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Executive Summary

Background

Between 2018 and 2021, Australian Early Development Census (AEDC) data
measured significant increases in vulnerability for Greater Bendigo's children
across several domains. Vulnerabilities across all domains remain higher for
Greater Bendigo than for Victoria and National averages. This is despite the
best intentions of targeted state and federal initiatives that promote whole-
of-community approaches, and a local Early Years sector filled with passionate
and skilled professionals dedicated to improving outcomes for children, their
families, and the community.

How do vulnerable children and families slip through the cracks
when communities have universal and targeted resources at their

fingertips?

In grappling with this issue, the City of Greater Bendigo (the City) partnered
with ARACY - Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth (ARACY) to
undertake a comprehensive program of research and analysis we've referred to
as, The City of Greater Bendigo Early Years Project.

The aim of the project was to explore opportunities to influence the local Early
Years sector and mobilise positive change within the community, with the
intent of achieving long-term reduction in the level of vulnerability among
Greater Bendigo's children, and improved outcomes across generations for
children, families and the community alike.

This report presents the findings from the project, covering a comprehensive
range of deliverables that included consultations with the local community
(families) and Early Years sector (education and service providers). Following a
discussion of the strengths and challenges of, and opportunities for, the local
Early Years sector, the report concludes with a range of possible actions and
responsibilities for the short, medium, and long term; opportunities for
consideration by the sector to best gear the system to support Greater
Bendigo’s children and families to thrive.
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ARACY's approach

ARACY's approach to the project comprised several comprehensive stages. Our

approach is represented as follows:

2.What is the
« Community Profile community
+ System & Service telling us?
mazpllngf « Final Report
« Models o :
Collaboration Evidence o Stakeholder SRR | RER
Review consultations

» Caregiver survey

3. Analysis,

1. Context & ]
Recommendations

Next Steps

Background

1. Context & background - an initial analysis stage of desktop research to
prepare a community profile, highlighting areas of advantage and
disadvantage within the Greater Bendigo local government area, and
system and service mapping to determine where early years services are
located. An evidence review of collaboration models was also undertaken,
to determine which approaches might work best in the Greater Bendigo
context.

2. Community intelligence — a second stage sought to understand community
perspectives about the local Early Years sector, to explore how the
experience of children, families and service providers could be improved and
how barriers could be overcome to improve outcomes for children. ARACY
conducted stakeholder consultations on the ground in Bendigo and
surrounding areas, and separately gathered community feedback through a
survey for caregivers, hosted on the City's online platform.

3. Analysis & Recommendations — a final stage synthesised the work
undertaken in the previous stages to identify factors impacting child
wellbeing within Greater Bendigo, barriers to effective services, and
enablers supporting a positive experience for families and children. The
overall findings are presented in this report. ARACY delivered a ‘closing the
loop’ community forum at the end of the project, with Greater Bendigo's
Early Years sector, where a presentation of project findings and outcomes
were discussed alongside recommendations for next steps.
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Applying The Nest to this project

ARACY's wellbeing framework for children and young people, The Nest, was
used to frame this project. The City intended that it be used as a lens for
planning across each domain of child wellbeing, and to increase collaboration,
without duplicating existing whole-of-community initiatives, within the
context of a busy local sector. The Nest’'s emphasis on collective effort was of
particular interest to this project.

The Nest was applied throughout the project, including:

e Mapping services in Greater Bendigo's Early Years sector against each
domain of child wellbeing

e Framing the Community Profile by each domain of child wellbeing

e Exploring the experiences of families and service providers through each
domain of child wellbeing

e Exploring the relationships between providers, and the barriers and
enablers to effective service provision and collaboration, through each
domain of child wellbeing, and

e Synthesising the findings from our analysis of the Greater Bendigo Early
Years system and applying The Nest to our recommendations regarding
the next steps in implementing change.

Summary of findings

Community concerns and opportunities

Results of the community survey highlighted a range of concerns and
opportunities for families with children aged O to 6 years in Greater Bendigo.
Community feedback can be summarised as follows:

Financial strain and access to affordable ECEC services impacting families.

Frustration over systemic barriers like waitlists, geographical limitations, and lack of
service availability is a recurring issue and service access is a major concern, especially for
those with higher needs.

Limited inclusive services for children/ caregivers with disability and/or other needs.

Reliable, consistent, locally relevant information is highly sought after.

Strong desire for improvements in accessibility, communication, and the availability of
services to better meet the diverse needs of families.
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Strengths and Challenges in the Greater Bendigo Early Years system

ARACY's consultations with stakeholders and caregivers highlighted many
strengths in the Early Years system in Greater Bendigo. These are summarised
as follows:

Strong take-up of early learning reforms

Established networks and opportunities for professional learning

Playgroups and other services

Harnessing family voice

Conversely, key challenges identified in the local Early Years system can be
grouped into the following areas:

Workforce shortages and recruitment

Service accessibility — timely access, service navigation, transport issues
Service navigation

Data strengthening

Issues for outlying communities

Opportunities

ARACY analysed the TQKP
opportunities stemming from Systems Levers
these strengths and challenges

and considered them against the Concerted

Leadership
Systems Levers, as described by Putting Dat

Smarter

|| Investment

& I.eurning

to work
sector collaborators to > E’,‘,?,gﬁ:"

the Thriving Queensland Kids
Partnership (TQKP). These
leverage points enable cross-

‘

collectively contribute to positive ’ Sronper
systems change. The systems W””“““”
levers (critical elements or
enablers) are demonstrated in the
diagram, right.

i Refer to: https://www.aracy.org.au/the-nest-in-action/thriving-queensland-kids-
partnership/tgkp-systems-focus (accessed 2 October 2024)

10
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Alongside the opportunities identified in the report, ARACY framed a series of
questions for consideration against the Systems Levers (in our Collaboration
Evidence Review, Appendix C). These questions and opportunities are

presented in the following table for consideration by the local Early Years
sector.

1



| ‘ aracy

Table 1. System Levers by questions and opportunities for consideration by the Early Years sector

System domain Questions for consideration Opportunities for consideration

Concerted e Do we have cross-sectorial shared values e Establish Greater Bendigo Early Years forum
leadership and vision? e Advocacy to improve the outcomes of Greater Bendigo’s
children and families, e.g., regarding:

° i ?
AT S G U e o Flexible, affordable ECECs

e What complexity would we add to this o Government policy support
landscape? What might we displace? o Supply/ demand of public services and potentially
e Is our focus long-term? more private services, by creating incentives for

practitioners to work in the area.
o Workforce planning, attracting families to relocate
o Housing availability and affordability

e Support for cross-sectorial shared values and vision;
interagency multidisciplinary sector capacity and capability
building activities

Amplify collaborative models that incorporate Early Years-
focused, place-based organisations, networks, and groups.

Smarter e What need/s exist in this place that could Improving service accessibility & navigation:
investment be better met with cross-sector e Specialist connector roles to link families with services — to
collaboration? respond to increasing numbers of children and families with

complex needs, through connection, support and navigation,

* Whatis already here in terms of e.g. helping families to navigate community and access

community assets, services, systems and

services.
strengths? .. . .
e Maintain comprehensive early years' resources and services
e What value could we add to the system directory for families navigating the system, e.g., a
landscape in this place? centralised resource or one-stop-shop for reliable,
consistent, locally relevant EY information.
Putting data, e What data are we using, and how are we e Explore data linkage opportunities to inform planning,
evidence, using it, to reach conclusions about what design and delivery of services and support for families in
learning to work works best for the community? Greater Bendigo

12



System domain

Questions for consideration

Opportunities for consideration

Engaged public,
caregivers and
communities

What need/s exist in this place that could
be better met with cross-sector
collaboration?

Are data upskilling workforce capabilities
required?

Is there adequate funding for community
participation and engagement?

How will we co-define “community” and
ensure genuine representation?

What are we willing to give to foster
community engagement and leadership
over the long term? Money, resources,
control, decision-making, changing the

ways we do things in response to
feedback?

What is the readiness and capacity of the
community to partner in — or lead - this
work?

Do we enable the sharing and
engagement of data?

Develop, implement practices and methods to support
agencies and services to make sense of available data and
generate new data sets to inform practices

Evaluate current data related to families and services to
identify promising practices, program improvements,
redundancies and missed opportunities (service gaps).

For Outlying communities:

Support for developing granular plans to cater for differing
demographic profiles of these communities to assist
community ownership of planning.

Improve service accessibility & navigation:

Connect communities through events, activities and
community engagement, to support families to build
connections and strong social support networks

Explore barriers to access and co-created solutions by
services, families and children. Involve children and families
directly in the co-design of place-based, culturally informed
early years supports.

Provide public access to evidence-based resources and
materials relevant to the early years, including normalising
parenting support in early parenthood

Streamline and simplify, where possible, to remove access
and navigation barriers for families seeking Early Years
support. Provide clearer, more streamlined pathways and
flexible approaches to wrap around families.

Expand supported playgroups targeting priority groups in
the community, such as parenting teens, newly arrived

13
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System domain Questions for consideration Opportunities for consideration

families, and those experiencing complex needs or other
vulnerabilities.

Maintain comprehensive early years' resources and services
directory for families navigating the system, e.g., a
centralised resource or one-stop-shop for reliable,
consistent, locally relevant EY information.

Facilitate discussions with relevant stakeholders (e.g. bus
companies) and advocate for the Greater Bendigo
community to help make public transport services and
routes more accessible.

Culturally inclusive service opportunities:

Given growing cultural diversity in the community, promote
resources to support culturally safe service delivery across
the Greater Bendigo Early Years sector.

Increase understanding of migrant families and non-
residents in the area, to support children local services aren’t
aware of

Supporting families with higher needs:

Integrated e Whatis our role in the local EY system,as e
services system players?
e Are there integrated agency systems in
our community? o

Host caregiver events (e.g. early years forums) to build
parenting capacity, with visiting specialists sharing what
families can do at home - e.g., strengths-based approach
and opportunity to meet other families & learn about NDIS.
Establish cross-sectoral WGs to explore further EY system
opportunities, e.g. Community/child and family hubs, data
strengthening, services to outlying areas

Support transition to school processes through increased
service coordination and connection. Fostering networking

14



System domain

Questions for consideration

Opportunities for consideration

Stronger
workforces

Is there a focus on time, empowerment
and space for relationships and inter-
agency connections?

What is already here in terms of
community assets, services, systems and
strengths?

How can we ensure we do not add to the
already complex landscape of place?

Can services jointly manage associated
risks and individually account for them
within their own structures?

What culture, infrastructure and enabling
conditions can be put in place to give
services the freedom to experiment, adapt
and change established systems?

What skills need to be increased through
capability-building training?

What opportunities are there for sharing
knowledge (e.g. Communities of
Practice)?

Are we investing in local knowledge by
valuing the diversity in place?

and relationship building opportunities between ECECs,
kindergartens and schools.

Bendigo's status as a Child Friendly City. Revise, revisit,
update?

Refer to the Early Years Workforce Plan (EYWP) for

Greater Bendigo to support action

Cross sectoral conversations and support for workforce

planning across TAFE, university and local manufacturing/

industry in train. Economic development opportunities?

Advocacy for workforce planning in Greater Bendigo,

attracting families to relocate.

o Supply/ demand of public services and potentially

more private services, by creating incentives for
practitioners to work in the area.

15
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System domain Questions for consideration Opportunities for consideration

o Housing availability and affordability.

Outlying communities:
e Advocacy and support for determining place-level
workforce needs.

16
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Implications for the Early Years system in Greater Bendigo

The final section of the report discusses aspects of system change required to
shift the dial for children and families experiencing vulnerability in the Greater
Bendigo community.

Core Care Conditions for Children and Families

The core care conditions for children and families are introduced, key features
of the social and physical environments in which young children and their
families live that are important for optimal development and functioning
(Moore, 2024). The Nest, in child outcomes, is at the heart of the core care
conditions.

The model (refer to Fig 5, p. 109), provides a useful framework for the Greater
Bendigo Early Years sector to consider roles and responsibilities at different
levels. For example, ‘Enabling Policies’ are largely the responsibility of Federal
and State Governments, and Local Government has a role in advocating and
influencing ‘supportive community environments’ in partnership with relevant
sector players. The work of shaping core care conditions for families and
children is that of the entire Early Years sector, with cross-sectoral
collaboration being key.

Cross-sectoral collaboration

Cross-sectoral collaboration is discussed, with key examples presented of
collaboration across communities in Australia, where sectors are uniting to
improve conditions and outcomes for children and their families. ARACY has
proudly played an integral role in partnering with communities in the case
studies, building the workforce capacity in supporting the wellbeing of their
children and families, through delivery of training in The Nest and The
Common Approach®.

This is important — and worthy of consideration by the Greater Bendigo Early
Years sector — because if workforces across different sectors are equipped with
a shared and collective approach, we strengthen services in the universal,
secondary and tertiary systems, especially for children and families
experiencing the most vulnerability.

By establishing shared and common language among the Early Years sector,
along with evidence-based practices and a shared vision for the change we
want to see in our communities, we can begin to ensure we are working
towards the same common goal: improving outcomes for our youngest children
and their families.

17
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What does this mean for systems change in the local Early Years
sector?

The City of Greater Bendigo represents the closest sphere of government to
the Greater Bendigo community and has enormous potential to influence a
community that values and supports children in the early years and their
families. Through its advocacy and influence, the City's roles as facilitator and
convenor are key. Examples of how the City is enacting this role include:

e Connecting services with families through low or no cost events

e Developing the Affordable Housing Strategy

e Gathering KISP data, which is publicly available

e Discussions with the Department of Transport regarding public transport
e Community Hubs Planning

e Promoting Greater Bendigo as a relocation destination of choice

e Supporting sector advocacy for increased funding and services across the
LGA, including in Elmore and Heathcote

e Healthy places and spaces, access to greenery, recreational spaces,
healthy eating.

Through its wealth and diversity of relationships and connections in locality
and the wider system, local government has the potential to be a systems
networker and convenor. This holds true for the City of Greater Bendigo in
the Early Years sector. Critically there are opportunities for the local Early
Years sector to collaborate to improve outcomes for children in the early years
in Greater Bendigo. These include:

e Convening, as a sector, to discuss the opportunities presented in this
report, and to consider a coordinated approach to prioritising cross-
sector collaboration to address challenges facing the Early Years system.

e Discussing the unique roles of each player in the Early Years system,
including the City as a facilitator and convenor, and each stakeholder as
a system player, and the resources needed to maintain momentum and
facilitate action.

18
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Opportunities for Actions and Responsibilities

This report closes with a range of recommended actions, categorised according
to their corresponding Nest Domain and Systems Lever, and where
responsibility for this action might rest. This is provided as a starting point for
discussion within the sector, to potentially generate and catalyse further
collaborative action across the Early Years system to best gear the system to
support children and their families to thrive.

The project supports a range of actions that could be addressed in the short,
medium, and long term. ARACY has not specified timeframes for
short/immediate, medium, and long term, given the range of stakeholders
involved, however a tranche of actions should be considered and made
available without delay, and we have prioritised these as such (high importance
and high urgency). Refer to the table overleaf.

19
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Table 2. Opportunities to improve the Early Years system in Greater Bendigo: EY Sector Actions and
Responsibilities

Immediate/ short term actions (high importance, high urgency)

Action

Establish a Greater Bendigo Early Years forum for
EY sector to meet regularly, e.g. quarterly
(frequency + format TBD) to share information,
discuss new developments & opportunities for
cross-sector collaboration.

Aim: To ensure consistency of information/
understanding between EY sectors to support all
families to thrive.

Establish cross-sector Working Groups to explore

key EY system opportunities, e.g.:

e Community Hubs in Greater Bendigo;
streamlined pathways and flexible approaches
to wrap around families

e Data strengthening

e Services to outlying areas

e EY Workforce Plan

Inclusive service opportunities (priority families)

e Navigation support for vulnerable/ priority
families to join supported playgroups, and to
access specialist knowledge earlier/ sooner

e Expand supported playgroups for priority
families, e.q., teen parents, newly arrived
families, and those experiencing complex needs
or other vulnerabilities.

Responsibility

Greater Bendigo Early
Years sector, including
Local Government and
relevant stakeholders

*shared responsibility
for hosting, facilitating?

Local Govt
Relevant sector
stakeholders, e.g.
Housing, Health,
Education

Health & Human
Services

Health, MCH services,
Social Services

Local Govt

Refugee and migrant
services

Nest Domain/s (ND) + Systems Lever (SL)
ND: All

SL: Concerted Leadership; Stronger
Workforces; Integrated services/delivery

ND: Healthy, Participating

SL: Concerted Leadership; Engaged public,
caregivers and communities; Stronger
workforces

ND: Healthy, Participating

SL: Smarter Investment; Concerted
Leadership; Engaged public, caregivers and
communities

20
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ACCOs, First Nations-

led orgs

Local NFPs and charity
Support transition to school processes through Education ND: Learning, Healthy, Valued, Loved and
increased service coordination and connection. Local Govt Safe

Fostering networking and relationship building

opportunities between ECECs, kindergartens and

Refugee and migrant
services

SL: Concerted Leadership; Engaged public,
caregivers and communities; Stronger

schools. ACCOs, First Nations-
workforces
led orgs
5 Host caregiver events (e.g. early years forums) to NDIS ND: Healthy, Participating

Health, MCH services,
PHN, Social Services
Local Govt

build parenting capacity, with visiting specialists
sharing what families can do at home - e.qg.,
strengths-based approach and opportunity to meet
other families & learn about NDIS.

Medium-term actions (high importance, lower urgency)

Action

SL: Concerted Leadership; Engaged public,
caregivers and communities

Nest Domain/s + Systems Lever (SL)

ND: Valued, Loved and Safe; Healthy;
Participating

Responsibility

6 Connect communities through events, activities and Communities for
community engagement, to support families to Children FP and
build connections and strong social support Local Govt
networks. Health, MCH services,
Social Services
Health & Human
Services
Health, MCH services,
Social Services
Local Govt

7  Explore specialist connector roles to link families
with services - to responding to increasing numbers
of children and families with complex needs,
through connection, support and navigation, e.qg.
helping families to navigate community and access
services.

