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REFORMING SUPPORT TO VULNERABLE YOUNG PEOPLE

A DISCUSSION PAPER

INTRODUCTION

The Victorian Government is currently reviewing investments to order to improve service delivery and better align resources and interventions for vulnerable children and young people. The Protecting Victoria’s Vulnerable Children Inquiry and the subsequent Victoria’s Vulnerable Children directions paper, Our Shared Responsibility, has identified five key action areas that will feed into a final reform strategy to be released in 2013. 
The directions paper acknowledges that education and training are critical to an individual’s life chances, and that education is a pathway out of poverty and intergenerational disadvantage. One of the key action areas is specifically focused on Enhancing Education and Capacity Building. 
To this end the Department of Education and Early Childhood Development is seeking opportunities to align existing effort and work with program stakeholders to provide a contemporary program and policy environment that will better engage vulnerable young people in learning.

Research highlights that there are continuing challenges in this area: 

· The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Census data 2011 indicates that of the total number of 355,460 Victorian young people aged 15-19 years, 36,612 are not in education, training or employment
. This equates to 10.3% of the population of Victorian young people
· A Deloitte report in 2012 found there are approximately 290,000 15 year olds in Australia today. If current early school leaving rates continue, 70,000 or 21% of these students would leave school before completion in 2016.

· In March 2011 there were 469 young people in Residential Care, educational data is available on 368 of these young people, of the 368:

· 260 children in residential care are enrolled in education. 

· 111 of these attend school less than 5 days a week. 

· 108 children in residential care are not in education. 

PURPOSE OF THE DISCUSSION PAPER
The purpose of this discussion paper is to seek comment on a new approach to supporting all young people in learning, specifically those that have disengaged or are at risk of disengaging from education settings. 

The intention of the new approach is to build on the strengths of existing DEECD programs and governance structures, streamline connections between programs and combine a contemporary understanding of best practice through recent research concerned with and involving vulnerable young people. 

Existing DEECD Programs
The Department of Education and Early Childhood (DEECD) has a wide range of programs that support young people to fully engage in learning, some of which are targeted at particular cohorts, particular learning and development needs, and others that focus on vulnerability where there is a high risk of disengagement.

· Re-engagement Programs - that target youth who are disengaged or are at risk of disengagement from the mainstream system (including youth in statutory care).

· Transition Programs - transition programs that support students, some of which are at risk of disengaging, to successfully transition into post-secondary school education, training or employment. 

· Health and Wellbeing Programs – that target numerous health and wellbeing needs of vulnerable young people at risk of disengaging from school, including Student Support Service staff. 

· Indigenous Programs – that support participation and engagement of Koorie students, including Koori Education Support staff. 

· English as an Additional Language Programs – that support language development for refugee and other culturally and linguistically diverse students. 

One of the programs that has specifically focused on vulnerable young people for the past fourteen years is the School Focused Youth Service (SFYS) program.
The aim of the SFYS has been to strengthen support for 10 to 18 year-old vulnerable children and young people by facilitating partnerships and coordinating projects between schools and local community service organisations. The SFYS supports a wide range of interventions designed to reduce risk factors and increase protective factors to assist learning, development, health and wellbeing. 

The last financial year saw SFYS activity involving:

· 40,017 young people, primarily Australian born (36,312)

· 39,810 young people involved in projects and 207 young people received individual brokerage. 

· The most common risk factor for young people receiving a service was depressed mood and depressive disorders (10,444). 

· The next most common risk factors were social and geographical isolation (7,462), early school leaving and school failure (6,575), violence (4,580), sexuality and sexual behaviour (2,750), culturally and linguistically diverse young people (2,620) and socioeconomic disadvantage (1,602). 
· Of the 2,139 Government, Independent and Catholic Primary and Secondary Schools in Victoria, 707 schools were involved with SFYS, 566 of these were Government schools.

