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Summary 
 
The data collected for this evaluation demonstrates that Stepping Stones to School has shown substantial 
progress towards meeting both medium-term and short-term outcomes.  
 

“Children have successfully transitioned that might not have without Stepping Stones to School.” 
 
Staff report that the ease and effectiveness of the kinder to school transition process has increased significantly, 
supported by: 

 Direct contact with the Stepping Stones Program Coordinator, assisting families to navigate enrolment 
and referral processes, and building parenting skills 

 Increased inter-sectoral collaboration, including consistent messaging between kinders and schools 

 Greater information sharing, both relating to individual children and/or families, and relevant sector 
roles, processes, requirements, and curriculum 

 Increased capacity to identify and address vulnerability in children and families within relevant sectors 

 Active and collaborative development of supports for vulnerable children 
 
“We have one little fella that wouldn’t have come at all if [the Project Coordinator] hadn’t been 
involved.” 
 

A particular highlight is improved relationships between kinders and schools. Over the life of the Stepping 
Stones project, inter-sectoral relationships have been marked by increased collaboration, information sharing, 
and understanding of each other’s roles, and greater valuing of the kinder sector as a whole. These 
improvements have been supported by thoughtful design by the Steering Group of the Program Coordinator 
role, Kinder Foundation Transition Networks and shared professional development opportunities. Strong 
relationships have enabled more child-focused collaboration: kinders and schools now know they care about 
the same thing – the wellbeing and education of children – and can expect each other’s support, which means 
that they go above and beyond to do what’s needed to get good outcomes. 
 

“It’s important for vulnerable families and kids to not go through the cracks.” 
 
Workforce development, and improved inter-sectoral collaboration have resulted in far greater capacity within 
the local early years workforce to identify and respond adequately to vulnerabilities in children and families. The 
Program Coordinator role has been crucial in child and parent advocacy, improving the confidence of parents in 
working with services, and initiating contact or liaising with support agencies. This has resulted in tailored 
support delivered by multiple partner organisations, across time frames appropriate for individual children. 
Most importantly, the Program Coordinator role fills a gap that no other sector can, due to scope or funding. It 
also focuses on what’s valuable for parents, not just for the education sector or system: one-on-one support, 
delivered in a kind way, to make the kinder to school transition simpler for them to navigate.  
 
The impact of this can be seen in decreased family stress associated with transition (particularly for vulnerable 
families), more families following advice to delay school enrolment when a child is not developmentally ready, 
improved kinder and school attendance, enrolment and funding paperwork filled out adequately in a timely 
manner (and therefore lower numbers of students enrolling in primary school unassessed), and earlier linkage 
to support services (and therefore a higher likelihood of the supports being funded).  
 
In summary, the Stepping Stones to School program has continued to make great progress over the past year in 
improving relationships, processes, and workforce capacity in order to better the kinder to school transition 
experiences of families and children It is clear that while the program is valuable as it is, an expansion of the 
Program Coordinator role would yield even greater benefits. The timing and amount of funding delivered is 
crucial to the impact that the program has for vulnerable families and education sectors. No substantial changes 
to the program are required, however a number of opportunities for growth have been identified, relating to 
advocacy, partner engagement, targeting families experiencing significant vulnerabilities, refining marketing 
messages, and securing more consistent funding.  
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Project Overview 
 
Background 
The Stepping Stones to School program [Stepping Stones] was specifically designed to address the Beyond the 
Bell goal of increasing the number of young people completing year 12 or equivalent. Beyond the Bell 
recognises that educational attainment is a lifelong process, and that success at a year 12 level can be 
significantly impacted by early childhood education and transition to school. Stepping Stones supports better 
alignment of the early childhood, kindergarten and primary sectors, with the aim of improving transition into 
primary education.  
 