ND: Valued, Loved and Safe; Healthy;
Participating

SL: Smarter investment; Engaged public,
caregivers and communities
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8

10

Develop and maintain comprehensive early years’

resources and services directory for families

navigating the system. Possible use of this resource

to host events and groups.

Enhance public access to evidence-based resources
and materials relevant to the early years, including

normalising support in early parenthood.

Culturally inclusive service opportunities

e Given growing cultural diversity in the
community, promote resources to support
culturally safe service delivery across the
Greater Bendigo Early Years sector.

e Increase understanding of migrant families and
non-residents in the area, to support children

local services aren’t aware of

Communities for
Children FP and

Local Govt

Health, MCH services,
Social Services
Families, Fairness and
Housing

Health, MCH services

Families, Fairness and
Housing,

Local Govt,

Refugee and migrant

services,

ACCOs, First Nations-
led orgs,

Local NFPs and charity

ND: Valued, Loved and Safe; Healthy;
Participating

SL: Engaged public, caregivers and
communities

ND: Valued, Loved and Safe; Healthy

SL: Smarter investment; Engaged public,
caregivers and communities

ND: Valued, Loved and Safe; Positive Sense
of Identity and Culture

SL: Engaged public, caregivers and
communities

Longer-term actions (lower urgency)

1

12

Action

Bendigo’s status as a Child Friendly City. Revise,
revisit, update?

Explore in-depth barriers to access and co-create

solutions by services, families and children

Responsibility

Local Govt

Health & Human
Services

Health, MCH services,
PHN, NDIS

Social Services

Local Govt

Nest Domain/s + Systems Lever (SL)
ND: Valued, Loved and Safe

SL: Integrated services

ND: Healthy, Participating

SL: Concerted Leadership; Engaged public,
caregivers and communities
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13 Involve children and families directly in the co-
design of place-based, culturally informed early
years supports.

Health & Human
Services

Health, MCH services,
PHN, NDIS

Social Services

Local Govt

ND: Healthy, Participating

SL: Concerted Leadership; Engaged public,
caregivers and communities
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1 Introduction

ARACY - Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth (ARACY) was
commissioned by the City of Greater Bendigo (the City) to explore
opportunities to influence the local Early Years sector and mobilise positive
change within the community to achieve a long-term reduction in the level of
vulnerability among children of Greater Bendigo.

This report presents the findings from the project, and recommendations for
the Early Years sector in promoting and delivering improved outcomes for the
children of Greater Bendigo.

1.1 Project objectives

The project had several overarching objectives, including to:

e Improve outcomes for Greater Bendigo's children and reduce
vulnerabilities across Australian Early Development Census (AEDC)
domains

e Increase understanding of Greater Bendigo's Early Years sector

e Increase understanding of the City of Greater Bendigo’s current and
potential roles within Greater Bendigo's Early Years sector

e Understand applicability of ARACY's The Nest framework to the Greater
Bendigo context

e Identify opportunities for increased collaboration, efficiencies, and
impact

e Identify barriers to increased collaboration, efficiencies, and impact, as
well as methods to mitigate.

1.2 Project outcomes

Within the context of the City's Early Years planning, Health and Wellbeing
Plan renewal, and Community Needs Assessment project, it was intended this
project would aspire to achieve the following outcomes:

e Increased collaboration, efficiencies and impact within Greater Bendigo's
Early Years sector

e Improved outcomes across generations for Greater Bendigo's children,
families and community

e Long term reduction in Greater Bendigo's children measuring as
vulnerable across the AEDC domains.
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1.3 Applying The Nest to this project

ARACY was commissioned to undertake this project in relation to our vision for
the wellbeing of young Australians, The Nest. Developed over a decade ago in

2013, The Nest is Australia’s first evidence-based framework for national child
and youth wellbeing.

The Nest was developed between 2010 and 2012. ARACY listened to over

4,000 children and young people, their families, and experts asking them what
it means to have a “good life".

D SHEE N,

D\'ﬁs}l Feels safe at g ¥ Health 54{?;5,

0‘\. school and in shtie s
&Q' Protects ok et - m\a::n:eded

LEARNING
INILYd D118V

Positive sense

Feels provided | of self
for

Positive cultural
and spiritual
identi

The Nest Wellbeing Wheel

They showed us that wellbeing means: to be valued, loved, and safe; to have
material basics; to be physically and mentally healthy; to be learning; to be
participating; and to have a positive sense of identity and culture. These six
pivotal, interconnected dimensions of wellbeing outlines what is essential for
children and young people to thrive.

The Nest has been widely adopted by individuals, agencies, programs and
services, collective impact and place-based initiatives, government
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departments and policymakers, research institutions, advocacy groups and
representative organisations across the country to frame their work. It was
applied to this project in several ways, including:

e Mapping services in Greater Bendigo’s Early Years sector against each
Nest domain

e Framing a Community Profile by each Nest domain

e Exploring the experiences of families and service providers through the
lens of The Nest

e Exploring the relationships between providers, and the barriers and
enablers to effective service provision and collaboration, through the
lens of The Nest

e Synthesising the findings from our analysis of the Greater Bendigo Early
Years system and applying The Nest to our recommendations regarding
the next steps in implementing change.
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2 Project background

In addition to this report, ARACY delivered the following as part of the Greater
Bendigo Early Years Project:

e Community profile

e System and service mapping

e Evidence review of collaboration models

e Consultations with Early Years sector stakeholders

e Community survey with caregivers.

The following sections detail each of these activities.

2.1 Community profile

ARACY developed a community profile of Greater Bendigo to gain an
understanding of the situation and circumstances of families and young
children living in the region.

Key findings from the community profile illustrated that in Greater Bendigo:

e In 2021, almost one in four children in Greater Bendigo were
developmentally vulnerable on one or more domains (23.9%) and over
one in 10 (13.3%) were developmentally vulnerable on two or more
domains. These figures have increased consistently since 2012
(Department of Education Skills and Employment, 2022). Results for the
2024 AEDC have yet to be released.

e There were 8,656 children aged 0-5 years in 2021 (Australian Bureau of
Statistics, 2021). In 2022, there were 1,363 births, and a further 1,390
births in 2023 (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2024).
Additionally, Greater Bendigo has a higher proportion of children aged O
to 9 years than Victoria, and this age group is predicted to grow in
numbers and as a percentage of the population over the next two
decades.

e 5.5% of Prep children identified as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait
Islander.

e Key strengths in relation to the Early Years sector are the high rates of
attendance at Maternal and Child Health (MCH) services and high rates
of immunisation, compared with children across the rest of Victoria.

27



1 ‘ aracy

There is also high attendance at kindergarten, including greater
attendance by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students than
elsewhere in Victoria, and higher access to speech therapists (in 2020).

e This project has been fundamental to addressing developmental
vulnerabilities among children in the Greater Bendigo community, in
understanding how families are supported in the early years and where
to focus efforts to make a difference. Further investment in cross-
sectoral collaboration to ensure the Early Years sector is best equipped
to support vulnerable families in the community will likely result in
positive impacts on AEDC results in future collections.

Refer to Section 3 for the full community profile.

2.2 System and service mapping

ARACY undertook system and geographical mapping to identify services that
would be expected within a community the size of Greater Bendigo and
mapped this against The Nest. This includes a detailed list of services
identified through the mapping exercise.

Services were broadly categorised into universal services for all children aged
0-5 years (e.g. maternal and child health services) and secondary services -
targeted to families with additional needs, including services provided to adults
where service use could have an impact on outcomes for children (e.g. Alcohol
and Other Drugs service providers).

This analysis highlighted that services are concentrated in the central Bendigo
area, with fewer or patchier services in outlying localities. It is noted that
outreach services are provided to these other locations, like Elmore and
Heathcote although service delivery fo areas has not been mapped. It also does
not provide an indication of supply or demand, as some service locations
provide a higher volume of services than others. Further information about
supply and demand was sought through consultations with service providers
and the Greater Bendigo community.

Analysis indicated:

e Primary schools are evenly distributed throughout Greater Bendigo.
Early childhood education and care (ECEC) services are widely
distributed throughout the regions, with a concentration in central
Bendigo and nearby suburbs.
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e General practice and medical services are widespread throughout
Greater Bendigo, with a notable concentration in the central and
suburban areas. Maternal, child and family health services are fewer in
comparison and more scattered.

e Libraries are in central and highly populated areas. Outreach library
services are provided where possible. Limited in-reach services are
provided to schools. For example, Museums Victoria visits Bendigo
library, providing equitable excursions for schools.

e There is a high concentration of family support services in central
Bendigo, suggesting increased accessibility for residents in these areas.
Outlying areas and smaller towns such as Drummartin and Elmore rely
on outreach services, highlighting gaps in service availability and
accessibility for families living in these areas. The extent to which these
communities have reduced accessibility to services in the suburbs of
Bendigo depends on what is considered an acceptable travel time to
access services in the metro areas of Greater Bendigo.

e Specialist child services, such as mental health, allied health, and
disability support are heavily concentrated in central Bendigo with little
or no services in Heathcote, Axedale, Elmore or their surrounding areas.
Population levels and density are also lower in these areas. In community
consultations, stakeholders/organisations raised that there is evident
population growth in Heathcote and cited the lower cost of homes in the
area as a potential pull-factor. Additionally, it was highlighted that
Huntly and Epsom are also seeing population growth, particularly in the
young family and young parent demographics.

Refer to Section 4 for system and service mapping.

2.3 Evidence review of collaboration models

ARACY undertook a review of evidence for collaboration models, drawing on
the best available Australian evidence. The paper presented evidence on
models of collaborative approaches, including place-based approaches such as
collective impact, early childhood hub models and other ideas, and considered
factors such as key principles and resourcing implications, and highlighted
recent studies indicating where there is need in the local Greater Bendigo
community.
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The paper also discusses the different models of collaboration, what works
best given the circumstances, and the role that local early years' sector
organisations can play to improve coordination.

The paper also posed key questions in relation to further centering Greater
Bendigo’s Early Years system around the needs of its children and families,
consideration of the core conditions under which families raise their children,
and potentially moving (further) towards collaborative, integrated services.

To that end, these questions may be useful for those doing the work on the
ground - the Early Years sector in Greater Bendigo. They are framed around
the six system domains that underpin the Thriving Queensland Kids Partnership
(Thriving Queensland Kids Partnership, 2023).

Table 3. What it takes: systems domains and questions for
consideration

Smarter investment e What need/s exist in this place that could be better
met with cross-sector collaboration?
e What is already here in terms of community assets,
services, systems and strengths?
e What value could we add to the system landscape in

this place?
Putting data, e What data are we using, and how are we using it, to
evidence, learning to reach conclusions about what works best for the
work community?

e What need/s exist in this place that could be better
met with cross-sector collaboration?
e Are data upskilling workforce capabilities required?

Engaged public, e Is there adequate funding for community participation
caregivers and and engagement?
communities e How will we co-define “community” and ensure

genuine representation?

e What are we willing to give to foster community
engagement and leadership over the long term?
Money, resources, control, decision-making, changing
the ways we do things in response to feedback?

e What is the readiness and capacity of the community
to partner in — or lead - this work?

e Do we enable the sharing and engagement of data?

Integrated services e What is our role in the local EY system, as system
players?

e Are there integrated agency systems in our
community?

30



1 ‘ aracy

e Is there a focus on time, empowerment and space for
relationships and inter-agency connections?

e What is already here in terms of community assets,
services, systems and strengths?

e How can we ensure we do not add to the already
complex landscape of place?

e Can services jointly manage associated risks and
individually account for them within their own
structures?

e What culture, infrastructure and enabling conditions
can be put in place to give services the freedom to
experiment, adapt and change established systems?

Stronger workforces e What skills need to be increased through capability-
building training?

e What opportunities are there for sharing knowledge
(e.g. Communities of Practice)?

e Are we investing in local knowledge by valuing the
diversity in place?

Concerted leadership e Do we have cross-sectorial shared values and vision?

e Are there champions?

e What complexity would we add to this landscape?
What might we displace?

e Is our focus long-term?

See Appendix B for the Evidence Review — Models of Collaboration paper.

2.4 Stakeholder consultations

ARACY engaged in consultations with multiple service providers, organisations
and government departments in Greater Bendigo to draw on stakeholder
perspectives. In canvasing the experiences and insights of those working on the
ground in the Early Years system, we focused largely on key priority areas, i.e.,
the strengths and challenges of the Early Years system in Greater Bendigo, and
opportunities for improvements moving forward. These areas were framed as
follows:

1. What is working well in the Early Years system in Greater Bendigo?
(strengths)

2. What needs to change? How would you change the system?
(challenges)

3. What improvements could be made to the Early Years system?
(opportunities)
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Across the project ARACY consulted with stakeholders from the following
organisations:

Anglicare Victoria

Bendigo & District Aboriginal Co-operative (BDAC) Kindergarten
(Djimbaya)

Bendigo Community Health Services (BCHS)

City of Greater Bendigo, Annie Galvin Early Learning Centre
City of Greater Bendigo, Community Partnerships Unit

City of Greater Bendigo, Maternal Child Health Service
Communities for Children (C4C), Bendigo

Department of Education, Victoria

Department of Families, Fairness and Housing, Victoria
Early Childhood Alliance Loddon

Goldfields Library Corporation

Healthy Loddon Campaspe

Heathcote Health

Intereach

Loddon Campaspe Multicultural Services

Loddon Children’s Health and Wellbeing Local

Noah's Ark Bendigo

Shine Bright

Specimen Hill Primary School, retired educator

The Orange Door

ARACY conducted interviews both remotely and on-the-ground with
stakeholders, gathering rich and targeted feedback to enhance our
understanding of the unique challenges and opportunities within the Early
Years system in Greater Bendigo.

This process enabled ARACY to delve into the dynamics of existing and
emerging relationships within the Early Years sector, as well as identifying
potential barriers and enablers to effective collaboration.
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2.5 Community consultation — caregiver survey

In consultation with the City, ARACY developed a survey for caregivers to
collect community perspectives about the early childhood sector and the
experience of families with Early Years services in Greater Bendigo.

The survey was promoted to families with children aged 0-6 years, via
targeted stakeholders who were provided with a survey link. Additionally, the
survey was promoted through the City's Maternal & Child Health team, and its
Early Years Centres (Helen Jessen and Annie Galvin). The survey was hosted
on the City's Let’s Talk platform.

The survey was open for approximately four weeks from 19 August to 17
September 2024, with a total of n=61 responses recorded. The results are not
representative of all families living in Greater Bendigo, and caution should be
practiced when interpreting these data. However, the results provide a rich
opportunity to explore the experiences of families in different circumstances
about prevalent issues such as finding and accessing Early Years services and
support, experiences with the Early Years sector, and feedback on how the
sector might be improved.

Results are presented throughout the report, in addition to the analysis of all
responses, including thematic analysis of open verbatim comments, in Section
5. (See Appendix C: Community survey for a copy of the survey and flyer used
for promotion of the survey).

2.6 Purpose of this report

This report presents the findings from ARACY's consultations with the Greater
Bendigo community and the Early Years sector (inclusive of both education and
service providers). We discuss the strengths and challenges, opportunities for
improvements and implications for systems change within Greater Bendigo's
Early Years sector.

Key themes raised in the consultations are explored throughout this report.
They reflect and echo the findings from research into current challenges faced
by the Early Years sector at the national level.

We conclude with a range of actions that could be addressed in the short,
medium, and long term; opportunities for consideration by the Early Years
sector to best gear the system to support children and their families to thrive.
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3 Greater Bendigo Community Profile

3.1 Introduction

Children are at the heart of community and every child deserves the best start
to life. The first few years of life are critical to a child’'s development. Positive
experiences during early childhood (pre-birth to 5 years) promote strong
social, emotional and cognitive development, as well as overall health and
wellbeing.

The long-term goal of this project is to transform early childhood systems to
improve outcomes for children. Support and structures are needed to bring
families, communities, child and family support providers, and government
agencies together, to collaborate, identify and address the issues facing
families.

To be able to do this effectively we need to understand the children and
families and their needs, hopes and aspirations. This profile brings together
data from a variety of sources to create a picture of the children and families of
Greater Bendigo.

What is the purpose of this profile?

Using available data, this project aims to tell the story of children in Greater
Bendigo to give a picture of their wellbeing across the community. This may
inform how and where efforts can be focused to make a better Greater
Bendigo for children in the early years. The data provide evidence to support
planning, activities and service delivery where and how it is needed for this
community and will assist in having deep and insightful conversations with the
community.

The information presented in this profile has been used because it best reflects
the available data that we know contributes to or is a risk factor for children's
wellbeing and healthy development.

The Nest

The Nest is Australia's wellbeing framework for children and young people
aged O to 24 years. It's a way of thinking about the whole child in the context
of their daily lives, viewing wellbeing in a way that brings together the
different elements a child or young person needs to thrive.
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The Nest is used to frame all data in this profile. For further information, refer
to Section 1.3 (Applying The Nest to this project).

3.2 About Greater Bendigo

The City of Greater Bendigo is located in the centre of Victoria, covers almost
3,000 square kilometres, and is home to more than 121,000 people. As
Victoria's second largest regional municipality, Greater Bendigo will need to
accommodate around 87,000 new residents by 2056.

The Greater Bendigo local government area (LGA) includes the smaller
communities of Heathcote, Elmore, Goornong, Marong, Redesdale and
Axedale.

Greater
Bendigo LGA
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3.2.1 Children in Greater Bendigo

There are multiple factors that influence the wellbeing of children, including
physical and mental health, socio-economic outcomes, learning and educational
outcomes and material wellbeing. Wellbeing is strongly determined by the
quality of family and school life, the community and neighbourhood in which
they live. Children are shaped by relationships with parents and carers, peers
and other adults. Other physical and social aspects of their environment also
matter, including providing resources for child wellbeing. When family
wellbeing is high, parents can give children the support and stability they need.

In Greater Bendigo there were 8,656 children aged 0-5 years in
2021(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021). In 2022, there were 1,363 births in
Greater Bendigo, and a further 1,390 births in 2023 (Australian Bureau of
Statistics, 2020). Additionally, Greater Bendigo has a higher proportion of
children aged 0 to 9 than Victoria, and this particular age group is predicted to
grow in numbers and as a percentage of the population over the next two
decades.