Recent Discussions, Consultation and Research

The new approach proposed in this Discussion Paper has considered the outcomes from: 

· Discussions with agencies providing or interested in the provision of the School Focused Youth Service program, including community and youth peak bodies, school principal associations, representatives of Catholic Education and Independent Schools, local government and senior staff members of community sector organisations.
· Consultation with vulnerable groups of young people who have experienced disengagement from education to understand their views on reforms to the system. 

· Research involving agencies and government departments regarding current funding arrangements for vulnerable young people with a view to understanding what limitations are created by funding arrangements and how this might be addressed.  

· An analysis of the Youth Partnerships governance groups and local stakeholders to determine whether the new governance arrangements have added value and improved responses for vulnerable young people. 
· A review of the Local Learning and Employment Network model of network or partnership approaches that support successful transition outcomes for young people, including those most at risk of disengaging.
· Consultation with Local Government to determine their current role in supporting vulnerable young people and understand from their perspective the potential for their role in an improved systemic response to vulnerable young people. 

OUTCOMES OF DISCUSSION WITH SFYS PROVIDERS TO DATE

DEECD has held preliminary discussions with approximately 100 representatives of community sector, local government and principal associations since a new approach to providing support for vulnerable young people was announced in November 2012.

The discussions sought input to the following questions: 
· Objectives to inform the focus of the new approach

· Strengths and learnings from existing programs to inform the characteristics of a new approach

A summary of the outcomes of the discussion is included in the table below.
	Objectives of a New Approach


	Potential characteristics of new approach

	· Building resilience

· Attendance / retention / engagement

· Responses that span prevention, early intervention and intervention

· Building the capacity of schools to respond

· Addressing inequities


	Local

· Approach to be informed by a program logic 

· Data and evidence based not driven by funding eligibility criteria

· Single point of contact for all wellbeing issues 

Partnerships

· Integrated birth to exit approach

· Strong, structured, accountable partnerships between agencies, schools and families
Independent 

· Universal

· Flexible and local

· Supported and skilled workforce

Accountable

· Clear governance structures

· Performance frameworks 

· Evidence of school linkage 




PROPOSED NEW APPROACH
The outcomes of the discussion have been incorporated with an investment logic discussion and findings from recent research to form a potential approach for your consideration.

Objectives

It is proposed that a new approach creates seamless connections between external services and the education workforce to improve young people’s engagement with education and training and promote positive mental health and wellbeing with the objectives of:

· Strengthening the capacity of vulnerable young people to better engage with and participate in learning.

· Strengthen the capacity of schools and agencies to collectively re-engage vulnerable groups of young people in learning pathways.

Scoping a New Approach
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In scoping a new approach to support vulnerable children and young people this paper describes the problem, the benefits we are seeking to achieve and how they would be measured, along with a proposed strategic approach. 

The Problem



The Benefits


The Strategic Response

[image: image5.jpg]Department of Education and
Early Childhood Development





Please provide your feedback/suggestions to inform the scoping of a new approach. Limit of 150 words per question.
	Are there any other issues that should be considered when describing the problem/current context for vulnerable children and young people? 

	YACVic concurs that fragmentation of service provision is an important problem. Another equally, if not more important problem, is the inadequacy of universal education platforms to meet the diversity of young people’s needs.
 
Other important problems include: 

· Uneven investment in youth supports and services across Victoria
,

· Gaps in data about the pathways, experiences and needs of ‘vulnerable’ young people
, and
· The capacity of services to undertake effective evaluations and to measure outcomes


	In scoping a new approach to support vulnerable children and young people are there additional Benefits/Key Performance Indicators that could be included? 

	Benefits

YACVic proposes re-phrasing the first benefit to ‘more connected, resilient and healthy young people’ to better capture more a holistic sense of wellbeing.
Key performance indicators

YACVic proposes Key Performance Indicators (KPI’s) that are clearly measurable, and which include specific targets. (Specific targets should be developed with reference to national and international benchmarks and are not proposed here). 
While the KPIs cited are all useful outcomes to measure, YACVic proposes that the most critical KPIs to capture include:
· A reduction in the proportion of young people who are disengaged from education, training or employment.
· Improved mental health outcomes for local young people
.
· A reduction in the proportion of young people coming into contact with the justice system. 
Achievement of these KPIs would necessitate the achievement of other measures such as access to services.