“[The Beyond the Bell CEO] applied for a grant. It was an application process for two areas that people 
could do: social and emotional wellbeing, and early years’ transitions. Given our AECD [Australian Early 
Childhood Development] data, our Glenelg Local Action Group, we thought we’ll apply for it for 
Stepping Stones to School. We wrote an application and sent it off. At the time… the Principal of [a local 
primary school]… had experience of those families coming into her school and felt they were 
unprepared. We thought, if we can get support for those families earlier, we can stem the tide.” 
 

Stepping Stones was an initiative of the local Kindergarten / Foundation Network and Glenelg Principals 
Network, for the Glenelg Beyond the Bell Local Action Group.   

 
Project aims 
Stepping Stones aims to improve the transition of children between kindergarten and school settings.  The 
employment of a role (referred to as ‘Program Coordinator’ throughout this document) builds the capacity of 
and connection between providers and families, in order that children have a better transition experience from 
kinder to primary school. 

There are two key elements of the program: 

• To work directly with vulnerable families across settings in order to identify children at risk or with 
developmental delays, strengthen connections and support for parents and ensure appropriate transition 
information is in place. 

• To work with professionals within the kindergarten and school settings to identify issues and resolve where 
possible, barriers influencing the potential successful transition to school. 
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Methodology 
 

Participants 
This evaluation was informed by data collected from Kinder Foundation Transition Network members, program 
staff, and individuals within local organisations who have been substantially involved with the program design 
and roll-out. Evaluation participants included representatives from primary schools, kindergartens, Department 
of Education and Early Childhood Development, OzChild/Local Learning and Employment Network, Koori 
Education Support Officer, and special education, in the Portland, Heywood and Dartmoor areas.   

 

Evaluation questions 
This mixed-methods evaluation was guided by the project rubric (Appendix 1). It sought to answer the following: 

1. Medium-term outcomes: What has changed as a result of the Stepping Stones project, in terms of 
relationships, skills, understanding, responses, or systems? 

 Indicator 1: Improved kinder and school transition process 

 Indicator 2: Improved relationships across sectors 

 Indicator 3: Improved relationships between families and providers 

 Indicator 4: Improved responses for vulnerable families 
2. Short-term outcomes: What activity has occurred over the life of the Stepping Stones project to 

help reach its objectives? 

 Indicator 1: Glenelg Transition Protocol successfully implemented 

 Indicator 2: Improved capacity of the Early Childhood and Primary Education sectors 

 Indicator 3: Greater recognition of the needs of vulnerable families 
3. Process measures: What worked, what didn’t, what helped, what hindered? 

 Indicator 1: Inputs delivered as planned 

 Indicator 2: Participation 
 

Data collection 
The evaluation was informed by: data collected from the Program Coordinator such as number of contacts and 
case studies; project documentation, such as the Transition Protocol and past evaluations; written surveys, 
completed by key partner organisation representatives; focus groups with both the Portland and 
Heywood/Dartmoor Kinder-Foundation Transition Networks; and one-on-one interviews with sector 
representatives.  
 

How to read this report 
This report is divided into the three sections outlined above, with recurring themes (from responses) highlighted 
in orange throughout. A summary of themes can be found in Appendix 2. 
 
All quotes were transcribed verbatim, as far as was possible, from participants. In some instances, contextual 
information from elsewhere in the conversation has been added in square brackets, to help the reader make 
sense of the quote in isolation.  
 
Quotes have not been attributed to preserve anonymity. Names mentioned throughout responses have been 
replaced with generic words such as ‘teacher’, or ‘kinder’. The name of the Program Coordinator has also been 
redacted, to assist in ensuring that findings are program-focused rather than person-focused.  
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Medium Term Outcomes 
What has changed as a result of the Stepping Stones project? 
 

Indicator 1: Improved kinder and school transition process 
Evaluation questions: Has the ease and effectiveness of the kinder-to-school transition process changed? If so, 
how? 
 

 
Source: Survey of Kinder Foundation Network members (May 2019) 

 
It was universally agreed amongst sector representatives that the transition process improved over the life of 
the Stepping Stones project (Figure 1), “[especially] if the family is linked with [the Program Coordinator]”.  
 