Number of children aged 0-5 years, Greater Bendigo
LGA, 2021

1550

1500

1450
1400
1300
0 1 2 3 4 5

Age (years)

Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing 2021, General Community Profile, Table 14c.

Since Greater Bendigo's previous Early Years profile drafted in 2017, its early
years population has seen notable differences in a range of areas, including an
increase in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people (by 1%), those who
spoke a language other than English at home (0-4 year olds increase of 2.7%
and an increase in 5-11 year olds of 2.9%), and an increase of 1.7% for those
who need for assistance with core activities.
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These important differences may indicate a need to consider ways in which
services, programs and plans are delivered and the need to diversify to support
and respond to this growth.

Greater Bendigo also has a higher rate of infants born with low birth weight
and higher rates of infant deaths, but better rates of immunisation than the
rest of Victoria.

Positively, Greater Bendigo has a lower rate of overweight children and a lower
rate of children with allergies, while more children are reported to have very
good or excellent health than Victoria.

3.2.2 Families in Greater Bendigo

For most children, their family offers them love, support and a sense of
belonging. While what constitutes a family can vary widely, the benefits of
being part of a strong and positive family unit are more universal. A strong and
positive family unit can help children form social networks, provide children
with resources, care and a safe place to learn and explore; further, it can teach
children about the world and the rules that govern it. Families are also
considered to be an important determinant of how children view quality of life.

Most Australian children are healthy, safe and doing well. However, childhood
is also a time of vulnerability, and a child's outcomes can vary depending on
where they live and their family circumstances - including health, education,
social support, household income and finance, parental employment, housing,
and justice and safety.

In 2021 in Greater Bendigo, 37.6% of households had dependent children.
Couple parent families comprised 26% of all households and one parent
families comprised 11.6%.
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Households by family composition and
region, 2021 (%)
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Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing 2021, Time Series Profiles, Table 14c.

3.3 Australian Early Development Census results

The AEDC collects national data on the developmental health and wellbeing of
all children starting school. The first data collection was in 2009, and it has
been collected every three years since, with the next Census occurring in 2024.
It provides important information for communities, governments and schools
to support planning and service provision (Department of Education Skills and
Employment, 2022).

The AEDC highlights what is working well and what needs to be improved or
developed to support children and their families by providing evidence to
support health, education and community policy and planning. Comprised of
approximately 100 questions across five key domains closely linked to child
health, education and social outcomes, these include physical health and
wellbeing, social competence, emotional maturity, language and cognitive
skills (school-based) and communication skills and general knowledge. Data
is collected by teachers of children in their first year of school.

The early environments and experiences children are exposed to shape their
development. Research shows that investing time, effort and resources in
children's early years, when their brains are developing rapidly, benefits
children and the whole community. Early developmental gains support children
through their school years and beyond.
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Children with more positive early childhood experiences are more likely to
achieve higher educational attainment, demonstrate high self-esteem and
social development, and have fewer social and health problems.

The AEDC domains have been shown to predict children’s later outcomes in
health, wellbeing and academic success. The results clearly tell us there
continues to be an increased need for early childhood supports and services in
Greater Bendigo.

In 2021, almost one in five children (23.9%) in Greater Bendigo
were developmentally vulnerable on one or more AEDC domains,

compared to 19.9% in Victoria.
(AEDC, 2021)

Further AEDC details for Greater Bendigo are included in the following
sections.

3.3.1 AEDC language and cognitive skills

In 2021 Greater Bendigo had a higher number of children developmentally
vulnerable (10.4%) and at risk (10.7%) on the language and cognitive skills
(school-based) domain, compared to Victoria (7.2% vulnerable, 10.2% at risk).

Why is this important?

Given these results, children in Greater Bendigo are at higher risk of
experiencing challenges in emerging literacy and numeracy as well as difficulty
with memory and a lack of interest in books, reading, maths and numbers.

AEDC Language and Cognitive Skills domain in
Greater Bendigo: 2009-2021 (%)
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Source: AEDC 2021, 20025 Greater Bendigo Time Series tables
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3.3.2 Developmental vulnerability on AEDC domains

Bendigo children are experiencing high levels of developmental vulnerability,
with developmental vulnerability on two or more domains increasing
significantly between 2012 and 2021. The developmental vulnerability
experienced in Greater Bendigo is higher than in Victoria and Australia.

Why is this important?

The AEDC domains have been shown to predict children’s later outcomes in
health, wellbeing and academic success. AEDC data can be a useful predictor of
future development and learning outcomes. Alongside other data sources,
AEDC data can contribute to problem-solving capability and reflect how well
programs and resources are supporting children.

Developmental vulnerability by domain in Greater Bendigo
and Victoria, 2021

100%

80%
60%
40%
20%
0%
Greater Greater Greater Greater Greater
Bendigo Bendigo Bendigo Bendigo Bendigo
Physical Health and Social Competence Emotional Maturity Language and Cognitive Communication Skills
Wellbeing Skills (school-based) and General Knowledge
m Developmentally Vulnerable m Developmentally At Risk m Developmentally On Track

Source: AEDC 2021, 20025 Greater Bendigo Time Series tables

In 2021, 23.9% of children in Greater Bendigo were developmentally vulnerable
on one or more domains and 13.3% were developmentally vulnerable on two or
more domains. These figures have increased consistently since 2012.
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Developmental vulnerability is not evenly distributed across Greater Bendigo.
California Gully, Eaglehawk, Elmore/Goornong and Long Gully/West
Bendigo/Ironbark all had over 40% of children measured as developmentally
vulnerable on one or more domains in 2021. (Note that Elmore/Goornong had a
small number of children who participated in the AEDC which may influence
the reported rate).

AEDC Developmental vulnerablility on one or more
domain in selected suburbs of Greater Bendigo: 2015-

o 2021 (%)
/ — e California Gully
40 e Eaglehawk
e Elmore/Goornong
30
Long Gully/West
Bendigo/Ironbark
20 — Greater Bendigo
Victoria
10 Australia
0
2015 2018 2021
Source: AEDC 2021, 20025 Greater Bendigo Time Series tables
; : Long Gully/West ] o :
California Gully Eaglehawk Elmore/Goornong Bendigofironbark Greater Bendigo Victoria Australia
m 2021 46 438 412 414 239 19.9 22
m2018 449 408 95 39.1 225 19.9 217
m 2015 244 219 45 364 208 19.9 22

3.3.3 AEDC - Communication skills and general knowledge

In 2021 Greater Bendigo had a higher number of children rated as
developmentally vulnerable (9.4%) and at risk (14.0 %) on the Communication
skills and general knowledge domain, compared to Victoria (7.4% vulnerable,
13.6% at risk).

41



1 ‘ aracy

Why is this important?

Given these data, children in Greater Bendigo have a slightly higher risk of
experiencing challenges in talking, understanding and being understood, as well
as in storytelling and basic general knowledge, compared to children in Victoria
more generally.

AEDC Communication Skills and General Knowledge
domain in Greater Bendigo: 2009-2021 (%)
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Source: AEDC 2021, 20025 Greater Bendigo Time Series tables
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3.3.4 AEDC - Physical Health and Wellbeing

While most children in Greater Bendigo are developmentally on track, one in
ten children (10.3%) were measured as developmentally vulnerable on the
physical health and wellbeing domain of the AEDC in 2021. This is slightly
higher than the Victorian average of 8.1% and 9.8% nationally.

Why is this important?

A strong sense of physical and psychological wellbeing enables children to
confidently and optimistically engage and respond to others and the
environment around them. The development of motor skills (gross motor, fine
motor, perceptual motor) affords children greater autonomy and
independence. Healthy lifestyles that balance sound nutrition, physical activity,

personal safety and rest also underpin the development of children’s physical
wellbeing.

AEDC Physical Health and Wellbeing domain in Greater
Bendigo: 2009-2021 (%)
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Source: AEDC 2021, 20025 Greater Bendigo Time Series tables
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3.3.5 AEDC - Social Competence

In 2021, 11.0% of children in Greater Bendigo were measured as
developmentally vulnerable on the social competence domain of the AEDC,
compared to 9.0% in Victoria and 9.6% nationally.

Why is this important?

Being socially competent enables children to get along with other children,
respect adults, help others and follow routine. This facilitates children building
strong relationships with peers and adults contributing a sense of belonging
and feeling valued and loved.

AEDC Social Competence domain in Greater Bendigo:
2009-2021 (%)
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Source: AEDC 2021, 20025 Greater Bendigo Time Series tables
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3.3.6 AEDC - Emotional Maturity

In 2021, 10.3% of children in Greater Bendigo were measured as

developmentally vulnerable on the emotional maturity domain of the AEDC,

compared to 7.7% in Victoria and 8.5% nationally.

Why is this important?

Emotional maturity supports children to manage the demands of the social and
learning environments. It enables children to form relationships with their
peers, recover from disappointment or sadness (building resilience), overcome

frustration, and express anger in socially acceptable ways.

AEDC Emotional Maturity domain in Greater Bendigo:
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3.3.7 AEDC - Transition to School

In 2021 in Greater Bendigo, 94.5% of prep children had parents who were
actively engaged with their child’s schooling. This has increased from 92% in
2018. The rate of engagement in reading at home fell from 92.6% to 89.9%
between 2015 and 2021.

Why is this important?

Reading at home is significant, as children learn words and language skills by
engaging in stories. Children who get off to a good start in reading are more
likely to have a greater command of vocabulary, comprehension, fluency,
grammar and knowledge.

AEDC Transition to School indicators in Greater Bendigo:
2015-2021 (%)
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92 \/
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2015 2018 2021

=== Child is making good progress in adapting to the structure and learning environment of
school (% true)

== Child has parent(s)/caregiver(s) who are actively engaged with the school in supporting
their child's learning (% true)

=== Child is regularly read to/encourage in his/her reading at home (% true)

Source AEDC 2021, Greater Bendigo community profile
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3.4 Material Basics

3.4.1 Household Income

In Greater Bendigo, 15.7% of families with children have a weekly household
income less than $1000, compared with 13.3% of families with children in
Victoria. For one parent families, this was 40%, compared to 35% for Victoria.
Having a lower household income disproportionately affects one parent
families.

Why is this important?

Households with lower incomes have less money available to spend on
essential needs such as housing, food, electricity, transport, healthcare and
education.

Families with children with income less than $1,000 per
week by family type, Greater Bendigo, 2021 (%)
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Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing 2021, Time Series Profile, Tables T22 and T23.
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Families with children in Greater Bendigo LGA by income per
week and family type, 2021 (%)

$4,000 or more
$3,000-%3,999
$2,500-%2,999
$2,000-%$2,499
$1,500-%1,999
$1,000-%1,499
$800-%$999
$650-%799
$500-$649
$400-%$499
$300-$399
$150-%299
$1-$149

Negative/Nil income

¥

o
(%)
o
&
8

B One-parent families m Couple families with children

25
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3.4.2 Housing Affordability

In 2021, 30.8% of renting households in Greater Bendigo and 10.2% of
mortgaged households spent more than 30% of their household income on
rent or mortgage repayments

Why is this important?

When households spend more of their income on housing, they have less
available to spend on other needs, such as food, electricity, transport,
healthcare and education. Lower income households who spend more than
30% of their income on housing are described as being in housing stress.

Households whose housing expenses exceed 30% of
household income by household type, Greater Bendigo,
2021 (%)
35
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Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2024. Data by region, Greater Bendigo LGA 22620 and
Victoria

3.4.3 Parental employment status

In 2021 in Greater Bendigo, almost eight in 10 (79.7%) families with children
had one or both parents working. By family type, 89.5% of couple families had
at least one parent working, compared with 58.1% of one parent families. On
the other hand, just over 40% of one parent families were unemployed,
compared with under 10% of couple families where both parents were not
working.

Why is this important?

Parental unemployment has a significant impact on the wellbeing of children.
As well as impacting a family's ability to pay for household essentials,
unemployment can impact parents’ wellbeing which has a direct impact on
child wellbeing.
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Parents' employment status by family type, Greater
Bendigo & Victoria, 2021 (%)
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Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing 2021, Time Series Profile - Tables T30c.

3.4.4 Socio-Economic Advantage and Disadvantage

The Socio-economic Index for Area (SEIFA) is the relative measure of socio-
economic advantage and disadvantage using census data. It is a summary
measure which combines income, education, employment, occupation, housing
and family structure to summarise the socio-economic characteristics of an
area. It is collected and reported at different geographic levels. A low score
indicates relatively greater disadvantage and lack of advantage in general and
a high score indicates relative lack of disadvantage and greater advantage in
general.

The Greater Bendigo area includes 11 ABS Statistical Areas Level 2. These are
listed below with their SEIFA decile within Australia. A higher number indicates
greater socio-economic advantage, with 10 the highest number.
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Location/SLA SEIFA
Bendigo 2
Bendigo Surrounds - 4
North (e.g. Huntly)
Bendigo Surrounds -
South (e.g., Marong, 7
Mandurang South)
California Gully - ]
Eaglehawk
East Bendigo -

. 5
Kennington

Flora Hill - Spring Gully 5

Heathcote 3

Kangaroo Flat - Golden 5

Square

Maiden Gully 7

Strathfieldsaye 8 Source: ABS, Socio-Economic Indexes for
Australia (SEIFA), 2021, SA2 Summary

White Hills - Ascot 4

The map shows areas of advantage and disadvantage on a colour gradient from
green to dark orange. Areas of socio-economic disadvantage are green while
those of greater socio-economic advantage are dark orange.

Significant variability in socio-economic advantage and disadvantage exists
within each SA2 level and within each suburb.

3.5 Healthy

Healthy children and young people have their physical, mental, and emotional
health needs met. All their developmental health needs are provided in a
timely way. They receive appropriate health services, including preventative
measures to address potential or emerging physical, emotional and mental
health concerns.

3.5.1 Antenatal visits

Clinical guidelines recommend that women have their first antenatal visit in the
first 10 weeks of pregnancy. Because the previous guidelines recommended the
first trimester, data are collected based on the first 14 weeks.

In 2021, 80.9% of pregnant women in Bendigo attended at least antenatal
appointment in the first trimester of pregnancy, compared to 77.9% for
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Victoria. In Bendigo, this rate increased from 69.4% in 2017 (Australian
Institute of Health and Welfare, 2024).

Proportion of women who had at least one antenatal visit in
first trimester, Bendigo: 2017-2021 (%)
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O O O O o o o

mBendigo mVictoria

Source: AHIW — National Perinatal Data Collection — Annual update data visualisations 2021,
Table 2.1:

Current guidelines recommend 10 antenatal visits for a woman without
complications having her first pregnancy, and seven visits for a woman having a
subsequent pregnancy. Data are reported based on the number of women
having five or more antenatal visits. A Victoria-wide comparison is not available
for these data. The number of women having five or more antenatal visits
increased from 75.3% in 2018 to 95.9% in 2020. In 2021, 88.7% of women had
five or more antenatal visits.
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Five or more antenatal visits, Greater Bendigo:
2017-2021 (%)
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Source: AHIW — National Perinatal Data Collection — Annual update data visualisations 2021,
Table 2.1:

3.5.2 Immunisations

In 2023 in Bendigo, 96.1% of children were fully vaccinated at 5 years
compared with 93.9% fully vaccinated at 2 years of age, and 94.7% at 12
months. Indeed more young children are immunised in Bendigo, compared to
the Victorian and national average (Department of Health and Aged Care,
2023a).

Why is this important?

Immunisation is one of the best ways a parent can protect themselves, their
children, their community and future generations from infectious diseases.
Diseases such as tetanus, diphtheria and whooping cough caused thousands of
children to die every year in the 1950s. These diseases are now less common,
and it is rare for anyone to die from them in Australia.

Children in Bendigo fully immunised, by age: 2017-2023 (%)
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95 — t;
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80
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e year 2 years e=5 years

Source: Department of Health and Aged Care - VIC childhood immunisation coverage data by
SA3
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3.5.3 Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire

The Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) is embedded within the
School Entrant Health Questionnaire (SEHQ) and is used to assess different
aspects of child behaviours at the beginning of primary school, including
prosocial behaviour, hyperactivity, emotional symptoms, peer problems and
conduct problems. Ideally a social worker will be present when a parent,
teacher & child complete the SDQ, helping with any queries they may have
about the assessment.

The emotional scale measures a range of negative emotions, such as sadness,
fear and worries. The conduct problem scale measures tendencies to display
negative behaviours when interacting with others. The hyperactivity scale
measures a range of behaviours, including restlessness, impulsiveness and
concentration. The peer problems scale measures peer relationships, including
not having friends, being picked on, playing by themselves or not being liked by
other children. The prosocial behaviour scale measures positive social
behaviours.

In 2021, children in Greater Bendigo had higher rates across all assessed
difficulties than Victoria and lower rates of pro-social behaviours (Victoria
State Government Department of Education and Training, 2021). The rate for
total difficulties (9.6%) was only marginally lower than other non-metro areas
in Victoria (9.8%), but over two percentage points higher than Victoria overall
(7.1%).

Children at high risk of behavioural and emotional
problems, Greater Bendigo, 2021 (%)

16
14
12
10
8
6
§ L
Total Emotional Conduct  Hyperactivity Peer Pro social
difficulties symptoms problems problems
(score in the
'high risk'
range)

B Greater Bendigo ®Non Metro mVIC

Source: Outcomes for Victorian Children at School Entry, Victoria Department of Education
and Training, 2021
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Over the five year period to 2021, children in Greater Bendigo had higher rates
of total difficulties (scoring in the 'high risk’ range) on the SDQ compared to
the rest of Victoria. Rates were similar to other non-metro areas in Victoria
over the period, except for 2020, where rates for children in Greater Bendigo
were slightly higher (by 1.5 percentage points).

Children at high risk of behavioural and emotional
problems, total difficulties rates (score in the 'high risk’
range), 2017-2021 (%)

12

10

2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

== Greater Bendigo Non-Metro VIC

Source: Outcomes for Victorian Children at School Entry, Victoria Department of Education
and Training, 2017-2021

According to the data source (Education and Training, Victoria), higher rates
for all locations in 2020 and 2021 may be related to the Victorian 2019-2020
Bushfire and COVID-19 related events. As a result, there was significant
disruption to the distribution of the SEHQ throughout 2020, reducing family
participation compared to previous years. A priority service or targeted service
was employed where required, according to assessment of school disadvantage
and need where schools were encouraged to refer vulnerable students and
families (Victoria State Government Department of Education and Training,
2020).