	Are there additional strategic responses that should be considered in developing a new approach and achieving the benefits? 

	YACVic supports the proposed strategy. However, reform of universal education platforms is also critical if they are to successfully engage vulnerable young people. 
In other words, instead of maintaining schools and services much as they currently are, but improving linkages, it will also be necessary to deliver more inclusive learning environments that have built-in strategies to address young people’s needs.
 This would include:

· an explicit focus on creating school cultures that support all young people to fit in and feel valued and like they belong
, 

· delivering a diversity of education programs, including flexible learning, within the scope of the universal platform
, and

· ensuring timely access to appropriate support
.
Work is also necessary to strengthen the capacity of services for young people. This would include: 
· addressing gaps in service delivery, 
· ensuring appropriate investment across the prevention, early-intervention-tertiary continuum, and
· supporting continuous improvement through focussed investment in evaluation and workforce development.


	Additional comments relating to the scoping of a new approach 

	


Functions of a new approach

The strategic response will require change that leverages the strengths of current activity and allows for the characteristics identified in the consultations to date to inform how the new approach will be implemented to make the changes required. Proposed functions of a new approach to support vulnerable children and young people aged 8 – 18 years are outlined in the diagram below. 

. 

We invite your feedback on the proposed functions of a new approach. Please limit responses to 150 words per question
	Along the continuum of prevention, early intervention and intervention, are there any gaps/opportunities to consider in the proposed functions of a new approach and the key responsibilities at each level? 

	YACVic supports much of the model above. However some important changes we propose include: 

· Focussing ‘prevention’ on creating school and community environments that give young people the best chance of flourishing, rather than on capacity building to resolve problems. This is better described as ‘early intervention’.

· ‘Connecting young people to a learning platform’ is the primary responsibility of universal education platforms and not community agencies.

· Schools need to be well equipped to continue to support the educational engagement of young people experiencing vulnerability, or to support the re-engagement of young people who disengage. This should involve community partnerships, but also requires further developing schools’ capacity to provide settings that flexibly support vulnerable young people.
· Much early intervention activity should be undertaken within and by schools, in particular support for common youth issues – such as responses to bullying, and learning difficulties. More complex issues will rely on the partnerships described.


	A new approach will support young people during key transition points, enabling smooth and seamless delivery of services across early childhood, schooling and higher education.  Please indicate your level of support for a new approach targeting vulnerable children and young people aged 8 – 18 years. Please provide a rationale for consideration of a different age cohort.   

	YACVic welcomes the proposition that the new approach support young people during key transition points to enable services to be delivered across early childhood, schooling and higher education. 

To this end we support the focussing on children from the age of 8 years, in recognition that children and young people in the ‘middle years’ experience significant physical, neural and cognitive changes, as well as make the transition from primary to secondary school. 
However, it is critical to also include young people up to 25 years if we are to address transitions to further education and/or employment and continued vulnerability during important and often difficult life transitions – to independent living, from adolescent to adult relationships, and into parenting roles.

Excluding young people aged 18-25 years would also be counter-intuitive if the primary ‘service systems’ that support this cohort, as well as younger young people, are engaged in the model.


	The new approach intends to create a single point that young people and agencies can use to access the range of pathways required to support vulnerable groups of young people. This will require formal partnerships that connect universal settings and a range of targeted providers. For example the partnerships should be able to connect to employment pathways or pathways to improved health and wellbeing that will enable engagement in learning. Do you have a view on this partnership approach? 

	YACVic supports the concept of the development of a ‘platform’ or ‘single-point’ for young people and agencies to access support. However, the form this might take would most effectively be developed through local processes, rather than imposed as a single model by government.

This would enable already existing mechanisms and systems for coordination in local communities to be built upon, whilst enabling processes to develop in communities where there are none.