“I think it’s improved out of sight. It’s not just a transition for the children, it’s a transition for the 
families. There’s nothing worse that dropping your child off on the first day and not knowing where to 
go and what to do. In the past [a principal] been open to an extra transition day, which has helped. 
There’s now six days – three kinder days and three non-kinder days. Parents are more relaxed, having 
come in with children on the kinder days.”  
 
“We have one family in particular where Stepping Stones to School support assisted us to improve 
attendance rates for the students in the family, as well as supporting their youngest child’s overall 
transition to school” 

 
When asked about the most significant changes that have taken place in the kinder-to-school transition process, 
responses focused on: the direct support and help provided to families (67%), including through the project 
coordinator’s role; improved communication and information sharing with families and providers (43%), for 
example about the benefits of a second year of kinder; and inter-sectoral collaboration and shared 
understanding (33%).  
 

“Connection between different agencies [has been] strengthened to ensure all vulnerable 
families/children are targeted and supported” 
 
“It’s not so much [felt by] families. The difference is mainly behind the scenes, for teachers… schools 
have that information [about children] so they can make the start better for them. Ten years ago you’d 
get preps and have no idea about them before they walked through the door.” 

 
Many responses specifically mentioned the importance of parents getting support to fill out paperwork and 
navigate enrolment and referral processes, which was often through one-on-one support with the Program 
Coordinator. This directly addresses issues that sector staff previously identified as hurdles to kinder 
participation and accessing funding programs: a shift from paper to online enrolment forms for local kinders, 
and multiple (sometimes complex) forms and accompanying documents being required by a strict deadline for 

Yes, it's become
more difficult to

navigate

No, it's stayed the
same

Yes, it's become a
little easier to

navigate

Yes, it's become
much easier to

navigate
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0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

%
 R

es
p

o
n

se
s

Over the life of the Stepping Stones project, has the transition process changed for 
families? (Figure 1)
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children accessing support programs. The Program Coordinator also worked within settings to improve the 
collaboration between organisations, particularly kinders and primary schools, in developing individualised 
supports for students. The central enrolment process for kinders and transition protocol that have been 
developed were highlighted as key structural changes to support an easier transition process. 
 

“The support that families of vulnerable students have received, which has helped bridge the gap for at 
risk families who are often unsure of transition processes or lack the social confidence to see those 
processes through. It has definitely helped families reach out to schools earlier and therefore schools 
have been able to put better individualised transition processes in place for these children. This may be 
in the form of organising more visits prior to school starting assisting with getting paperwork completed 
and returned, etc.” 

 
“We had a student who was identified as being 'at risk' in kindergarten linked up with our school 
through the stepping stones project. The student's mother was a single mother with limited financial 
resources. Stepping Stones assisted with ensuring that the family had all of the resources that they 
required and that paperwork was organised and provided to the school. They assisted the mother with 
completing forms, visited the child at home on numerous occasions and liaised between home and the 
school to get services on board and ensure that the family was well supported. All of this meant that the 
little boy in question started school with all stakeholders on the same page and a good solid relationship 
already built between the school and family.” 

 
Understanding of the potential benefits of children undertaking an additional year of kinder, and the potential 
risks of them attending school before they’re ready (particularly when they need to develop further socially), 
have been identified in the past as knowledge gaps for both parents and schools. There are systemic issues at 
play in addition to understanding child development, such as funding for additional kinder years, schools 
wishing to increase enrolments, the cost of childcare and kinder compared to primary school, pressures on 
parents to return to work, and parents feeling inadequate or as if their child isn’t keeping up if they don’t 
proceed straight from kinder to primary school. Some of these issues require reforms at a policy/funder level, 
however others can be addressed or mediated at a local level. There is evidence of Stepping Stones having a 
positive impact through three mechanisms: educating parents and primary schools about the importance of 
school readiness; gaining agreement from kinders and schools through the Transition Protocol to honour this 
importance (i.e. providing consistent messaging); and the Program Coordinator working one-on-one with 
parents to address concerns and perceptions about delaying school enrolment.  
 