3.5.4 Health service use prior to school entry

In 2021 in Greater Bendigo, 75.8% of children accessed a maternal and child
health centre for their 3.5-year-old health check. This is slightly higher than
the average for non-metropolitan areas (72.7%) and for Victoria (69.9%)
(Victoria State Government Department of Education and Training, 2021). It is
worth noting that this is not an indication of the proportion of children
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receiving a child health check, as these may have been performed in general
practice settings.

The Royal Children’s Hospital recommends children see a dentist every 6-12
months from the time their first tooth comes through. In 2021 in Greater
Bendigo, fewer than 50% of children had seen a dentist in the 12 months prior
to school entry.

Service use in year prior to School Entrant Health
Questionnaire, Greater Bendigo, 2021 (%)
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Source: Outcomes for Victorian Children at School Entry, Victoria Department of Education
and Training, 2021

3.6 Positive Sense of Identity and Culture

Having a positive sense of identity and culture is central to the wellbeing of all
children and young people. This is important for all, regardless of background,
but in Australia, it is especially so for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
young people. It encompasses having spiritual needs met, a sense of cultural
connectedness, belonging and acceptance at home and in the community — and
confidence that their identity, culture and community is respected and valued.
It involves feeling safe and supported in expressing one’s identity, regardless of
gender, sexuality, culture or language.

In 2021, 5.5% of Prep children in Greater Bendigo identified as

Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander.
(AEDC 2021)
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3.6.1 Languages spoken at home

In 2021 in Greater Bendigo, 12.2% of the population spoke a language other
than English at home compared to 7.2% in 2011. Mandarin was the most
common language other than English spoken at home, followed by Malayalam,
Punjabi, Tagalog and Filipino.

Why is this important?

Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CALD) families and their children may
access services differently from non-CALD families. As Greater Bendigo
becomes more culturally diverse, it is increasingly important for services to be
culturally safe. Knowing which languages are spoken in the community helps
services understand how to connect and communicate more effectively with
clients, and help people connect into their community.

Top 10 languages other than English spoken at home,
Greater Bendigo (no.)

o
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200 300 400 500 600

Mandarin
Malayalam
Punjabi
Tagalog
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Hindi
Arabic
Sinhalese

Italian

Vietnamese

Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing 2021, General Community Profile, Greater
Bendigo, Table G13c.
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3.7 Learning

Children and young people learn through a variety of experiences within the
classroom, the home and the community in which they live. Their individual
learning needs are addressed to allow them to realise their full learning
potential. Families are engaged in their child’s learning. Children and young
people are supported and encouraged to learn in a wide variety of settings,
including formal education. They have opportunities to participate in a breadth
of experiences where their learning is valued and supported by their family and
in the wider community.

3.7.1 Preschool Enrolments

In 2019, 1493 children in Greater Bendigo attended a kindergarten or
kindergarten program in centre-based daycare for more than 15 hours per
week. This equates to 84.0% of children of kindergarten age. This is consistent
with the rate for Victoria as a whole (83.8%).

Children attending a kindergarten and/or kindergarten
program in Greater Bendigo (LGA) by hours of
attendance (per week), 2019 (%)
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Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2019. Data by region, Greater Bendigo LGA 22620

In 2022, the Victorian Government announced expansion of the Best Start,
Best Life reform making kinder free for three- and four-year-olds and
increasing weekly hours for 4-year-old kinder (to be called Pre-prep) to 30
hours per week. Pre-prep (30 hours) will be introduced in 2032.
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Ninety percent (90%) of kindergartens in Greater Bendigo were rated as
exceeding National Quality Standard with the remaining 10 per cent meeting
the Standard. This is higher than Victoria, where 78.8% were exceeding the
Standard and 18.8% were assessed as meeting the Standard.

Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) service by
type, National Quality Standard rating, and region, as at 1
January 2024 (%)

100
90 -
m Significant Improvement
80 Required
70 .
60 m Working Towards NQS
50
40 H Meeting NQS
30
20 m Exceeding NQS
10
0 m Excellent

Greater Bendigo Victoria

Source: Australian Children's Education & Care Quality Authority, National Quality Standard
Data, as at 1 April 2024

Notes: LDC= long daycare, PSK= preschool/kindergarten. Excludes Family Day Care (FDC)
category as there is only one FDC reported in the Greater Bendigo LGA. Excludes services
without a reported rating. Includes services in the Greater Bendigo LGA with reported addresses
in postcodes 3575, 3523, 3550, 3551, 3555, 3556, 3557, 3558.

Why is this important?

Research using AEDC data shows children who attend preschool/kindergarten
programs are less likely to be developmentally vulnerable across all five
developmental domains upon starting school and those who stand to benefit
the most are children experiencing disadvantage.

Long term benefits of early childhood education in kindergarten include:

1. Cognitive and Social Development
2. Improved Social Interaction

3. Learn New Routines

4. Improved Academic Performance
5. Learn to Become Independent

6. Improved Health, Wellbeing & Resilience
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3.8 Participating

Participating is about children and young people having a voice, being listened
to, and being taken seriously within their family and community. It means
having a say in decisions that impact them. It means being empowered to speak
out and express themselves. Participating includes involvement with peers and
groups through a variety of activities, including online communities.
Participating means being an active member of society.

3.8.1 Attendance at playgroups

Alongside approximately 31 playgroups held across Greater Bendigo
throughout the week during school terms, there are approximately five
supported playgroups held throughout the community for families who may
need additional support.

According to Playgroup Victoria, more than 315 families within the region have
actively engaged with or expressed an interest in playgroup activities. Multiple
playgroups offer a diverse array of programs that engage the community
through multiple weekly sessions and others provide specialised programming
and targeted focus. These include grandparent’s playgroup, an initiative aimed
at engaging grandparents who play a caregiving role, and multicultural
playgroups to support children and families from diverse cultural backgrounds.

Communities for Children (C4C) funds three supported playgroups, delivered
by Shine Bright. These attract an average weekly attendance of ~65 adults and
children across the three playgroups combined.i C4C also funds Parent Child,
Mother Goose, delivered by Baptcare.

Attendance data provided by Goldfields Library Corporation indicates 290
children attended the library’s Outreach Playgroup at Bendigo in the FY
2023/24 (see Table 4).

Why is this important?

Playgroups provide families with a supportive environment to build
connections and form friendships. Coming together, connecting with other
families and sharing experiences supports the mental health of both parents
and children. Research indicates children attending playgroup are 47 per cent
more likely to be developmentally on track compared to those who do not
attend (Lam, Terauds et al., 2023).

i Data provided by Shine Bright’s Supported Playgroup Coordinator (22 October, 2024).
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3.8.2 Libraries

Libraries in the Greater Bendigo area offer a range of programs and services
for children and families, including Rhyme time, Story time, Toddler time,
various holiday activities, author talks, outreach Early Years playgroups, and in
reach school programs.

Over the past five years, notwithstanding the pandemic, there has been an
overall increase in the number of children’s library programs provided by the
City of Greater Bendigo and offered at various sites, including Bendigo,
Kangaroo Flat, Eaglehawk, Heathcote, Axedale and Elmore.

Library programs delivered, City of Greater Bendigo:
Children's Programs, 2019/20-2023/24
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Source: Goldfields Library Corporation

Attendance at programs in that time has more than doubled to over 30,000
children in 2023-24, with 73.5% of these attending the Bendigo library, and
14.4% attending Kangaroo Flat. The remaining attendances were shared
between library programs in Eaglehawk (6.2%), Heathcote (44%) and Elmore
(1.4%).

In 2023/21, over 30,000 children attended a library program in the

City of Greater Bendigo.

(Goldfields Library Corporation, 2024)

61



1 ‘ aracy

Number of children attending library
programs, City of Greater Bendigo: 2019/20-
2023/24
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Source: Goldfields Library Corporation

Table & (overleaf) provides an overview of programs and activities provided by
the Goldfields Library Corporation in their various locations across the Greater
Bendigo region for the FY 2023/24, including the total number of children who
were present.

This data illustrates the importance of Storytime and Holiday Activities to the
children of Greater Bendigo, particularly in outlying areas such as Heathcote
and Elmore. It also shows how services are tailored for each community, e.g.,
Axedale currently has a ‘click and collect’ program where books are delivered
to the Community House.
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Table 4. Attendance at children’s programs, City of Greater Bendigo
library locations, FY 2023/24

Location and children attending (#), FY 2023/24
Icai::,l::::,;s Bendigo Karlmzt_ijaa:oo Eaglehawk | Heathcote | Elmore | Axedale
ey | e | o | w | » | o | o
e e | 20 | 0 | o | o | o] o
:;‘rf;;ho;l 19 101 0 38 0 13
Rhyme Time 1732 554 0] 79 0] 0]
Storytime 3258 631 416 547 215 0]
Toddler Time 4508 698 335 0] o 0
Holiday Activity 1014 1436 134 54 16 0]
Total (Children) 11,065 3,420 1,005 748 231 13

Source: Goldfields Library Corporation

Why is this important?

Attending libraries and participating in activities like early childhood programs
assists with language and literacy development, math, problem solving and
social skills, and supports reading and learning.

3.9 Valued, Loved and Safe

Being valued, loved, and safe means having loving, trusting relationships with
family and friends. It involves a child or young person feeling valued by
teachers and other adults in their life, knowing that they are important to
others and that others are caring and supportive of them. It involves feeling
safe at home, in the community and online. Safety also means feeling safe
about their future, which includes the knowledge that the environment and
climate are a priority and are being protected.

3.9.1 Grandparent care

In 2021, the AEDC showed that 22.2% of Greater Bendigo children received
some form of grandparent care in the year prior to school entry. This item is
collected through a question determining types of non-parental ECEC received
in the year before school. AEDC does not specify what is meant by
‘grandparent’ and what type of care has been provided (e.g. informal family
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support arrangements only, or volunteer/ kinship placements). And, although
teachers are well placed to report on the development of children, the extent
to which teachers know about children’s early education and care experiences
varies.

Why is this important?

Despite the high rates of grandparent involvement in child rearing, little is
known about the impact of grandparent involvement on children’s mental and
physical health outcomes.

Early childhood experts are encouraging Australians to follow the wisdom and
knowledge gained from other countries where strong grandparent-child
relationships can deliver reciprocal benefits.

Research using AEDC data shines a spotlight on the importance of
intergenerational support networks, and recognises the valuable role
grandparents, with children who experienced “Grandparent” care being
significantly less likely to be vulnerable in their development.

In 2021, over one in five children (22.5%) in Greater Bendigo
received some form of grandparent care in the year before school.

(AEDC, 2021)

3.9.2 Family violence

In 2022-23, there were 2,476 family violence incidents in Greater Bendigo,
equating to a rate of 1,991 per 100,000 population (Crime Statistics Agency
Victoria, 2024). The number of incidents increased by 11.3% compared to 2021-
22 (2,225 incidents) and the rate increased by 9.7% (from 1,816).

In 36.7% of incidents, a child was present as a victim or witness (2022-23).
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In 2022-23, a child was present as victim or witness in 36.7% of
family violence incidents in Greater Bendigo.

(Crime Statistics Agency Vic, Family Violence Database, 2024)

Police-recorded family violence incidents in Greater
Bendigo: 2018/19-2022/23
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Source: Crime Statistics Agency Victoria, Family Violence Dashboard 2024.
https://www.crimestatistics.vic.gov.au/family-violence-data/family-violence-dashboard
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& System and Service Mapping

4.1 Background

ARACY undertook a system and service mapping exercise to gain an
understanding of the current situation in Greater Bendigo regarding available
services and their distribution.

ARACY sought to define the boundaries of the Early Years system in Greater
Bendigo, aligned with the six domains of The Nest. Following consultation with
the City, the system was defined to include services directly for children, as
well as services designed for caregivers where the delivery of services has a
direct impact on children.

Services were differentiated into universal (designed for everyone) and
secondary (designed for a segment of the population). The system mapping is
represented in the following diagram.

UNIVERSAL

\_earning
gu.ued!oﬂjed

Mapping Greater Bendigo’s Early Childhood System to The Nest
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Universal services are those intended for all children in the Greater Bendigo
region. Ideally these services should be easily accessible in terms of location,
time and cost. This includes primary health services, education services,
playgrounds, playgroups and parenting programs.

Secondary services are those not necessarily required by all children or
families in the community. They include services for children with disability,
those with more significant or longer-term health conditions, and/or families
experiencing adversity. They also include services designed for a specific group
within the population such as Aboriginal health services and services for
migrants and refugees. Some services in this category are for adults within a
family. These have been included within the system where access to these
services will have a significant impact on the wellbeing of the child. For
example, relationship counselling services are included because caregiver
relationships impact the wellbeing of children in the family.

4.2 Service Mapping

Services in Greater Bendigo were mapped to The Nest domains as a conceptual
tool to provide an overarching view of the availability of Early Years services in
Greater Bendigo. The services are listed in Appendix A.

Maps were also created to help visualise the distribution of services within the
Greater Bendigo area. The maps use data from the Australian Child and Youth
Wellbeing Atlas overlayed on population distribution for children aged 0-5
years.

While we have attempted to include the majority of services in Greater
Bendigo, the list is not exhaustive. There are likely services missed or some
identified that have closed or moved location. Maps are divided into three
categories: health, education/learning and other support services. For each
category, there are two maps. One shows the entire Greater Bendigo local
government area (LGA), while the second zooms in on the inner eight SA2
areas within the LGA. This provides greater resolution for the areas where
there are more services.

The maps help to identify the services available in the Early Years sector and to
pinpoint the number, type and general location of these in Greater Bendigo.

It is important to note this does not provide an indication of supply or whether
supply is meeting demand, as some service locations provide a higher volume
of services than others. Rather, it highlights gaps where little to no services are
available on the ground, apart from outreach services.
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4.2.1 Education service locations, Greater Bendigo LGA

The map illustrates the distribution of education and learning services across

the Greater Bendigo area by service types.
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For the purpose of this mapping exercise, ARACY defined ECEC services to
include early learning centres, long day cares, family day cares, and
kindergartens.
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4.2.2 Education service location, Greater Bendigo LGA
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ECEC services are widely distributed throughout the regions, with a
concentration in central Bendigo and nearby suburbs. Libraries are less
frequent, with most located in central and highly populated areas. Primary

schools are more evenly distributed.
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4.2.3Health service locations, Greater Bendigo LGA
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The above map illustrates the location of health services in Greater Bendigo.
The service types included are general practice, medical service, maternal and
child health services, and family health services. We also acknowledge the map
does not fully capture the nature and function of outreach services and there

may be providers who extend their services to other areas within Greater
Bendigo.
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4.2.4 Health service locations, Greater Bendigo LGA
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General practice and medical services are fairly widespread throughout Greater
Bendigo, with notable concentration in the central and suburban areas.
Maternal, Child and family health services are fewer in comparison and more
scattered.
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4.2.5 Family Support Services, Greater Bendigo
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For the purpose of this mapping exercise, we defined ‘Family Support Services’
to be inclusive of services and programs designed to support and promote the
overall wellbeing of families and children. This may include information,
resources, advocacy and education. We also acknowledge the map does not
fully capture the nature and function of outreach services and there may be
providers who extend their services to other areas in Greater Bendigo.

Services mapped include domestic and family violence support services, alcohol
and other drug counselling services, and parenting/family support services.
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4.2.6 Family Service Locations, Greater Bendigo
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Most family support services are located in central Bendigo. Outlying areas
have fewer family support services indicated, potentially highlighting gaps in
service availability.
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4.2.7 Secondary services location, Greater Bendigo

The secondary services maps highlight the significant concentration of these
service types in central Bendigo, benefiting residents who live in these areas
but also underscoring the challenges faced by those in outlying areas.

Child and adolescent mental health service
Disability information and referral service
Early childhood intervention service
Emergency department service

Paediatric medical service

4 0D e & D o

Speech and language therapy service
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4.2.8 Secondary services location, Greater Bendigo
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Child and adolescent mental health service
Disability information and referral service
Early childhood intervention service
Emergency department service

Paediatric medical service

Speech and language therapy service
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5 Community consultation — caregiver survey

Results of the community survey highlighted a range of concerns and
opportunities for families with children aged O to 6 years in Greater Bendigo.

Overall, there were varying experiences based on personal circumstances, such
as health literacy, access to transport, income, and social networks. Concerns
emphasised the need for early intervention, community connection, and safe,
healthy environments for young children to thrive. There is a strong desire for
more affordable, accessible services, a higher quality of care and education, and
better social support systems for both children and their families.

Community feedback can be summarised as follows:

Summary of community concerns and opportunities

e Financial strain and access to affordable ECEC services impacting families.

e Frustration over systemic barriers like waitlists, geographical limitations, and lack
of service availability is a recurring issue and service access is a major concern,
especially for those with higher needs.

Limited inclusive services for children/ caregivers with disability and/or other
needs.

Reliable, consistent, locally relevant information is highly sought after.

Strong desire for improvements in accessibility, communication, and the
availability of services to better meet the diverse needs of families.

In the following sections we unpack the survey questions in turn. Refer to
Appendix C: Community survey for a copy of the survey (and the flyer used for
promotion of the survey).

5.1 Early Years wellbeing and development

The first question in the survey focused on issues affecting child wellbeing in
the community. This question was used to frame the context of the survey and
yielded insightful data regarding caregiver’s views on factors influencing
wellbeing, highlighting that it is influenced by a multitude of factors, ranging
from socioeconomic conditions to healthcare access and family dynamics.
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The overarching themes emerging from the commentary highlight the
interconnectedness of economic, social, and environmental factors influencing
children's wellbeing.

Economic factors and financial strain were a dominant concern.

e Caregivers frequently expressed concern over the cost of living,
particularly regarding childcare, food prices, and enrichment activities for
children. Many families are finding it difficult to afford quality childcare,
leading to financial stress and limited options for ECEC services.

e Financial pressures limit access to essential services and developmental
opportunities for children.

e Affordability is tied in with other economic concerns including cost of
living pressures, and financial struggles experienced as a result.