YACVic recommends that beyond the already listed function of connecting universal settings and a range of targeted providers, a local ‘platform’ or ‘single-point’ should also:
· improve young people’s access to support through strengthening local referral pathways (either as a point of referral, or through strengthening existing referral pathways), and 
· improve our understanding of local needs by tracking pathways and outcomes for young people accessing support.



	Additional comments relating to the functions of a new approach 

	


Governance of a new approach

Governance of the new approach will be required to support local independence and engage a senior commitment from across Government and agencies to better connect strategic and local planning and implementation.

The governance arrangement will also be required to formalise partnerships at a decision making and implementation level.
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	This governance approach will be expected to bring together some current networks and governance groups with a view to collaborative area based planning and service delivery. Do you have any views on the geographical size of a local area?  

	YACVic’s consultations with the youth sector around a very similar model explored this same question. One option that was discussed was using the same boundaries for ‘regional governance groups’ as the 17 DHS local areas. This proposal was very clearly dismissed and the sector concluded:

· that engaging regional directors was fundamentally critical to success and was therefore more important than any questions of uniformity of issues within a geographic area,

· that, nonetheless, the current DEECD regions created some challenges around geographic logic given the very different issues facing inner metro areas and remote rural communities,
· that a solution that potentially addressed both issues was to have two regional governance groups per DEECD region with a boundary drawn through the peri-urban area, but that a single regional group was preferred to any option that would not guarantee regional director participation.
YACVic supports the proposal of local groups with a scope of approximately three LGAs.


	The local level governance group for the implementation of this new approach is proposed to operate as a working group of the regional level governance group with a focus on vulnerable young people. Do you have a view on how the membership of the local level group should be compiled?

	YACVic supports the proposed inclusion of the principal network, community service practitioners, youth workers, local industry/ business and alternative education and training providers as suggested in the discussion paper. 
Membership of the local level group should also enable decision making and planning regarding programing, approach and scope of service delivery and partnership approaches to supporting outcomes for young people. It is important, therefore, that participants have capacity to represent their service within that decision-making environment.

YACVic also proposes including community health service providers, services working within the scope of youth justice, Medicare Local coordinators, Local Learning and Employment Networks, local VET providers, local government youth services and NGO youth services. 
In discussing a local governance model with YACVic members, a strong theme within feedback was the importance of engaging the Catholic and Independent schools, as well as Government schools. 


	What is your view on broadening the focus of the Regional Level Governance Group to consider the education and training needs of all young people?

	YACVic proposes that the governance group focus on addressing ‘vulnerability’, and not the education and training needs of all young people, to avoid any risk of becoming distracted with education agendas that are already the focus of significant attention – such as strengthening academic results at the ‘top end’ of engaged learners.
Evidence demonstrates that properly addressing vulnerability with a strategy across the prevention – early intervention – tertiary span of interventions and supports will drive improvement in wellbeing for all young people, and not only ‘vulnerable’ young people.
 Conversely, a generalist focus, which arguably we have already, too often fails to engage with and address disadvantage.

The focus of the Governance Group should extend beyond education and training needs, to the health and wellbeing needs of all young people.


	Additional Comments relating to the governance of a new approach 

	Alongside the critical importance of regional director commitment to engagement with the governance structures, YACVic members also highlighted the key importance of:

· The governance group taking a role to ‘enable’ improved outcomes for young people in local communities, rather than to prescribe local solutions;
· Strong connectivity and accountability between the regional level governance group and local level governance groups;
· The appointment of appropriate and effective chairs of the governance groups at both a regional and local level, as this will be key to their success;
Adequate resourcing and support to both regional level governance groups and local level governance groups is also critical. YACVic recommends that departmental staff be designated with specific responsibilities to support the administrative, research and planning activities of both levels of governance, and that significant resources be committed to resource local level coordination.


Please email your response to Kim Wilson at the Youth Partnerships Secretariat via email; wilson.kim.l@edumail.vic.gov.au by Friday February 22nd 2013. 