 “Support in transitioning to school or a clearer understanding of the benefits of doing another year at 
kinder, to better prepare for school the following year” 

  
“It’s officially school readiness, but it’s a child going through a system at the right time for them, based 
on their needs.” 

 
 
The direct impacts of the Stepping Stones program reported by staff working in the sector are: 

 decreasing family stress associated with transition,  

 an increased proportion of families following advice to delay school enrolment,  

 improved kinder and school attendance,  

 paperwork filled out adequately in a timely manner (for enrolment and funding),  

 more individualised transition arrangements for vulnerable children, and  

 earlier linkage to support services (and therefore a higher likelihood of the supports being funded). 
 

 “Early discussion across the two sectors to highlight possible future needs for children. Additional 
transition programs [are] put in place for at risk children, assessments can be made before the child 
starts school to best meet their needs, or primary teachers support kinder requests to repeat kinder.” 
For example, “one child from a vulnerable family, with some trauma and behaviour issues, was 
supported to come to transitions (formal and informal), and supported at the beginning of the year to 
attend for short periods.” 
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Despite these successes, there are still gaps to be addressed, particularly for students with complex needs or 
experiencing disability. Problems identified mainly revolved around getting paperwork and assessments 
completed in the timeframes required. The Program Coordinator reported that they had worked more intensely 
with children experiencing disability, and also Portland Bay School (special education provider) in 2018 
compared to past years. Information, as a part of informal professional development, was also provided to 
members of the Kinder Foundation Networks. Stepping Stones appears to be therefore moving towards 
addressing these needs already, and would benefit from maintaining this focus in future years.  

 
“There is still a bit of a gap with students who may be eligible for funding under the program for 
students with disabilities, who are still making a decision [between] returning to kinder for another year 
of four year old kinder and beginning their school journey. This can mean that by the time they make 
the decision to start school there is not a great deal of time left to complete the application for 
admissions to the funding program, which can put schools and families under pressure” 
 
“Whenever a student had recognised and identified disability… from 12 months to 24 months lifetime, 
they could all be managed with a transition 6 months before they came to school, they had time to 
employ support workers etc. Those were all really successful. There were a few gaps, where four or five 
students hadn’t had any assessments because their disability wasn’t as easily recognised. For example, 
a global developmental delay, people would just say ‘he’s not quite up with the others’, but after 
assessments they did have an intellectual disability. Also students with childhood trauma who were 
presenting with behaviours which were really distressing, they weren’t easily identified early either. So 
there really are those areas that are not easy to identify, not easy to get off to a paediatrician, that 
sometimes are loaded with family history. They become the most vulnerable and they do still come to 
school with no assessments done.” 

 

Indicator 2: Improved relationships across sectors 
Evaluation questions: Has the strength of relationships between sectors changed? If so, have these had an 
impact on practice, and on families? 
 
All Foundation Kinder Transition Network respondents agreed that some aspect of inter-sectoral relationships 
have improved ‘a little’ or ‘a lot’ over the life of the Stepping Stones project (Figure 2). In particular, there was 
an increase in information sharing, inter-sectoral engagement, collaboration, and understandings of each 
other’s professional roles. Respondents cited regular meetings, reciprocal visits, and increase in contact 
between kinder and foundation teachers as key activities supporting these outcomes. 

 
“The shared professional development days are very beneficial, for all stakeholders to learn the same 
information, to network, share and collaborate. The Portland Kinder Foundation Network has been 
strengthened since the involvement of Stepping Stones to School. This network now sees Kinder and 
Primary teachers as equals.” 

 
Reports from multiple respondents about valuing the importance of the kinder curriculum, and professionalism 
of kinder teachers, was promising evidence of a greater appreciation of the role that early years education has 
in child development and educational success.  