The second theme emerging from this question was healthcare accessibility.

e A common frustration across responses was the difficulty accessing
services in a timely manner. Long waitlists for essential health services
(such as allied health professionals, pediatricians, and specialists) and a
lack of availability in services for children with additional are significant
barriers.

e Families expressed concern over the difficulty of accessing early support,
critical for supporting children with developmental delays or disabilities.

Another theme emerged regarding education and development. Caregivers
expressed concern about the quality of ECEC services, with insufficient
specialised options available for children with additional needs, such as autism
or speech delays.

Social factors included the impacts of COVID-19 and lasting effects on
children’s social skills and speech.

Others were concerned about parental stress due to work commitments,
financial pressures, and reduced time to spend with their children. The
combination of busy work schedules, financial stress, and cost of living
pressures can affect caregiver capacity to provide sufficient care, attention,
and developmental support for their young children.

The overarching themes emerging from the commentary highlight the
interconnectedness of economic, social, and environmental factors influencing
children's wellbeing.
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5.1.2 Issues of most importance to families and their children’s
future

A further question asked caregivers to select which issues are currently most
important to their family and children’s future. Reflecting the findings from the
previous question, education and schooling, as expressed by eight in ten
respondents (81.0%), and the cost of housing and living (76.2%), were
reported as the top issues.

Slightly more than half of responding families also reported keeping public
places safe (55.6%) and social links and connections (54.0%) as issues of
most importance.

Fewer reported road and traffic safety (27.0%) and climate change (17.5%).
Only one in ten regarded homelessness (11.1%) as an issue of importance to
their family and children’s future. (See

Fig 1).

Fig 1. Issues of most importance (n= 61)
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5.2 Early Years services and supports

Moving into the area of awareness and accessibility of services, respondents
were then asked about which Early Years services and supports they had used
or tried to use in Greater Bendigo.

Over nine in ten respondents reported using kindergartens and other ECECs
(91.9%). Other universal services such as Maternal and Child Health Services
(MCH Services) and library programs also had high usage among families
(87.1% and 75.8%, respectively).

More than two in five responding families reported using or accessing a
supported playgroup (43.6%). (See Fig 2).

Fig 2. Early Years Service Uptake (n= 61)
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Respondents were asked series of questions designed to measure the
awareness, accessibility, and user friendliness of Greater Bendigo's Early Years
services. Responses demonstrated that getting information is considered
mostly easy (66.7%), and understanding the information is even easier (84.1%).
(See Fig 3, purple & aqua bars).

However, when asked about knowing where and when to go for services and
support, getting an appointment and attending a service, and getting to the
service, over three in four families reported difficulty (difficult’ or ‘very
difficult’) getting an appointment (76.2%) in Greater Bendigo, and almost
half (47.6%) reported difficulty getting to services, highlighting access and
inclusion barriers and reachability challenges. (See Fig 3, yellow & orange bars).
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Fig 3. Early Years Service Access (n= 61)
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Optional commentary allowed respondents to provide context to the ratings
provided in relation the Early Years services and support they had received.

Thematic analysis again confirmed service accessibility as a key issue.

e Frustration with the process of getting referrals and finding available
services. Many respondents highlighted challenges with accessing critical
services like MCH services, pediatricians, and allied health professionals.

e Long wait times, difficulty scheduling appointments, and struggles with
geographical access (e.g., needing to travel to Melbourne for specialised
care) were frequently mentioned.

e Once appointments are scheduled, valuable support is often received.
While MCH services were praised for providing accessible information,
feedback was mixed, with some noting inconsistent and sometimes
inaccurate advice from MCHs, and some expressing it can be a "tick the
box" approach, failing to address caregivers' real concerns.

o Long waitlists for essential services like pediatric appointments,
occupational therapy, speech therapy, and specialised medical care is
particularly concerning for families needing early intervention or facing
complex health needs.

In terms of information and communication, feedback highlighted:

e There is difficulty finding reliable and consistent information, and in
knowing where to seek support initially, highlighting the need for better
information dissemination.

e Need for a centralised, locally relevant resource for information.
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e Importance of clear and accurate communication from health
professionals.

While some referred to positive experiences at playgroups, libraries, and
community events when they are accessible, another key theme that emerged
through the commentary was linked to Greater Bendigo having limited
inclusive services.

o Families of children with autism, ADHD, and developmental delays
expressed a need for specialised childcare and inclusive services to
better support their child’'s needs.

o Some noted inadequate support for caregivers' mental health during
MCH service appointments, and the need for more assistance for new
mothers to access mental and physical health services.

o The multicultural playgroups available are appreciated by families with
language barriers, highlighting the importance of social networks and
family support for new arrivals.

A final theme emerging from the comments was linked to transport and
logistical barriers.

o Limited public transportation creates an added barrier for families who
do not have personal vehicles or who live in areas without easy access to
services.

o This is particularly difficult for families who need to travel for
appointments, ECECs, or community services, further complicating their
ability to participate in needed support networks.

5.3 Early Years service experiences

In assessing how well Greater Bendigo's Early Years services and supports
meet the needs of families, respondents rated their satisfaction with the
services they have utilised to present an aggregate view of service efficacy and
quality.

e Positively, three in four respondents expressed their needs were met
either ‘very well' (25%) or ‘somewhat well' (51.7%).

The remaining quarter of respondents indicated unmet service needs, reporting
they were met badly (15%) or very badly (8.4%). (See Fig 4).
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Fig 4. How well Early Years services and support meet families’
needs (n=61)
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Respondents were given the opportunity to explore their past experiences with
Early Years services in Greater Bendigo, and give context to their response in
Fig 4. Similar themes from previous commentary questions emerged. Overall,
there is a strong desire for improvements in accessibility, communication, and
the availability of services to better meet the diverse needs of families.

Firstly, service quality and accessibility were top of mind for most:

e Several caregivers mentioned positive experiences with specific services,
like early learning programs and childcare (e.g., Jenny's Early Learning,
Marong Kindergarten). There were also mentions of beneficial services,
such as Rhyme Time and MCH services.

e Difficulty accessing services due to location (e.g., having to travel to
Melbourne for support), long wait times, and limited availability of
essential services (e.g., before school care, GPs) were also key.

Communication and coordination were also strong themes in the
commentary.

e Positive feedback regarding good communication and collaboration in
some cases, such as being listened to by MCH services and receiving
adequate developmental support.

82



1 ‘ aracy

e Concerns about inconsistent communication, particularly with MCHs,
where caregivers reported not seeing the same nurse twice or receiving
inadequate guidance.

e Some caregivers feel services don't collaborate, resulting in caregivers
having to educate professionals about topics like prenatal nutrition and
infant care.

Service gaps and challenges were also highlighted in the comments:

e Many caregivers expressed satisfaction with specific services or moments
when they received the help they needed. Their children are happy with
their experiences at daycare or kindergarten, and they appreciate
accessible, supportive services.

e Several pointed out gaps in essential services, including a lack of before-
school care, limitations in the availability of services during working
hours, and the inability to find appropriate playgroups or community
resources.

There was a consistent pattern of appreciation for personal service and
caregivers valued feeling listened to and supported on an individual level.

Frustration over systemic barriers like waitlists, geographical limitations, and
lack of service availability is a recurring issue and service access is a major
concern especially for those with higher needs (e.g. children living with
disability) or caregivers who require flexibility to balance work and family life.

5.4 Early Years services and support improvements

Finally, caregivers were given an opportunity to report what works well across
Greater Bendigo's Early Years services and supports, and where improvements
could be made. In summary, the key areas for improvement focused on offering
more flexible, affordable childcare options particularly for families with
children who have special needs or require additional support; centralising
information; improving inclusion and accessibility for all families; and increasing
low- or no-cost community programs and support.

We discuss these in turn.
Flexible, affordable ECECs
Considering limited childcare availability and affordability, respondents

expressed a need for additional ECEC places to be made available, especially
those catering to children living with disability or additional needs. A significant
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gap was noted in services that address specialised care for children with
autism, speech delays, and other developmental challenges.

Information and navigation

Given caregivers often felt overwhelmed by information and found it difficult
to navigate the available services, there was a strong call for a centralised
resource or one-stop-shop where families could easily find and access
information about the services available in the area.

Some suggested online portals to help streamline information and referrals,
while others highlighted the need for more proactive assistance from key
workers or mentors who could help families follow through with
recommendations and access necessary services.

“One worker to help navigate all the different services and systems or a
one stop shop for help. Funded services without session limits so | can get
help when we need it. Less barriers to access services.” [Community survey
respondent]

“An abundance of services and maternal health appointments were crucial
to figure out where next. Improve a one-stop location. A hub that has it all
— the maternal health nurse, allied health professionals, disability services
etc. This could be an online hub for parents with list of services.”
[Community survey respondent]

“A more streamlined and supportive approach when issues have been
identified would be a good starting point. It would be great to have a key
worker to ensure that once an issue has been identified that the family is
then referred, linked in and has then been able to access the appropriate
services. At present, the family is referred and then left to navigate all the
services on their own. If they hit barriers like we did, there is no ongoing
support, and it is up to the family to try and solve everything on their
own... That key worker could also help advocate for that family and child if
the family feels like their needs have not been addressed.” [Community
survey respondent]

Inclusion and accessibility for all families

Respondents frequently express the need for more support networks and
resources for caregivers, particularly those navigating the challenges of raising
children with additional needs, or with disability themselves. Families of
children with autism, ADHD, and developmental delays expressed a need for
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specialised childcare and inclusive services to better support these children’s
unique needs.

“As a parent with a disability | cannot access anything without the support
of another adult. Where my own family is not available, | cannot go. | wish
there was more to ensuring parents with disabilities could attend council
run mothers’ groups and MCHN as well as other council run events. When a
child is born and the MCHN is not aware that a parent has a disability, it
would not take much to ensure they are not isolated but feel included to
participate. Or questions asked so as to find out how to make it accessible.”
[Community survey respondent]

Community engagement and support

There is a strong desire for more community engagement opportunities for
both parents and children. Libraries and community playgroups were praised as
great resources for families, although some felt they were too crowded or had
limited times.

Respondents often mentioned the lack of social connection and family-friendly
activities, with a call for more accessible public spaces, community programs,
and support groups for families, particularly those with young children.

Requests for more low-cost or free programs, including those tailored for
caregivers with disability or those with children requiring specialised support,
were common.

“l found taking my child who has Level 2 Autism and ADHD to the library
and parks stressful. It's important parking is easy to access and safe near
libraries and playgrounds.” [Community survey respondent]
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6 Strengths — what is working well in the Early
Years system in Greater Bendigo?

ARACY's consultations with stakeholders highlighted the many strengths
related to the Early Years system in Greater Bendigo. Overall, these can be
summarised as follows:

Strengths in the GB Early Years system

e Strong take-up of early learning reforms
Established networks and opportunities for professional learning

Playgroups and other services

Harnessing family voice

In the following sections we unpack these in turn.

6.1 Strong take-up of early learning reforms

The Best Start, Best Life reforms make Victoria “the first Australian state or
territory to give children universal access to two years of funded kindergarten
programs before they start school” (State of Victoria, 2023). The $14 billion
investment over the next decade aims to strengthen the sector to deliver
quality Early Years education services and support for families.

This focus on ‘getting things right’ for children in their earliest years is
evidenced on the ground in Greater Bendigo. For example:

e Stakeholders shared that with the expansion of kindergarten services as
part of the Victorian Government’'s reforms, more children than ever
before are enrolled in 3- and 4-year-old Kindergarten programs, with no
evidence of a compromise in the quality of education and care.

e The increase in the number of early education places and service
providers has shown approximately 90% of Greater Bendigo's ECECs are
currently delivering 15 hours of 3-year-old Kindergarten.

e Families responding to the community survey demonstrated a strong
uptake of Early Years services, illustrated by over nine in ten using
kindergartens and other ECECs (91.9%).
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e A government-funded Early Learning and Childcare Centre located at
Eaglehawk North Primary School is forecast to be opened in early 2025.

e A government-funded kindergarten and community hub located in
Marong is also forecast to be built in 2025. Construction commenced in
late 2024.V

A key insight that emerged from our system and service mapping exercise is
that ECECs are widely distributed throughout the region, despite concentration
in central Bendigo. Additionally, we found that primary schools are evenly
distributed.

6.2 Networks and opportunities for professional learning

A range of established networks and learning opportunities are prevalent
across the Early Years sector in Greater Bendigo, particularly in the education
arena (ECECs/ Kindergartens).

e The Department of Education, Bendigo, facilitates a leadership forum
twice yearly with service CEOs and managers, and an Early Years'
learning network for teachers and educators. The latter has a focus on
connections across organisations, on practice and delivery, and on
supporting transitions to school.

e Shine Bright also mentioned a range of network opportunities aimed at
supporting staff across their locations in Greater Bendigo. These include
once a term, separate meetings for nominated supervisors and education
leaders; middle leaders; and educators. There are also collaborative
coaching visits twice per term for each service, and Kindergarten
Improvement Advisors assisting services with their School Readiness
Funding plans.

Other relevant networks

e The Heathcote Early Years Forum was often mentioned during
consultations by different stakeholders. Established in 2022 the network
meets online every two months. Members represent sector services
based in, or delivering to, Heathcote, including the (two) primary

i Refer to Victorian Government: https://www.schoolbuildings.vic.gov.au/eaglehawk-north-
primary-school-early-learning-and-childcare-centre-interim-name (accessed 30 September
2024).

v Refer to City of Greater Bendigo: https://www.bendigo.vic.gov.au/about-
us/projects/marong-community-hub-and-kindergarten (accessed 8 January 2025).
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schools, library, ECEC and Kindergarten, Anglicare, Catholicare, MCH
Services, and Intereach. Several stakeholders mentioned the Forum and
were positive about its outcomes for the Heathcote community.

e The Bendigo Refugee Settlement Network is convened by C4C Bendigo
with the City of Greater Bendigo, the Department of Education and
Training, and Shine Bright. The Network also has an Early Years
subgroup, attended by the City.

6.3 Playgroups and other services

The community survey emphasised high usage of Bendigo’s Maternal and Child
Health Services (MCH Services) by families (87.1%). The survey also
highlighted high engagement with library services in the area (75.8%).

Playgroups are also working well and were described as ‘thriving’ in the
community. C4C Bendigo is prioritising the delivery of playgroups as “a key
intervention that will make a difference to families in Bendigo"."

e Alongside approximately 16 playgroups held across Greater Bendigo
throughout the week during school terms, there are approximately five
supported playgroups held throughout the community for families who
may need additional support.

e C4C funds three supported playgroups, delivered by Shine Bright. These
attract an average weekly attendance of ~65 adults and children across
the three playgroups combined." C4C also funds Parent Child, Mother
Goose, delivered by Baptcare.

e More than two in five families in the community survey reported using or
accessing a playgroup (43.6%). This is good news given research
indicates children attending playgroup are 47 per cent more likely to be
developmentally on track compared to those who do not attend (Lam,
Terauds et al., 2023).

e Combined, three in four families in the survey expressed that their needs
were met either ‘very well’ (25%) or ‘somewhat well’ (51.7%).

v Refer to C4C Bendigo: https://www.c4cbendigo.com.au/page/parent-child-mother-goose/
(accessed 8 October 2024)

Vi Data provided by Shine Bright's Supported Playgroup Coordinator (22 October, 2024).
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Stakeholder consultations indicated that expansion of supported playgroups
targeting priority groups in the community, such as parenting teens, newly
arrived families, and those experiencing complex needs or other vulnerabilities,
would be valued. This finding was echoed in the caregiver survey, with some
highlighting their inability to find appropriate playgroups or community
resources; and others praising community playgroups as great resources for
families, but noting they were often too crowded or had limited times.

In our system and service mapping exercise (see Appendix B), ARACY
categorised more than 20 playgroups under the ‘Participating’ domain of The
Nest. A key insight that emerged from this process is that organisations/
partners (such as C4C Bendigo and Shine Bright) have actively circulated
information and details of their playgroup services within the Greater Bendigo
community, which corelates to the positive playgroup attendance reflected in
our community profile (see Section 3.8).

Families shared positive feedback regarding experiences with playgroups,
Maternal and Child Health nurses, kindergarten providers, and library programs
in Greater Bendigo.

“| think MCH is working well, and we are enjoying playgroup.”
[Community survey respondent]

“Library programs are excellent.” [Community survey respondent]

“We enjoy Rhyme Time and activities provided [at the library].”
[Community survey respondent]

“Jenny’s Early Learning kindergarten has been fantastic at looking after
kids, giving additional support when needed and recommending of what
other services may be available and useful to us.” [Community survey
respondent]

“Library sessions are fantastic.” [Community survey respondent]

“Helen Jessen is a wonderful daycare; the staff are authentic and caring
and they bond with the kids.” [Community survey respondent]

“Family daycare is beautiful, there should be more of it.” [Community
survey respondent]

“Our experience at Marong Kindergarten has been incredibly positive. The
teachers are fantastic and really in tune with the children’s needs. They've
managed to strike a perfect balance, incorporating community-aligned

learning into their programs in a way that truly benefits the kids. It's been
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a great environment for our children to grow and learn.” [Community
survey respondent]

6.4 Harnessing family voice

ARACY heard about several community opportunities to harness the voice of
families and children in the community.

e The Voice of the Family (VoF) project facilitated by C4C Bendigo is the
key mechanism through which C4C Bendigo listens to and includes
family voice. C4C has funded a project worker, and is partnering with
Noah’s Ark Bendigo, to undertake this work. ARACY understands the
project has linked in with supported
playgroups, and the VoF Steering
Group includes BDAC and BCHS.

e During 2024 the Victorian Minister
for Children has hosted a series of
‘Raising Kids in Victoria' roundtables  what is it like to raise
across the state. Families have been  children in Victoria?

You are invited to join a roundtable hosted

invited to Share their experiences of by Hon. Lizzie Blandthorn, Minister for Children.

Duete sened teawc
Welreaday S haky JLA D45 - 11 LS am b1 Astiarken

moving between services as their

children grow and their needs P e
change, with a view to making “it =X Kok
easier to access services designed B
for children including maternal and

1 1 onda U
child health, early education and .%

family services"."i (See brochure,
e

e The City of Greater Bendigo captures the voices of children in its plans
and projects.