Next Steps

Your contribution will be incorporated to inform a refined approach to vulnerable young people for further discussion with peak agencies early in 2013.
Better life outcomes for vulnerable children and young people.  





KPI 1: educational engagement 


KPI 2: pathways to employment





Fragmentation in education, social and health service provision is compounding the problems experienced by vulnerable children and young people





More resilient and productive young people.  





KPI 1: family and social connectedness


KPI 2: access to health, social services and accommodation





Improve the bridge between universal and tailored individual responses.
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� The ABS define not in education, training or employment as:  People who, in the survey reference week, were not studying or working (and therefore either unemployed or not in the labour force); or studying part-time and not working (therefore unemployed or not in the labour force); or not studying but in part-time work.


� Deloitte Access Economics, The Socio Economic Benefits of Investing in the Prevention of Early School Leaving (2012)


� This was highlighted in L Randall, L Morstyn & K Walsh, Two way street: young people informing improvements to schools and youth services, YACVic, October 2012.


� Research conducted by DEECD and MAV in 2011 found that expenditure of Victorian councils on services and infrastructure for young people varied enormously with 43% of councils spending between $nil-250,000 each year, just over 15% of councils spending between $250k-$500k, and 10% spending $500k-750k and $750k-1 million respectively each year. 


The 2012 YACVic and VCOSS survey of over 200 youth service providers across the state found that service providers identified a range of gaps in services, the most commonly reported being:


61% identified access to crisis accommodation and 52% transitional housing as being the most significant gaps.


52% identified mental health services as a critical gap; an additional 27% reported gaps in formal counselling services


32% indicated that generalist youth services were a critical gap.


35% indicated that there were gaps in relation to drug/alcohol services.


30% indicated gaps around services for young people with disabilities.


� For example, the Protecting Victoria’s Vulnerable Children Inquiry noted that no other universal assessments of the health and wellbeing of children and young people are undertaken apart from the School Entrant Health Questionnaire, and recommended the ‘[introduction of] a population health and wellbeing questionnaire of students as they make the transition from childhood to adolescence…’ This is particularly important in light of significant disparities that exist in educational outcomes and school attendance between young people in out-of-home care and the broader population.


� Examples of measures could include service data indicating young people are receiving appropriate and timely mental health support, or a reduction over time in numbers of young people presenting with acute mental health problems.


� See further discussion of the importance of inclusive learning environments and their characteristics in L Randall, L Morstyn & K Walsh, Two way street: young people informing improvements to schools and youth services, YACVic, October 2012


� This would include having appropriate policies on issues such as bullying, but would also involve proactive strategies to support inclusion and positive peer relationship development, such as employing youth workers within school environments.


� This would involve moving beyond ad hoc investment in flexible programs separate from mainstream schools and towards embedding flexibility and transparent pathways into and out of flexible programs that are connected to mainstream schools


� Anecdotal evidence from both youth services and education based sources indicates that Student Support Service Officers are not able to meet current need and the scope of the services does not meet the range of supports needed for young people to improve their educational engagement and wellbeing. 


� In other words, creating an inclusive learning environment is the most important focus of ‘prevention’


� This is not to suggest that community agencies, such as residential care providers, have no role to play maintaining an education connection, but the primary responsibility is education who have responsibility for the primary pre-conditions of educational connection; the provision of inclusive learning environments and effective tracking of young people.





� This may involve developing a local data set (potentially involving the bringing together of data from local services or collecting new data regarding support provided to young people locally. This may involve follow up with young people regarding their access to support.)


� Other local networks with different functions may usefully continue alongside the local level governance group, which to be successful would need to have a clear and defined purpose. Examples of local networks not intended to be replaced by the function of strategic level local governance group would include local youth worker networks for information sharing, peer support and networking, and local welfare worker networks – however these play important roles and could be created or supported by local governance groups.


� YACVic’s research Two Way Street: young people informing improvements to schools and youth services confirmed prior research demonstrating that inclusive learning environments best meet the needs of engaged as well as ‘vulnerable’ learners.
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