 
“There was a greater respect for kinder teachers and understanding their curriculum. Not everyone 
understands the value of play: it’s exposed people to these environments. It changes views and values.” 
 
“I think in the past there was this feeling perhaps from the kinder teachers that they weren’t valued by 
the school teachers. The collegiality across the two sectors is a lot more professional now. We did a lot 
of work early on with school staff getting to know the early years’ curriculum a lot better. We 
understand now that it’s not about them getting children ready for us, it’s also about us being ready for 
those children. Rather than them having a particular skillset…”  

 
When asked about the most significant change in relationships between sectors over the life of the Stepping 
Stones project, responses again focused on the development of a shared understanding between sectors about 
challenges, roles, and the transition process (71%), which has been a supported by “improved relationships, 
respect for each other, [and a] common understanding”, and shared professional development opportunities. 
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Information sharing between sectors has related to individual students or families, the learning goals that are 
the focus of kinder and foundation classes, and also administration requirements unique to each sector (and 
that don’t always align).  

 
“Having stepping stones on board has given this group a stronger voice… the links between sectors 
[have] strengthened, and visits from one another [have] assisted in teachers from both sectors 
understanding one another’s curriculum and expectations” 

 

 
Source: Survey of Kinder Foundation Network members (May 2019) 

 
“For us here at [school], we’ve always shared information with the kinder because that’s what you do in 
a small community… It’s good to be on the committee and see the information being passed on, and 
sharing, flagging things that might come up. Like, we had a child that might have come to [school], and 
the kinder rang and said we’ve recommended they have a second year. They’re sharing more about 
testing and funding. If a child might have disabilities or learning difficulties, the kinder understands why 
we need enrolment forms and things done early to fit the system. Before they didn’t understand why we 
were asking for things so early… Teachers don’t always know students should have had a second year 
[at kinder]. We need to know roughly how many students we’ll have. If we put in for two preps and we 
end up with ten, we don’t get extra funding until after February, and if we say we’ll have ten and get 
two, we have money taken off us. Schools need enrolment forms in early. We knew about our system, 
but we didn’t share it. Now it’s all clearly spelt out.” 

 
A collaborative approach between kinders, schools, and services also resulted in more consistent messaging to 
parents, particularly around the importance of being ‘school ready’. 
 

“There has been a shift in kinder and prep teachers being on the same page. If parents choose to not 
take the second year [of kinder] conversation on board, it’s made very clear to families… The prep 
teacher knows that, and if parents start asking questions about enrolment, they say the kinder teacher 
knows your child and you need to listen…. Now prep teachers know ahead of time if an unready child is 
coming… the conversation has been had [with parents], and it’s not about children not being supported 
to be ready at kinder. Kinder teachers might give the prep teacher a ring and tell them they’ve 
recommended a second year for a child.” 

Information
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How have these relationship characteristics changed over the life of the Stepping Stones 
project? (Figure 2)
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“Before Stepping Stones, often we didn’t know about the kids. They’d just turn up on the first day of 
school. Since the kinder network, a big push has been that the kinder teachers encourage parents to 
make decisions early and let us know. Until we have their enrolment papers we’re not allowed to talk to 
the kinder teachers about the kids. Kinder teachers are only allowed to suggest they have a few kids 
that haven’t decided yet... There are some parents where kinders have said they want the child to do 
another year, and then the parents go back to the kinder and say, “the school said they’re ready”. They 
don’t realise we talk. The more information you have, the better you can cater to individual children’s 
needs, difficulties and strengths. If you know it you can put things in place.” 

 
While progress had been demonstrated in terms of delaying school enrolment for children who were not yet 
‘school ready’, the need emerged for further messaging around what ‘kinder ready’ looks like – as a key driver of 
children requiring an extra year at kinder was being enrolled in kinder before they were developmentally ready.  
 