UL 5

Vi Media Release (6 September 2024):
https://www.premier.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/2024-09/240906-Building-A-Better-
System-For-Families.pdf (accessed 10 October 2024)
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7 Challenges — what needs to change in the Early
Years system in Greater Bendigo?

ARACY's consultations with stakeholders highlighted the barriers to service
accessibility experienced by families, and the collaboration between
organisations often being reliant on interpersonal relationships and interrupted
with staff changes.

Overall, key challenges in the Greater Bendigo Early Years system can be
grouped into the following areas:

Challenges in the GB Early Years system

e Workforce shortages and recruitment
e Service accessibility — timely access, service navigation, transport issues

Service navigation

Data strengthening

Issues for outlying communities

In the following sections we unpack these in turn.

7.1 Workforce shortages and recruitment

In line with Early Years sector workforce challenges nationwide there is
pressure on the early learning workforce in Greater Bendigo, some of which
has been observed through the strong take-up of early learning reforms. It is
understood the Victorian Government funded LGAs and larger Early Years
Managers (EYM) organisations to develop workforce plans in 2024. The Early
Years Workforce Plan (EYWP) for Greater Bendigo is available here.

e In our consultations, providers discussed recruitment challenges, with
increases in demand for ECEC, likely to continue as the Best Start
reforms scale up.
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e These reforms include 15 hours of free kindergarten for three and four-
year-old children, and from 2032 up to 30 hours for pre-prep (four-
year-olds) across Greater Bendigo."

e A crucial element to the success of these reforms is having the teachers
and educators available to continue to deliver high-quality programs.

e As population growth continues to increase and with the scaling up of
three-year-old and pre-prep kindergarten, it is understood that the
demand for kindergarten will significantly increase from 2029 onward.

During our consultations, stakeholders also discussed workforce challenges in
other sectors, including MCH Services staff, early learning therapists, and allied
health professionals.

e MCH Services coordinators described that across the current team of
staff there are now more nurses working fewer hours, usually two days a
week (0.4 FTE), and staff are often working alone. This impacts on the
ability of MCH Services to provide continuity for families; particularly
when compared with fewer staff working more days, as was previously
the case.

e Across the 10 locations offering MCH Services, families are required to
‘book-in’ rather than ‘drop-in’. There is one drop-in location currently
available (Epsom).

e Services mentioned that workforce shortages can lead to difficulties
maintaining numbers and quality of staff; particularly when staff move
towards higher incomes offered elsewhere.

7.2 Service accessibility

A key insight emerging from our system mapping exercise is the notable
concentration of health and family support services in central Bendigo.
Additionally, we found that secondary services (such as early childhood
intervention services and speech and language therapy service) are scarce in
the outlying areas of Greater Bendigo.

Results from the family survey were consistent with what stakeholders shared
in the consultations about service accessibility challenges. Long waitlists and

Vi From: The City of Greater Bendigo (2024) Greater Bendigo Early Years Workforce Plan
(refer: https://public.bendigo.vic.gov.au/file/publications/fb1b1418-febc-47a2-96ca-
b64297078bdb/early-years-workforce-plan.pdf)

X 1bid.
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access to timely support were raised as a perennial issue in Greater Bendigo,
with demand for services higher than the supply. Unfortunately, with a
national shortage of paediatricians, and an unmet demand for rural/regional
health services, these issues are not unique to Bendigo.

e Over three in four families reported difficulty (difficult’ or ‘very difficult’)
getting an appointment (76.2%) in Greater Bendigo, and almost half
(47.6%) reported difficulty getting to services, highlighting accessibility
and reachability challenges.

e Stakeholders described family access to pediatricians, GPs, and family
services as ‘dreadful’, with the concept of early intervention challenged
as a result.

e While NDIS entry is fairly timely, stakeholders told us that accessing
referrals and services is difficult. NDIS processes were described as an
‘ordeal’, a 'saga’ and a ‘treadmill’, where parent power, choice and
control are diminished.

Survey comments reflect a strong desire for highly localised interventions into
greater service provision and flexible service delivery. These perspectives echo
those in news coverage about accessibility issues impacting families in Greater
Bendigo.x

“There are services where we have to leave Bendigo and go to Melbourne
to access.” [Community survey respondent]

“Accessing daycare can be difficult with long wait lists at great facilities.”
[Community survey respondent]

“Waiting periods are significant and then you feel like you are ‘handballed’
from one service to another, once they find out more about the
issues...and then you have to wait again.” [Community survey respondent]

“Getting appropriate appointments can be lengthy and drawn out.”
[Community survey respondent]

* For example: https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-05-19/paediatrician-waiting-lists-regional-
victorian-kids/102362646 and https://www.abc.net.au/news/2024-05-18/paediatric-wait-lists-
parents-pay-thousands-in-travel-regional/103830314 (accessed 8 Jan 2025).

X For example: https://www.abc.net.au/news/2022-09-02/regional-families-travel-
melbourne-to-access-paediatric-services/101394000 (accessed 9 Jan 2025).

93



1 ‘ aracy

“It Is so hard to access a doctor or pediatrician when you need it.”
[Community survey respondent]

“Severe lack of medical and support services, which means travelling to
Melbourne which then impacts work attendance for me and my husband.”
[Community survey respondent]

“Sometimes it is easy getting a referral, however then difficult to find a
service that has capacity to pick up.” [Community survey respondent]

“Elmore is only offered once a week, on one day, which makes it hard.”
[Community survey respondent]

Transport was often raised as a major barrier to accessing and utilising Early
Years services.

Limited public transport availability can impact families’ engagement
with kindergarten and other services, given inflexible routes and
inconsistent services. It was highlighted that the impending Early
Learning and Childcare Centre located at Eaglehawk North Primary
School currently has no public transport options.

Parking fees and limited public transport options can impact families’
access to the library and children’s programs offered.

Close to one in two respondents in the survey stated that getting to the
service they needed was difficult or very difficult (47.6%), with the
following comments highlighting a range of issues concerning services
accessibility.

“There’s so many appointments and checkups all in different areas.”

[Community survey respondent]

“Times do not always suit families, for example, do not want around
school pick up as caring for older children.” [Community survey
respondent]

“More bus times and more things near where we already go so we don't
have to do a separate trijp.”[Community survey respondent]

Our findings correlate with research conducted for the Loddon Children’s
Health and Wellbeing Local, which found that rural and regional families face

similar challenges to others when dealing with an overloaded system, such as
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service siloes and damaging wait times, indicating a strong desire for clearer,
more streamlined pathways and flexible approaches to wrap around families.x

7.3 Service navigation

Stakeholders often expressed that there is low awareness in the community
about pathways to early years support, with families having neither
information about services nor information about accessing these services.

e However, while findings from the community survey indicated that two
in three families find getting information easy (66.7%), and
understanding the information is even easier (84.1%), one in three
families also indicated that navigation of services — knowing where and
when to go for Early Years services and getting information - is difficult
(34.9%, and 33.3%, respectively).

e Stakeholders suggested the lack of a regularly updated service directory
providing a one-stop shop of all available community services introduces
barriers to accessing information.

e Others reflected that given the physically large area of Greater Bendigo,
and due to staff turnover, it can be hard to retain up to date information
among services.

e The nature of services emerging and ceasing operations makes it
challenging to keep up with the currency of service providers and more
effective programming is needed to ensure social services and
community support are effective and reach those in need.

e Stakeholders indicated that the ongoing challenge of service awareness
and navigation calls for specialist connectors to link families with
services and to ‘bring everyone together’. This was commonly mentioned
along with the need for family hubs that provide soft entries and warm
referrals.

7.4 Data strengthening

Data strengthening through matching and linkage was often raised as the
missing puzzle piece to understanding and responding to community need in
Greater Bendigo. The matching of available data to better plan for future
demand was raised by several stakeholders, including linking MCH data with

Xi From "BCHS: A community-centred model of care for the Loddon Child Local” (2023) by
Today.Design (provided to ARACY during consultations).
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data around families coming and going into the community, to then indicate
likely numbers of children enrolling in kindergarten each year. Some of this
data is currently available in the Kindergarten Infrastructure and Services Plan
(KISP), which is held by the Department of Education, Victoria, and publicly
available.

7.5 Issues for outlying communities

While ARACY did not comprehensively consult with services outside of
Bendigo itself, there were opportunities to hear from stakeholders in regional
communities in the Greater Bendigo area, such as Heathcote. Key issues
emerged for these communities, including:

e Population growth in Heathcote due to lower home prices compared to
elsewhere shows a steady increase in young families and young children,
with demand for services growing. The key issues impacting families here
relate to low availability and accessibility of services, and the limited
outreach of services into these areas.

e Transport is a particular issue for those without cars, with public transport
taking 1.5 hours (bus) to reach Bendigo. Creative collaborations with local
organisations, such as the Royal Flying Doctor Service, are ensuring
community members attending appointments in Bendigo have access to a
free transport service (enabled through a Heathcote Health grant).

e NDIS support is needed for families, e.g. health equity challenges for clients
who are charged specialists travel costs out of their plan. Funding measures
and KPIs should be adjusted to make providers accountable for providing
services equitably across the Greater Bendigo community.

e While part-time outreach MCH services are available, there is little or no
post-natal care available, unless by phone.

e Fluoridation of water is not available in Heathcote impacting the dental
health of children compared to other children in Greater Bendigo.

e Limited availability of outreach services, in addition to no information hub,
makes accessing services challenging for the community.

e Internet connectivity can be patchy, impacting services, e.g. telehealth
appointments. NBN coverage, black spots, and bandwidth issues are
common challenges.

e Accessing granular data for advocacy is challenging, as demographics are
often different to other locations across Greater Bendigo. Accessing data
to know if initiatives are making a difference is also challenging.
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e Loddon Local has a focus on higher population areas, so waiting lists for
Heathcote residents are common.

e High school students must travel 50kms to access ‘local’ schools. These are
located in and out of Greater Bendigo.
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8 Opportunities — where can the Early Years
system in Greater Bendigo improve?

In this section we consider the challenges presented in the previous section and
discuss opportunities for the Greater Bendigo Early Years sector which may
help improve outcomes for children specifically, and influence positive changes
for children and families in Greater Bendigo over the longer term more
generally.

8.1 Workforce shortages and recruitment

The effects of shortages impact services across the board and calls for
workforce support and strategies were commonly mentioned. It was
suggested, for example, the City could lean into its influence and advocacy to
assist with workforce planning, by incentivising practitioners to work in Greater
Bendigo, and attracting families to relocate to the area.

Where are the opportunities?

e The Early Years Workforce Plan (EYWP) for Greater Bendigo could support
action in this area.

e Cross sectoral conversations and support for workforce planning across
TAFE, university and local manufacturing/industry in train. Economic
development opportunities?

e Advocating for workforce planning in Greater Bendigo, attracting families
to relocate.

e Advocacy to improve the outcomes of Greater Bendigo’s children and
families, e.q., regarding:

o Government policy support

o Supply/ demand of public services and potentially more private
services, by creating incentives for practitioners to work in the area.

o Housing availability and affordability.

8.2 Service accessibility

Several caregivers commented broadly on operating hours of services,
expressing that a higher degree of flexibility to accommodate non-traditional
work hours and schedules would make essential services and programs more
accessible and inclusive.
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“Would be great to have a before-school program for parents who start
work early.” [Community survey respondent]

“No before-school care means that | can’t work.” [Community survey
respondent]

“All the supports look great, in theory. I'd love to attend some with my
children, but they are always scheduled during work hours, so we are
unable to attend or take the opportunity.” [Community survey respondent]

“Times do not always suit families, for example do not want around school
pick up as caring for older children.” [Community survey respondent]

Where are the opportunities?

e Exploring barriers to access and co-created solutions by services, families
and children

e Facilitating discussions with relevant stakeholders (e.g. bus companies) and
advocacy for the Greater Bendigo community to help make public transport
services and routes more accessible.

8.3 Service navigation

Many respondents reflected that gathering information and deciding on their
next steps can be laborious due to the absence of a service directory acting as a
‘one-stop-shop’ for consolidated information about services available to
families in Greater Bendigo. Several respondents shared that because they
‘work within the system,’ they were able to seek required information
effectively and noted that this may not be the case for those without their
experience and knowledge.

“Information is available online but can be hard to find. Google usually
works.” [Community survey respondent]

“Information has to be found from a range of different sources — would be
nice to have a centralised, locally relevant source.” [Community survey
respondent]

Others expressed the need for service expansion and comprehensive support
from providers, with comments including how these factors have a
disproportionate impact on families already experiencing disadvantage or with
complex needs.
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Where are the opportunities?

Connecting communities through events, activities and community
engagement.

Involving children and families directly in the co-design of place-based,
culturally informed early years supports.

Providing public access to evidence-based resources and materials relevant
to the early years, including normalising parenting support in early
parenthood.

Streamlining and simplifying systems, where possible, to remove access and
navigation barriers for families seeking early years support. Providing
clearer, more streamlined pathways and flexible approaches to wrap around
families.

Resourcing, maintaining a comprehensive Early Years resources and services
directory for families navigating the Greater Bendigo system. Possible use
of this resource to host events and groups.

Responding to increasing numbers of children and families with complex
needs, through connection, support and navigation, e.g. helping families to
navigate community and access services.

8.4 Data strengthening

Through the consultations with stakeholders, it was clear there is an

opportunity to strengthen data for the benefit of the Greater Bendigo Early

Years system. Through data linkage it may be possible to gain more complete
information without the time and cost burden of additional and often duplicate
primary data collection.

Where are the opportunities?

Facilitating mapping of Early Years datasets and discussions with data
‘owners’ to support data linkage to inform planning, design and delivery of
services and support for families in Greater Bendigo

Developing, implementing practices and methods to support agencies and
services to make sense of available data and generate new data sets to
inform practices

Evaluating current data related to families and services to identify
promising practices, program improvements, redundancies and missed
opportunities (service gaps)
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e Linking, harnessing available data to support those most vulnerable, playing
a preventative role to support all families to be highly functioning, e.g.
families without consistent work

e Building capacity and capability across the Early Years sector to collect and

use all forms of effective evidence.

8.5 Outlying communities

Limited employment possibilities and poorer access to health services,
education and transport services lower the quality of life for many families and
children in Greater Bendigo's outlying communities. Many opportunities exist
for supporting these families to thrive.

Where are the opportunities?

e Designing and developing granular plans to cater for differing demographic
profiles of outlying communities to assist community ownership of planning.

e Advocacy and support for place-level workforce needs.

8.6 Opportunities by Systems Levers

ARACY has analysed these opportunities and considered these against the six
Thriving Queensland Kids Partnership (TQKP) Systems Levers.*ii These
leverage points enable us to collectively contribute to positive systems change.

The systems levers (critical elements or enablers) are:
1. Concerted leadership
Smarter investment
Public, caregiver and community engagement (engaged public)
Stronger workforces

Integrated delivery, and

I I

Putting data and evidence to work.

xit Refer to: https://www.aracy.org.au/the-nest-in-action/thriving-queensland-kids-
partnership/tgkp-systems-focus (accessed 2 October 2024)
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TQKP
Systems Levers

Concerted
5 Leadership
et T Smarter
i " ‘ Investment

i Engaged
Public
Stronger
Workforces

By taking a ‘systems approach’, we can work collaboratively to reduce:

the rubs and disconnects and fragmentation within and between systems
the lag between ‘science to service'

the gaps between lived experience and expertise and policies and
practices

the gaps between intent, strategy, implementation, and execution

the imbalances in investment between tertiary responses and prevention
and earlier intervention

the variability of knowledge, skills and behaviours across workforces, and

the inefficiencies of overly complicated or inconsistent processes.

In our Collaboration Evidence Review (see Appendix C), ARACY framed a series
of questions for consideration under the six TQKP Systems Levers. Those
questions are included here, alongside the opportunities presented in this
section, for consideration by the Early Years sector. See Table 5, overleaf.
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Table 5. System Levers by questions and opportunities for consideration by the Early Years sector

System domain Questions for consideration Opportunities for consideration
Concerted e Do we have cross-sectorial shared values e Establish Greater Bendigo Early Years forum
leadership and vision? e Advocacy to improve the outcomes of Greater Bendigo’s

children and families, e.g., regarding:

° i ?
AR TS R OlET 5 [Eedibe st el Saet:

¢  What complexity would we add to this o Government policy support
landscape? What might we displace? o Supply/ demand of public services and potentially
e Is our focus long-term? more private services, by creating incentives for

practitioners to work in the area.
o Workforce planning, attracting families to relocate
o Housing availability and affordability

e Support for cross-sectorial shared values and vision;
interagency multidisciplinary sector capacity and capability
building activities

Amplify collaborative models that incorporate Early Years-
focused, place-based organisations, networks, and groups.

Smarter e What need/s exist in this place that could Improving service accessibility & navigation:
investment be better met with cross-sector e Specialist connector roles to link families with services — to
collaboration? respond to increasing numbers of children and families with

complex needs, through connection, support and navigation,

e What is already here in terms of . - . .
e.g. helping families to navigate community and access

community assets, services, systems and

services.
strengths? .. . , .
e Maintain comprehensive early years' resources and services
e What value could we add to the system directory for families navigating the system, e.g., a
landscape in this place? centralised resource or one-stop-shop for reliable,

consistent, locally relevant EY information.
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Questions for consideration

Opportunities for consideration

Putting data,
evidence,
learning to work

Engaged public,
caregivers and
communities

What data are we using, and how are we
using it, to reach conclusions about what
works best for the community?

What need/s exist in this place that could
be better met with cross-sector
collaboration?

Are data upskilling workforce capabilities
required?

Is there adequate funding for community
participation and engagement?

How will we co-define “community” and
ensure genuine representation?

What are we willing to give to foster
community engagement and leadership
over the long term? Money, resources,
control, decision-making, changing the

ways we do things in response to
feedback?

What is the readiness and capacity of the
community to partner in — or lead - this
work?

Explore data linkage opportunities to inform planning,
design and delivery of services and support for families in
Greater Bendigo

Develop, implement practices and methods to support
agencies and services to make sense of available data and
generate new data sets to inform practices

Evaluate current data related to families and services to
identify promising practices, program improvements,
redundancies and missed opportunities (service gaps).

For Outlying communities:

Support for developing granular plans to cater for differing
demographic profiles of these communities to assist
community ownership of planning.

