis of appropriate data. Despite
this situation, the PV-CGD Intensive Support Playgroup strategy appears to be well positioned to
move forward to even more effectively work together to promote and implement the ISP strategy as
an innovative service for families and young children in the CGD who are experiencing a high level of

disadvantage.
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9. Recommendations

The following recommendations have been identified by this evaluation based on a review of all
available evaluation data including interviews with PV and CGD staff. The recommendations are

presented from the findings detailed throughout this report including its summary and discussion.

1. That the Intensive Support Playgroup strategy continues to be informed by the best
available evidence, including research evidence, professional practice wisdom and

family values, as part of its further development.

2. That the commitment demonstrated by Playgroup Victoria and the City of Greater
Dandenong to date, in the establishment and implementation of the Intensive Support
Playgroup strategy be maintained, and that partnership arrangements be reviewed and

the current Memorandum of Understanding updated.

3. That the opportunity provided by the creation of a City of Greater Dandenong
Playgroup Strategic Plan be explored in relation to the possible re-alignment of the
Intensive Support Playgroup with other City of Greater Dandenong playgroup
initiatives, as a means to consolidate achievement to date, and to strengthen strategic

partnerships.

4. That the purpose and function of the Intensive Support Playgroup Steering Committee
be reviewed and that the role of external agencies in providing advice to the strategy
be further evaluated, within a full analysis of collaborative partnerships existing within
the ISP strategy.

5. That the successes of the current operational structures, particularly those which
resulted from a re-structuring of staff and services in 2008, be continued to maintain
quality practices and to promote the sustainability of Intensive Support Playgroup in

the City of Greater Dandenong.

6. That staff recruitment and retention difficulties for the Intensive Support Playgroup
strategy continue to be addressed through the present staff structure, which has

acknowledged the importance of staff supports and supervision.

7. That team cohesion be given priority and that within these processes, staff roles be
reviewed and that the possibility of co-location of the Intensive Support Playgroup

strategy staff with the City of Greater Dandenong Playgroup staff be explored.
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That a comprehensive methodology based on an outcomes/program logic approach be
developed to provide a future framework for evaluation, that will measure progress
towards expected outcomes and be reflective of processes, so as to inform the further

development of the Intensive Support Playgroup strategy.

That within the development of a comprehensive evaluation methodology, the
expected outcomes of the Intensive Support Playgroup strategy be reviewed and that
measures for reporting to these outcomes be identified with realistic tools to capture

accurate and relevant data, particularly direct feedback from parents.
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11. Appendix A : Outcomes Evaluation Framework

Playgroup Victoria, Intensive Support Playgroups
Outcomes Evaluation Framework (Developed in June 2009)

services

Support Playgroup
participants with links to
universal and specialist
services.

Number of referrals

Parents report
increased access

Staff report
increased access for
parents

Outcome Objective Strategies/ Activities Proposed Proposed Tools
Indicators
1 Parents & children have To' increase parent an_d Provide Intensive Number of Staff Repords; &

: child access to Intensive | Support Playgroups to playgroups Professional
access to Intensive Support Playgroups and | vulnerable families Interviews; &
Support Playgroups p[;] ygroup ' Number of P | L
and other support to other support Provide Intensive participants arent Interviews;

services. Case Study

2(i). Parents have the
skills & capacity to
parent well.

To increase parents
skills and their capacity
to parent well.

Provide Intensive
Support Playgroups to
vulnerable families.

Provide Intensive
Support Playgroup
parents with information
on a range of parent
and child related
issues.

Number of
playgroups

Number of
participants

Number of
information sessions
held

Parents report
increased capacity

Parents report
increased skills

Staff report
increased capacity
and skills of parents

Staff Records; &
Professional
Interviews; &
Parent Interviews;
Case Study

FaHCSIA Project Objectives

Promote positive early
development for children under
school age through access to
regular playgroup activities.

Empowering parents or
caregivers knowledge, skills
and capacity for parenting and
sustaining family wellbeing.
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Outcome Objective Strategies/ Activities Proposed Proposed Tools
Indicators
2(ii). Relationships are To enhance positive Provide Intensive Number of Staff Re_cords; &
positive between parent | relationships between Support PIaygrgups to playgroups Profe;smnal
and child. parent and child. vulnerable families. Number of Interviews; &. .
articipants Parent Interviews;
P P Case Study

Parents report
enhanced
relationship with
child.

Staff report
enhanced
relationships
between parent and
child.

3. Parents are active
members of their
community.

To increase parents
active participation in
their community.

Provide Intensive
Support Playgroups to
vulnerable families.

Number of
participants
engaging in other
community activities

Parents report
increased
involvement in their
community

Staff Records; &
Professional
Interviews; &
Parent Interviews;
Case Study

FaHCSIA Project Objectives

Creating a proactive approach
to finding solutions for families
with young children in crisis
and focusing on prevention and
early intervention strategies.
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Outcome Objective Strategies/ Activities Proposed Proposed Tools
Indicators
4 (i). Children are To increase the degree Provide Intensive Nll;m?§L0f3 g:‘g];fesseigﬁﬁs’ &
developing well to which children are Support Plavarouns to playgroup Interviews: &
(physically, socially, developing well Ipp bl fyg il P Number of =) t t’ PRp.
cognitively & physically, socially, vuinerabie familles. participants Cgrseenst:de;wews,

emotionally).

cognitively and
emotionally.

Parents report
improvement in their
child’s development

Staff report
improvement in
child’s development

4 (ii). Children relate well
to their peers and
other adults.

To increase a child’s
ability to relate well to
their peers and to
adults.

Provide Intensive
Support Playgroups to
vulnerable families.

Number of
playgroups

Number of
participants

Parents report
improvement in
parent- child
relationship

Staff report
improvement in
parent’-child
relationships

Staff Records; &
Professional
Interviews; &
Parent Interviews;
Case Study

FaHCSIA Project Objectives

Promote positive early
development for children under
school age through access to
regular playgroup activities.
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Outcome

Objective

Strategies/ Activities

Proposed Proposed Tools
Indicators
5. Children transition To increase the Provide Intensive ngmbrgLofs g:i:‘fessig?l:lls’ &
effectively from one effectiveness with which S ¢ Pl ¢ playgroup Intervi ‘&
situation to another. children transition from upport Flaygroups to Number of nierviews, & )
one situation to another. vulnerable families. participants Parent Interviews;
Case Study

Number of children
who regularly attend
another universal
service.

Parents report child
transitions well from
one situation to
another

Staff report child
transitions well from
one situation to
another

6. The Intensive Support
Playgroup is supported
by a range of service
links.

To increase the links
with Intensive Support
Playgroups and other
services.

Playgroup Victoria Staff
and Intensive Support
Playgroup staff network
with other Greater
Dandenong services.

Number of network
events attended by
staff.

Staff report
increased links with
other services

Professional
Interviews

FaHCSIA Project Objectives

Creating a proactive approach
to finding solutions for families
with young children in crisis
and focusing on prevention and
early intervention strategies.

Develop effective and
sustainable links with
community, welfare and
government agencies in support
of families with young children.
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