Investing In Our Youth Inc
The Indigenous Education Action Plan appears to be a useful strategic document. In my experience however, there are few practical models that illustrate how these worthwhile objectives may be implemented.

I would like to present a sample pilot project that may be of interest to Australia’s Education Ministers. I provide the following brief background on the ‘Linking Education and Families’ program for your information. Please let me know if you would like any further information or if I can help in any way.

The Linking Education and Families (LEAF) program is a school based program that targets families with children aged 0-4 years. The program was developed by Kindergarten teacher, Fiona Farren at South Bunbury Primary School (WA).
The LEAF program provides a framework that gives each child the best possible start to their education. Families with young children are welcome to attend ‘Play Cafes’ which are offered at the Kindy on a day when the facility is not being used by Kindy students. This gives parents and children the opportunity to become comfortable with the Kindy environment and establish a relationship with the Kindy teacher. Children benefit greatly from the play and learning environment and parents report that they see improvements in their child’s social skills (increased confidence and independence, sharing, taking turns, settling well to activities). Parents also benefit through greater social support networks with other parents, and opportunities to build relationships with the Kindy teacher and receive reassurance and parenting information. The program encourages school and community partnerships. Play Cafes receive visits from community health nurses and allied health workers. Under the caring eye of the Kindy teacher and the community health nurse and other visitors, any children or parents in need of assistance can receive attention and early intervention if required. This is delivered in a way that ensures that the parent is an equal partner and the expert when it comes to knowing and understanding their child.

Other components of the program include the opportunity for new Kindy students to receive a family visit from the Kindy teacher; free ‘welcome’ packs for parents with information on preparing children for Kindy, useful parent information and local service contacts; and a pre-kindy health screening check conducted by the Kindy teacher and local community health nurse.  All these components work together to ensure that children are ready for their best learning experience and can have an anxiety free start to school.   

One of the strengths of the LEAF program is that it is supported by a range of organizations working together to achieve better outcomes for children. Steering groups support the program and have representation from the Department of Education, not for profit organizations, the Department of Health, the Department for Communities, and local government.

A recent application has been made to build in funding support to trial strategies to engage with Aboriginal families. The strategies will include:

1) Consult with the Aboriginal Education Team and the Aboriginal Education Advisory Council (comprised of local elders and community leaders) and other Aboriginal representatives. Some redesign of the LEAF program may be necessary to ensure culturally secure service delivery.

2) Increase capacity (secure additional hours) of Aboriginal and Islander Education Officers (AEIO’s) so that they can perform a front line role in the LEAF program and assist in engaging local Aboriginal families.

3) Provide mandatory cultural security training for LEAF program coordinators (Kindy teachers).

4) Provide alternative transport options (taxi vouches, assistance from AEIO)

The LEAF program has received much positive feedback, recently receiving three State awards, and been recommended for further review and monitoring by the WA Parliamentary Education and Health Standing Committee. 

However, the LEAF steering group are concerned about the current lack of representation of Indigenous families at Play Cafes and are keen to develop strategies to make the program relevant, welcoming, culturally secure and accessible to the Indigenous community.

There is a pressing need to facilitate early engagement of Aboriginal families, enhance school readiness and promote a smooth transition to school. As illustrated by the graph below, only a small proportion of Aboriginal children currently attend Kindergarten.

Figure 1
Number of Indigenous children attending school across the South West, by schooling level, semester two, 2007
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Source: Department of Education and Training – Student Census Statistics

The LEAF program can provide a framework for improving Indigenous families’ use of the early childhood development services they need to optimise the development of their children.