Improve service accessibility & navigation:

Connect communities through events, activities and
community engagement, to support families to build
connections and strong social support networks

Explore barriers to access and co-created solutions by
services, families and children. Involve children and families
directly in the co-design of place-based, culturally informed
early years supports.

Provide public access to evidence-based resources and
materials relevant to the early years, including normalising
parenting support in early parenthood

Streamline and simplify, where possible, to remove access
and navigation barriers for families seeking Early Years

104



System domain

Questions for consideration

Opportunities for consideration

e Do we enable the sharing and
engagement of data?

support. Provide clearer, more streamlined pathways and
flexible approaches to wrap around families.

Expand supported playgroups targeting priority groups in
the community, such as parenting teens, newly arrived
families, and those experiencing complex needs or other
vulnerabilities.

Maintain comprehensive early years' resources and services
directory for families navigating the system, e.g., a
centralised resource or one-stop-shop for reliable,
consistent, locally relevant EY information.

Facilitate discussions with relevant stakeholders (e.g. bus
companies) and advocate for the Greater Bendigo
community to help make public transport services and
routes more accessible.

Culturally inclusive service opportunities:

Given growing cultural diversity in the community, promote
resources to support culturally safe service delivery across
the Greater Bendigo Early Years sector.

Increase understanding of migrant families and non-
residents in the area, to support children local services aren’t
aware of

Supporting families with higher needs:

Host caregiver events (e.g. early years forums) to build
parenting capacity, with visiting specialists sharing what
families can do at home - e.g., strengths-based approach
and opportunity to meet other families & learn about NDIS.
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System domain

Questions for consideration

Opportunities for consideration

Integrated
services

Stronger
workforces

What is our role in the local EY system, as
system players?

Are there integrated agency systems in
our community?

Is there a focus on time, empowerment
and space for relationships and inter-
agency connections?

What is already here in terms of
community assets, services, systems and
strengths?

How can we ensure we do not add to the
already complex landscape of place?

Can services jointly manage associated
risks and individually account for them
within their own structures?

What culture, infrastructure and enabling
conditions can be put in place to give
services the freedom to experiment, adapt
and change established systems?

What skills need to be increased through
capability-building training?

What opportunities are there for sharing
knowledge (e.g. Communities of
Practice)?

Establish cross-sectoral WGs to explore further EY system
opportunities, e.g. Community/child and family hubs, data
strengthening, services to outlying areas

Support transition to school processes through increased
service coordination and connection. Fostering networking
and relationship building opportunities between ECECs,
kindergartens and schools.

Bendigo's status as a Child Friendly City. Revise, revisit,
update?

Refer to the Early Years Workforce Plan (EYWP) for
Greater Bendigo to support action

Cross sectoral conversations and support for workforce
planning across TAFE, university and local manufacturing/
industry in train. Economic development opportunities?

106



aracy

System domain Questions for consideration

Are we investing in local knowledge by
valuing the diversity in place?

Opportunities for consideration

e Advocacy for workforce planning in Greater Bendigo,
attracting families to relocate.

o Supply/ demand of public services and potentially
more private services, by creating incentives for
practitioners to work in the area.

o Housing availability and affordability.

Outlying communities:
e Advocacy and support for determining place-level
workforce needs.
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9 Implications for the Early Years system in
Greater Bendigo

9.1 Core Care Conditions and The Nest

A recent paper by the The Centre for Community Child Health emphasises the
core care conditions that young children, their caregivers and their families
need to flourish (Moore, 2024). Centred around The Nest, it explores a number
of implications for action which clearly resonate with the findings from this
project, particularly supporting families to build connections, improving the
accessibility of services, and considering integrated child and family centres or
hubs. The paper also makes a call to the Federal government and States for a
universal early years guarantee:

e First, all parents and caregivers need strong social support networks, and
there should be a much greater emphasis on helping parents build
connections with other parents and families.

e Second, an important part of the core care conditions for children and
families is having access to a range of universal and tiered child and
family services — universal services such as maternal and child health and
ECEC services, and tiered services to address additional needs.

e Third, one way of ensuring that all families are well-supported socially
and have access to the services they need is by establishing integrated
child and family centres or hubs. Integrated child and family centres can
act as a service hub for a range of universal and specialist services, and
can also function as a social hub, providing a safe space for parents and
their children to meet other parents and children, and build social
support networks.

e Finally, to ensure that all children and their families are flourishing, we
need to ensure they are provided with the core care conditions they
need. This could take the form of a universal early years guarantee
whereby every family of a newborn child would be guaranteed certain
basic conditions and services. The paper asserts that a universal early
years guarantee based on the core care conditions identified would be a
major contribution to ensuring that all young children and their families
have the opportunity to experience optimal health and wellbeing.
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The paper outlines outcomes that align with The Nest and positively reframes
what children and families need, taking into account the social, commercial and
environmental determinants of health and the ecology of childhood.

The figure below shows how the core care conditions identified in this paper
lead to the six outcomes in The Nest. This is an approximate matching; The
Nest outcomes cover children and youth (aged 0-24), whereas the core care
conditions discussed in this paper apply particularly to the first 1000 days. The
figure also shows that the core care conditions needed by families and children
extend beyond what families can provide on their own and include supportive
community environments as well as enabling policies that are the responsibility
of state and federal governments. This is illustrated in Fig 5.

Fig 5. The relationship between core care conditions for children,
families and child outcomes*"
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This model provides a useful framework for the Greater Bendigo Early Years
sector to consider roles and responsibilities at different levels. For example,
Enabling Policies are largely the responsibility of Federal and State
Governments, while Local Government has a role in advocating and influencing
‘supportive community environments’ in partnership with relevant sector
players. The work of shaping core care conditions for families and children is

xv Refer to p.47 & 48 (for a clearer diagram):
https://mcri.figshare.com/articles/report/Core_Care_Conditions_for_Children_and_Families_Im
plications_for_policy_and_practice/26065597?file=47750695
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that of the entire Early Years sector, with cross-sectoral collaboration being
key.

9.2 Cross-Sectoral Collaboration

Cross-sectoral partnerships play an essential role in influencing the core care
conditions that are the key features of the social and physical environments in
which young children and their families live that are important for optimal
development and functioning.

Driving change in a community and across systems like the Early Years sector
requires cross-sectoral collaboration to find solutions to the myriad issues
impacting families and their children. Key examples of collaboration across
communities in Australia, where sectors are uniting to improve conditions and
outcomes for children and their families, include:

Mid Coast & Kids, Taree (Collective Impact and Systems Change)
e Mid Coast 4 Kids is a collective impact initiative focused on improving
outcomes for children, young people and families in the Mid Coast.

e It brings together local organisations and stakeholders within and
outside the community to create lasting and meaningful change by
aligning efforts, sharing resources and leveraging the strengths of the
community and partners.

Gladstone Region Together (Collective Impact Model)
e The Gladstone Region engaging in Action Together is a Stronger Places,
Stronger People initiative based on a Collective Impact Model.

e The Gladstone Region Wellbeing Action Plan comprises actions that are
community led and the result of community voice, sector-identified
improvement, and stakeholder contributions focused on community
vision and identified priorities.

Thriving Queensland Kids Partnership (Systems Intermediary)
e TQKP works across systems and sectors to drive change for children and
families in Queensland. It connects people and organisations to work
together for children.

e Itis coordinated by a backbone team who work as the ‘glue’ to connect
and support many partners, and to lead or facilitate key initiatives, such
as the Brain Builders Initiative, the Framing Initiative, and the Data

Roadmap.
e TQKP is funded by a range of philanthropic funding partners.
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A Common Approach, a common language

Across each of these initiatives (above), ARACY has proudly played an integral
role in partnering with communities focused on building the workforce capacity
in supporting the wellbeing of their children and families, through delivery of
training in The Nest and The Common Approach®. The purpose of this training
is to influence change by building a common framework and language for those
working with children and families. It is a child-centred, strengths-based,
holistic and collaborative way of working that helps to shift the focus from a
traditional deficit model to one that empowers children and their families.

In Taree, between 2022 and 2023 over 400 practitioners in the community,
education and health sectors have received training in The Common Approach,
and in 2024 alongside TQKP through the Gladstone Region Together Are
Childhood Builders initiative, we trained over 40 child- and family-focused
practitioners and educators.

This is important because if workforces across different sectors are equipped
with a shared and collective approach, we strengthen services in the universal,
secondary and tertiary systems, especially for children and families
experiencing the most vulnerability.

By establishing shared and common language among the Early Years sector,
along with evidence-based practices and a shared vision for the change we
want to see in our communities, we can begin to ensure we are working
towards the same common goal: improving outcomes for our youngest children
and their families.

9.3 Six Conditions of Systems Change

To promote and support all families in Greater Bendigo to thrive, it is necessary
for the Early Years sector to consider barriers that keep the current conditions
in place. For substantive and long-lasting change, change needs to occur at a
variety of levels.

The Six Conditions of Systems Change framework identifies six conditions at
three levels that need to be addressed fogetherto effectively make systems
change (J. Kania, 2019). Policies, practices, and resource flows are structural
change; relationships and connections and power dynamics are relational
change; and mental models or beliefs or ideology are transformative change
are part of changing a system. (See Fig 6). What we know is that shifts in
system conditions are more likely to be sustained when working at all three
levels of change (J. Kania, Kramer, M., & Senge, P., 2018).

m



1 ‘ aracy

Fig 6. Six Conditions of Systems Change
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Structural change (explicit) —in some ways this is the easiest of the levels
to change. However, without working at the other two levels, shifts in
system conditions are unlikely to be sustained.

Relational change (semi-explicit) — Shifting power dynamics and building
relationships across sectors is essential work in systems change. Much of the
work at this level is about about transforming the relationships between
people who make up the system, instead of organisations, groups, and
individuals working on the exact same social problems work in isolation
from each other. Simply bringing people into relationship can create huge

Transformative change (implicit) — Shifting mental models and mindsets is
at the heart of systems change efforts. Without these deeper shifts, actions
and plans that only make changes on the surface will have little effect. To
create transformational change in the Early Years system, it is critical to
understand how systemic actions and behaviour are shaped by and reinforce
these implicit forces and how the mental models people hold can be
reshaped to shift systems and outcomes.

12
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9.3.1 Mental models impacting the Early Years

A report commissioned by the Early Years Catalyst explored mental models to
better understand deeply held beliefs that maintain high levels of disadvantage
in the early years, and how they could be shifted to support improvements in
early childhood development outcomes (Finlay-Jones, 2024).

The report highlighted 22 prevailing mental models influencing current early
childhood development systems and outcomes in Australia, all rooted in a
deficit frame (Finlay-Jones, 2024). These were thematically categorised into
four distinct focus areas (see Table 6):

Table 6. Mental model focus areas

Focus Area Connection to current state

e Expectation that parents are solely responsible for
their children.

The erosion of the village and stigma around seeking
help.

The devaluation of care across personal and
professional settings.

Exclusion of fathers from ECD programs and policies

1: Child development
and parenting

Lack of demand for government investment in
prevention and social care services.

Lack of trust in government.

Expectations to parents to “hold the whole".

2: Proactive, efficient
governments and
policymaking

Differences between individual values and
perceptions of social values.

Failure to address the complexities and underlying
causes of poverty.

Systems that undermine Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander prosperity.

Denial of racism towards Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples.

3: Breaking the cycles
of inequity and
disadvantage

Preferences toward market-based systems.

Market and systems failures treated as failures of
individuals.

Stigma concerning the sorts of families who receive
government intervention and require government
support.

&4: Integrated,
connected, and
proactive early
childhood development
systems

13
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The report also highlighted that merely shifting attitudes or mental models,
without enhancing capability and opportunity for change, may yield
counterproductive outcomes (Finlay-Jones, 2024). For example:

e Shifting views about the value of seeking support must be paired with
supports being available and accessible; and

e Shifting views on the importance of quality interactions between
children and caregivers must be paired with increasing understanding of
what constitutes quality interactions.

The consideration of these mental models by the Early Years sector may be
helpful for prioritising action in Greater Bendigo.

9.4 Systems change in the Early Years sector

The City of Greater Bendigo represents the closest sphere of government to
the Greater Bendigo community and has enormous potential to influence a
community that values and supports children in the early years and their
families. Through its advocacy and influence, the City’s roles as facilitator and
convenor are key. Examples of how the City is enacting this role include:

e Connecting services with families through low or no cost events

e Developing the Affordable Housing Strategy

e Gathering KISP data, which is publicly available

e Discussions with the Department of Transport regarding public transport
e Community Hubs Planning

e Promoting Greater Bendigo as a relocation destination of choice

e Supporting sector advocacy for increased funding and services across the
LGA, including in Elmore and Heathcote

e Healthy places and spaces, access to greenery, recreational spaces,
healthy eating.

Through its wealth and diversity of relationships and connections in locality
and the wider system, local government has the potential to be a systems
networker and convenor. This holds true for the City of Greater Bendigo in
the Early Years sector.

Critically there are opportunities for the local Early Years sector to collaborate
to improve outcomes for children in the early years in Greater Bendigo. These
include:
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e Convening, as a sector, to discuss the opportunities presented in this
report, and to consider a coordinated approach to prioritising cross-
sector collaboration to address challenges facing the Early Years system.

e Discussing the unique roles of each player in the Early Years system,
including the City as a facilitator and convenor, and each stakeholder as
a system player, and the resources needed to maintain momentum and
facilitate action.

9.5 Opportunities for Actions and Responsibilities

In considering the opportunities for improvement in the Early Years system in
Greater Bendigo, the project supports a range of actions that could be
addressed in the short, medium, and long term. ARACY is not specifying
timeframes for short/immediate, medium, and long term given the range of
stakeholders involved, however a tranche of actions should be considered and
made available without delay, and we have prioritised these as such (high
importance and high urgency).

ARACY's recommended actions are categorised according to their
corresponding Nest Domain and Systems Lever, and where responsibility for
this action might rest. This is provided as a starting point for discussion within
the sector, to potentially generate and catalyse further collaborative action
across the Early Years system to best gear the system to support children and
their families to thrive. See Table 7, overleaf.
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Table 7. Opportunities to improve the Early Years system in Greater Bendigo: EY Sector Actions and
Responsibilities

Immediate/ short term actions (high importance, high urgency)

Action

Establish a Greater Bendigo Early Years forum for
EY sector to meet regularly, e.g. quarterly
(frequency + format TBD) to share information,
discuss new developments & opportunities for
cross-sector collaboration.

Aim: To ensure consistency of information/
understanding between EY sectors to support all
families to thrive.

Establish cross-sector Working Groups to explore

key EY system opportunities, e.g.:

e Community Hubs in Greater Bendigo;
streamlined pathways and flexible approaches
to wrap around families

e Data strengthening

e Services to outlying areas

e EY Workforce Plan

Inclusive service opportunities (priority families)

e Navigation support for vulnerable/ priority
families to join supported playgroups, and to
access specialist knowledge earlier/ sooner

e Expand supported playgroups for priority
families, e.q., teen parents, newly arrived
families, and those experiencing complex needs
or other vulnerabilities.

Responsibility

Greater Bendigo Early
Years sector, including
Local Government and
relevant stakeholders

*shared responsibility
for hosting, facilitating?

Local Govt
Relevant sector
stakeholders, e.g.
Housing, Health,
Education

Health & Human
Services

Health, MCH services,
Social Services

Local Govt

Refugee and migrant
services

Nest Domain/s (ND) + Systems Lever (SL)
ND: All

SL: Concerted Leadership; Stronger
Workforces; Integrated services/delivery

ND: Healthy, Participating

SL: Concerted Leadership; Engaged public,
caregivers and communities; Stronger
workforces

ND: Healthy, Participating

SL: Smarter Investment; Concerted
Leadership; Engaged public, caregivers and
communities
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Support transition to school processes through
increased service coordination and connection.
Fostering networking and relationship building

opportunities between ECECs, kindergartens and

ACCOs, First Nations-
led orgs

Local NFPs and charity
Education

Local Govt

Refugee and migrant
services

ND: Learning, Healthy, Valued, Loved and
Safe

SL: Concerted Leadership; Engaged public,
caregivers and communities; Stronger

schools. ACCOs, First Nations-
workforces
led orgs
5 Host caregiver events (e.g. early years forums) to NDIS ND: Healthy, Participating

Health, MCH services,
PHN, Social Services
Local Govt

build parenting capacity, with visiting specialists
sharing what families can do at home - e.qg.,
strengths-based approach and opportunity to meet
other families & learn about NDIS.

Medium-term actions (high importance, lower urgency)

Action

SL: Concerted Leadership; Engaged public,
caregivers and communities

Responsibility Nest Domain/s + Systems Lever (SL)

ND: Valued, Loved and Safe; Healthy;
Participating

6 Connect communities through events, activities and Communities for
community engagement, to support families to Children FP and
build connections and strong social support Local Govt
networks. Health, MCH services,
Social Services
Health & Human
Services
Health, MCH services,
Social Services
Local Govt

7  Explore specialist connector roles to link families
with services - to responding to increasing numbers
of children and families with complex needs,
through connection, support and navigation, e.qg.

ND: Valued, Loved and Safe; Healthy;
Participating

SL: Smarter investment; Engaged public,
caregivers and communities
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helping families to navigate community and access

services.
8 Develop and maintain comprehensive early years' Communities for ND: Valued, Loved and Safe; Healthy;
resources and services directory for families Children FP and Participating
navigating the system. Possible use of this resource Local Govt SL: Engaged public, caregivers and
to host events and groups. Health, MCH services, ) = !
. . communities
Social Services
9 | Enhance public access to evidence-based resources = Families, Fairness and ND: Valued, Loved and Safe; Healthy
and ma'tgrlals releva|:1t to the early years, including  Housing ' SL: Smarter investment; Engaged public,
normalising support in early parenthood. Health, MCH services caregivers and communities
10  Culturally inclusive service opportunities Families, Fairness and ND: Valued, Loved and Safe; Positive Sense
e Given growing cultural diversity in the Housing, of Identity and Culture
community, promote resources to support Local Govt, SL: Engaged public, caregivers and
culturally safe service delivery across the Refugee and migrant cor.nmunities '
Greater Bendigo Early Years sector. services,
e Increase understanding of migrant familiesand  ACCOs, First Nations-
non-residents in the area, to support children led orgs,
local services aren’t aware of Local NFPs and charity
Longer-term actions (lower urgency)
Action Responsibility Nest Domain/s + Systems Lever (SL)
1 Bendigo's status as a Child Friendly City. Revise, Local Govt ND: Valued, Loved and Safe
.. 5
revisit, updates SL: Integrated services
12  Explore in-depth barriers to access and co-create Health & Human ND: Healthy, Participating
solutions by services, families and children Services

Health, MCH services,
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13

Involve children and families directly in the co-
design of place-based, culturally informed early
years supports.

PHN, NDIS
Social Services
Local Govt

Health & Human
Services

Health, MCH services,
PHN, NDIS

Social Services

Local Govt

SL: Concerted Leadership; Engaged public,
caregivers and communities

ND: Healthy, Participating

SL: Concerted Leadership; Engaged public,
caregivers and communities
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Appendix A: Greater Bendigo's Early Years sector
(service map)

1. Nest Domain: Healthy

Maternal and Child Club Court Maternal and Child Centre (Strathfieldsaye)
Health Service
Elmore Maternal and Child Centre
Epsom Maternal and Child Health Centre
Heathcote Maternal and Child Health Clinic
Helen Jessen Maternal and Child Health Clinic
Kangaroo Flat Maternal and Child Health Clinic
Huntly Maternal and Child Centre
Lightning Reef Maternal and Child Health Clinic
Marong Maternal and Child Clinic
Maiden Gully Maternal and Child Health Clinic
Bendigo District Aboriginal Cooperative
Immunisation Bendigo and District Aboriginal Cooperative
Bendigo Primary Care Centre
Chemist Warehouse, Bendigo
Priceline Pharmacy, Bendigo Marketplace
Strathdale Pharmacy
Chemist Warehouse, Kangaroo Flat

Bendigo UFS Health Hub (Hargreaves Street)

Bendigo Community Health Services

o 4 sites

City of Greater Bendigo
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General
Practitioners

Dental Care

o 2sites
Thorne Harbour Country
* Some GP services also provide immunisation

Approximately 50 providers in the Greater Bendigo LGA

Bendigo Health

Bendigo Health Dental Services
Clarity Dental

McCrae Dental Surgery

Bendigo Orthodontics Specialists
Bee Happy Orthodontics

Oral Hygiene Centre

Kim Dang Dental Surgery

Wills St Dental

Martin Vale Dentistry

Bendigo Smiles Dentist

Pacific Smiles Dental, Bendigo
Integrated Smiles Bendigo

Dr Howard Percival Dental
Bendigo Dental Group

Bendigo Family Dental Care
Palm Square Dental Care
Bendigo Dental Implants

Dental Innovations on Sternberg

Kennington Dental
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Child Mental

Health

(including
counselling, mental
health information,
and referrals)

Early Childhood
Intervention

Golden Square Dental

Dental Innovations on Condon
White Hills Dental Practice
Eaglehawk Dental

High Street Dental Practice

Kids Helpline — Online and phone counselling for young
people aged 5-25. Operates 24 hours, 7 days a week.

Loddon Children’s Health and Wellbeing Local

Mind Australia — Bendigo Youth Prevention and Recovery
Care Service

Victorian Paediatric Rehabilitation Service, Bendigo
Central Victorian Child Health, Bendigo

Everyday Independence Bendigo

Head to Heath, Kangaroo Flat

Mind Australia, Bendigo

Catholic Care

Mental Health and Wellbeing Hub

Psychosocial Recovery Service

Raphael Services

Everyday Independence Bendigo

Noah’s Ark Bendigo

Bendigo Community Heath Service, Kangaroo Flat
Scope Loddon Mallee Regional Office

*NDIS service providers also offer some Early Childhood
Intervention Service
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Palliative Care

Drug and Alcohol
Counselling and
Support Group
service

Drug and Alcohol
Dependence
Treatment

Very Special Kids

Headspace Bendigo

Thorne Harbour Country

Bendigo Community Health Services (BCHS)
The Salvation Army, Bendigo Bridge Program
YSAS Bendigo

SalvoCare Northern Victoria

Northern Victoria Alcohol and Other Drugs Services
(NVAODS)

Goldfields Psychology
Australian Community Support Organisation (ASCO)
Cameron Cail (Non-residential)

The Salvation Army, Bendigo Bridge Program
(Residential)

Bendigo Community Health Service, Nova House
(Residential)

Rochester and Elmore District Health Service

Australian Community Support Organisation (ASCO)
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2. Nest Domain: Participating

Universal Services

Supported
Playgroup

Community
playgroup

Baptcare Supported Playgroup, Salvation Army
C4C Bendigo Playgroups — Eaglehawk

C4C Bendigo Playgroup — White Hills

C4C Bendigo Playgroup — Kangaroo Flat
Parent-Child Mother Goose — Gravel Hill

Parent-Child Mother Goose — Bendigo CBD

Parent-Child Mother Goose — Hybrid (online & Bendigo

CBD)

Smalltalk - White Hills

Smalltalk — Kangaroo Flat

Smalltalk - Eaglehawk North

Smalltalk - Heathcote

Smalltalk - Long Gully

Bendigo Dad’s Playgroup

California Gully Connections Playgroup
Creek Street Playgroup, Creek Street Church
Eaglehawk North Primary School Playgroup
Elmore Playgroup

Epsom Community Church Playgroup

Franks Little Friends Playgroup

Friday Playgroup, St John's Presbyterian Church
Fusion Playgroup

Grandparents Playgroup, Long Gully
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Bendigo
Community Toy
Library

Heathcote Playgroup

HT Playgroup, Holy Trinity Church

Kangaroo Flat Library Playgroup

Long Gully Neighbourhood Centre Playgroup

Maiden Gully Playgroup, Maiden Gully Community Hall
Marong Playgroup

Mums and Munchkins, Bendigo Church of Christ

Mums Connect, The Gianna Centre

Mums 4 Mums Playgroup, Kennington Playgroup Centre
Playgroup, Weeroona Uniting Church

St Liborius Playgroup, St Libourius Primary School
Speci Playgroup, Specimen Hill Primary School

Spring Gully

Secondary Services

Culturally and
Linguistically
Diverse Playgroups

Disability
Information
and Referral

Wonyotjarrapil Playgroup, Bendigo District Aboriginal
Cooperative Kindergarten (Supported)

Multicultural Playgroup, Loddon Campaspe Multicultural
Services (LCMS) (Supported)

Bendigo Community Health Services (BCHS)
Alison Hogan Speech Pathology

Vision Australia, Bendigo

Golden City Support Services

Department of Human Services (North Loddon Region)
Bendigo Office
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State Trustees, Bendigo

Interchange Loddon Mallee Region Incorporated
Bendigo Health Case Management Services
Rights Information & Advocacy Centre
Radius Bendigo (Eaglehawk)

Bendigo Special Developmental School
Noah's Ark

Everyday Independence

Anglicare Victoria (Bendigo)

Bendigo and District Aboriginal Cooperative
Bendigo Speech Works

Guide Dogs (children mobility service)
Interreach

Kym Fitzgerald Occupational Therapy
Lifely

Little Chat Speech Pathology

MyTime

National 360

Psychological Assessment and Therapy Centre (PATC)
Talk It Up Speech Pathology

The Neuro Practice

Treehouse Paediatrics

The OT Group

Disability Aids and  ision Australia, Bendigo
Equipment

Hearing Australia, Bendigo
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Aidacare — Healthcare Equipment Solutions, Bendigo
Country Care Group, Bendigo

Everyday Independence, Bendigo

Active Rehabilitation Equipment, East Bendigo
Butterfly Audiology, Kennington

OPAL Health and Mobility Centre

Sharkey Mobility Aids, Kangaroo Flat
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3. Nest Domain: Positive Sense of Identity and Culture

Due to the nature of these services, ARACY was not able to map any to the
Universal category in the Positive Sense of Identity and Culture domain.

Secondary Services

Community Bendigo District Aboriginal Cooperative
Support Groups
Bendigo Refugee Settlement Network
CONNECT Greater Bendigo
Dja Dja Wurrung Clans Aboriginal Corporation (DJAARA)
LGBTQIA+ Support Group, Headspace Bendigo

Settlement Services — Bendigo Community Health
Services

Loddon Campaspe Multicultural Services
Karen Organisation of Bendigo

Multicultural Youth Network

Bendigo Australia Indonesian Klub (BAIK)

4. Nest Domain: Material Basics

Universal Services ‘

Emergency Relief s, ation Army, Bendigo

St Vincent de Paul Assistance Centre, Bendigo

Uniting, Kangaroo Flat

Catholic Care

Anglicare

Bendigo Family and Financial Services
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Secondary Services ‘

Food Relief Catholic Care Victoria

Bendigo Family and Financial Services

Bendigo Foodshare

Bendigo Neighbourhood Hub

Loddon Campaspe Multicultural Services

Salvation Army, Bendigo

Vinnies, Central Business District

Vinnies, Heathcote

Vinnies, Eaglehawk

Vinnies, Kangaroo Flat

Community House

Foodcare 3556, Presbyterian Church

Saltworks, Anglican Church

Elmore Community Hub

A Reasonable Christianity Church

Kingdom Ministries Ltd

Heathcote Foodshare

Rotary

Uniting, Kangaroo Flat (155 High Street)

Uniting, Kangaroo Flat (10 Camp Street)

Eaglehawk Community House

People’s Pantry

Fork in the Road

Financial Services | anglicare Victoria
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and Material Aid Catholic Care

Community Food Pantry

Bendigo Family and Financial services

Eaglehawk Community House

Gianna Centre

Salvation Army

Sunshine Bendigo

Uniting Care, Bendigo

Relief Services Bendigo Fire, Flood and Heat Safety Refugee Resource
Information Hub

(as per HealthDirect)
Sunshine Bendigo

Eaglehawk Community House

Kangaroo Flat Community House

Long Gully Neighbourhood Centre

Homelessness Haven Home Safe
Service

Horizon House Bendigo, St John of God (young mums,
16-22 years)
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5. Nest Domain: Learning

Universal Services

Primary Schools Axedale Primary School

Bendigo Special Developmental School
Big Hill Primary School, Bendigo
California Gully Primary School, Bendigo
Camp Hill Primary School

Creet Street Christian College
Eaglehawk North Primary School, Bendigo
Eaglehawk Primary School, Bendigo
Elmore Primary School, Bendigo
Eppalock Primary School, Bendigo
Epsom Primary School, Bendigo

Girton Primary School

Golden Square Primary School
Goornong Primary School

Heathcote Primary School

Holy Rosary Primary School, Bendigo
Holy Rosary Primary School, Heathcote
Huntly Primary School

Kaliana School, Bendigo

Kangaroo Flat Primary School
Kennington Primary School

Lockwood South Primary School

Lockwood Primary School, Bendigo
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Maiden Gully Primary School

Marist College, Bendigo

Marong Primary School

OneSchool Global, Kangaroo Flat
Our Lady of the Sacred Heart School
Quarry Hill Primary School

Raywood Primary School

Redesdale Mia Mia Primary School
Specimen Hill Primary School

Spring Gully Primary School, Bendigo
St Francis of the Fields Primary School
St Joseph’s School

St Killan's School

St Liborius Primary School

St Monica's Primary School, Bendigo
St Theresa’'s Primary School
Strathfieldsaye Primary School
Victory Christian College, Bendigo
Violet Street Primary School, Bendigo

Early Childhood Approximately 26 providers in the Greater Bendigo LGA
Education and Care

(including early

learning centres,

long day cares,

family day cares and

kindergartens)

Libraries Bendigo Library

Kangaroo Flat Library
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Secondary Services

Tailored Services
and Programs

Eaglehawk Library
Heathcote Library
Axedale Library Agency

Elmore Library Agency

CALD Kindergarten Outreach Program

Bendigo and District Aboriginal Cooperative
Kindergarten (Djimbaya)

Koori Preschool Assistance Program

Aboriginal Early Years Access Program
Kindergarten Outreach Programs

Outside School Hours Programs

6. Nest Domain: Valued, Loved and Safe

Universal Services \

Parenting and
Family Support

Smalltalk in-home support program

Baptcare Home-Start Program

Anglicare Victoria, Bendigo

Bendigo District Aboriginal Cooperative (BDAC)
Bendigo Community Health Services (BCHS)
Catholic Care

CoBG enhanced MCH Services, e.g. Sleep and Settling
Program

Kiwanis Bendigo Family Hub

Early Parenting Centre (opening 2025)
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Secondary Services
Child Protection

Department of Human Services (North Loddon Region),

Out of Home Care

Domestic and
Family Violence
Support

Sexual Assault
Counselling
Homelessness
Service

Legal Services

Family
Relationship
Services

Bendigo Office

Anglicare

Bendigo District Aboriginal Cooperative (BDAC)
Annie North Women's Refuge

Centre for Non-Violence (CNV)

The Orange Door, Bendigo

Bendigo and District Aboriginal Cooperative

Victim Assistance Program (VAP), through Anglicare
Victoria

Loddon Campaspe Centre Against Sexual Assault

Haven Home Safe

Horizon House Bendigo, St John of God (young mums,
16-22 years)

ARC Justice — Loddon Campaspe Community Legal
Centre

CatholicCare Sandhurst
Better Place Australia

Fairground Children’s Contact Service
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Services in specific localities within Greater Bendigo

ARACY also looked specifically at Elmore and Heathcote; outlying localities

with fewer services.

ELMORE

Nest Domain

Universal

Secondary

Learning

Elmore Kindergarten

Elmore Primary School

Elmore Library agency

Healthy

Elmore Primary Health
Services (BCHS)

Elmore Maternal and Child
Health Clinic

Rochester and Elmore
District Health Service

Participating

NDIS Elmore

Material Basics

Elmore Community Hub

Elmore Foodshare

Valued, Loved and Safe

We note there are providers in Greater Bendigo
who extend their services to the Elmore regions
without having a service based there.

Positive Sense of Identity
and Culture

Taungurung Land &
Waters Council

HEATHCOTE

Nest Domain

Universal

Secondary

Healthy

Heathcote Health
(Hospital Service)

Heathcote Maternal and
Child Health Clinic
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Heathcote Health Hub /
Daanboor Bagiin

Learning

Heathcote Primary School

Holy Rosary Primary
School, Heathcote

Jenny's ELC (ECEC)

Trinity Academy (ECEC)

Heathcote Library

Participating

Heathcote Playgroup

Material Basics

Heathcote Foodshare

Vinnies, Heathcote

Valued, Loved and Safe

We note there are providers in Greater Bendigo
who extend their services to the Heathcote region
without having a service based there.

Positive Sense of Identity
and Culture

Taungurung Land &
Waters Council

The tables above do not fully capture the nature and function of outreach
services. We note that there may be providers in Greater Bendigo who extend
their services to the Elmore and Heathcote regions without having a service

based there.

Sources

Australian Child and Youth Wellbeing Atlas

Bendigo Community Health Services

Centre for Non-Violence

City of Greater Bendigo

Communities for Children Bendigo

HealthDirect

Loddon Mallee Preschool Association (LMPA)

Playgroups Victoria
Starting Blocks
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Appendix B: Evidence review - Collaboration
Models

[Insert Evidence Review — Collaboration Models paper]
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Appendix C: Community survey and Flyer

1. Introduction

The City is working with the Australian Research Alliance for Children and
Youth (ARACY) on a research project.

The project will look at Early Years Services and supports for children O to 6
years old in Greater Bendigo.

Share your thoughts
We want to learn what works, and what could be improved, so children in our
community get the best chance to thrive.

The survey opens Monday August 19, 2024, and closes Friday, September 13,
2024, at 5pm.

Scan the QR to provide feedback.

2. Survey

About you and the services accessed
1. Your suburb

2. In your opinion what's affecting the wellbeing of children aged 0-6 years
old? [comment box]

3. Which three of these issues are currently most important to your family and
your children's future?

Homelessness

Education and Schooling
Social Links and Connection
Climate Change

Cost of Housing and Living
Road and Traffic Safety
Keeping our Public Places Safe

O O O O O O O

4. What types of Early Years services and supports have you used, or tried to
use?

Tick as many of the services and supports in Greater Bendigo you have used
or tried to use for a child aged O to 6 years

o Maternal Child Health Services Clinic (MCHS)
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©c 0 0O O o o o o ©O

Kindergarten, childcare centre, family daycare

Playgroup

Allied Health services, e.g. speech pathologist, occupational therapist
Pediatrician or other medical professional

Disability services

Library programs, e.g. Baby Rhyme Time, Toddler Time

Dental service

Parenting programs, e.g. Triple P Positive Parenting Program

Family supports (e.g. The Orange Door, social worker, family support
worker)

Other (please specify)

Finding & accessing services and support
5. How easy do you find it to:

We are asking about your experience of Early Years services and supports in
Greater Bendigo

a) Get information

b)

o O O O

Very difficult
Difficult
Easy

Very easy

Understand the information

o O O O

Very difficult
Difficult
Easy

Very easy

Know where and when to go for services and supports e.g., for
development checks for your child

o O O O

Very difficult
Difficult
Easy

Very easy

d) Get an appointment, attending a service when you needed it

©)
@)

Very difficult
Difficult
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o Easy
o Very easy

e) To get to the services and supports you needed e.g., convenient location,
available transport

Very difficult
Difficult
Easy

Very easy

o O O O

6. Tell us more about why you gave those ratings [comment box]

Experience with services/support

7. How well did the Early Years services and supports meet your family needs?
[4 star rating]

e Very well (&4 stars)

e Somewhat well (3 stars)
e Badly (2 stars)

e Very badly (1 star)

8. Tell us more about why you gave that rating [comment box]

Improving access to services/supports

9. What do you think is working well? What could improve your access to and
experience of Early Years services and supports? [comment box]
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City of Greater Bendigo access to early years services and support
research project

The City is working with the Australian Research Alliance for
Children and Youth (ARACY) on a research project.

The project will look at Early Years Services and supports for
children 0 to 6 years old in Greater Bendigo.

Share your thoughts

We want to learn what works, and what could be improved, so
children in our community get the best chance to thrive.

The survey opens Monday August 19, 2024, and closes Friday,
September 13, 2024, at 5Spm.

Scan the QR to provide feedback.

]2t
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