“We’ve still got the same challenges every year, in terms of the amount of children needing to do a 
second year. Parents enrol their children when they’re eligible for kinder, then it gets to the middle of 
the year, and they’re not ready for school. We need to educate the parents when the children are two 
and three, rather than when they’re enrolled in four year old kinder. The enrolment age cut off is 
ridiculous and we keep raising it as an issue, but it won’t change. I can’t say ‘you can’t come’ to families 
if they’re eligible, but it always turns into a second year [of kinder] application. Last year [kinder] had 7 
out of 22. We have a waiting list this year, that’s the first time it’s happened. There are five children 
that don’t have a spot. When I asked the teachers, there are more than five children who are looking at 
a second year. So those children are taking a place that could have gone to a child that’s ready. It comes 
down to having conversations with parents.” 

 
It appeared that some messaging had been attempted, but the strategy requires further attention. 
Opportunities for advocacy to the State Government were also highlighted by sector staff. 
 

“We did some original messaging last year – I don’t know if it’s gone out. Originally the talk was about, 
‘kids need to be able to do all these things’. But some kids with additional needs may never be at that 
stage, and they are still eligible for kinder. We need to firm [the messages] up and get it out into the 
community. We need the Maternal and Child Health nurses on board, getting messages out at two year 
old check-ups. We need the Department to change the [age cut off] date, but that’s not going to 
happen. If it was the first of January it would solve a lot of problems. With the three year old kinder roll 
out, we raised the issue of ratios at a Department meeting recently, because if the child hasn’t turned 
three yet when they start [because the age cut-off date is in April], the staff to child ratios are higher… 
they hadn’t thought about it.” 

 
Another message that schools focused on is the importance of sending a child to their local school. This 
messaging is evidence of a shift from a competitive mindset to a collaborative one, as all principals have 
adopted the same approach. 
 

“We’re not zoned in Portland so technically you can go to any schools or kinder you want.”  
 
“[One school] was tiny and running out of students, while [another school] was running out of 
classroom space. It’s evened out a bit. The only difference between our [public] schools and 
independents is faith development. Otherwise, what you get is the same but delivered a little bit 
differently.” 
 

Schools reported that they work together to solve problems, and act as advocates for each other – in the name 
of supporting children to attend their local school – where required.   

 
“The local principals get on best of any in the area. Parents don’t realise we talk to teach other. For 
example [principal] sent an email last week, about a child in [town]. The parents were trying to enrol 
their child in [school] and [principal] said ‘There’s a website where you can find your local school. Have 
you been and seen [principal] at [local school]?’ [Principal] says, ‘I’m not going to give you a tour or 
enrolment pack until you’ve had a tour at your local school’. The parent said, ‘It’s too small’, and 
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[principal] said, ‘I actually go there quite a bit. The school looks old from the outside, but you need to go 
and see what’s going on inside.’ “ 
 
“If someone tries to change schools and hasn’t met with the current principal to talk [through their 
concerns], the other principal won’t meet with them. Parents don’t realise that Principals talk, and we 
actually all get along. The majority of students will drop 6 months behind where they should be if they 
move schools. It can impact their learning. They have to deal with new settings, new friendship groups 
etc. Principals are sticking up for each other too. Otherwise if [parents] don’t get what they want they 
go to the next school.  

 
It was noted that, as a part of this messaging, there had been issues in the wording of advice around special 
education opportunities for children experiencing disability.  
 

“…When it was first released… it said go to your neighbourhood school first and talk to that principal. 
How they had written it at the start, it wasn’t’ quite right, wasn’t quite friendly terms. Like “if you have 
an intellectual disability, go to the special school”. I had to say, ‘that’s not how we operate’. You may go 
to the special school, but you don’t have to. It sounded like the protocol was to make sure there weren’t 
children with intellectual disabilities at other schools. I hope they’ve reworded that. There are lots of 
kids with intellectual disabilities at mainstream schools doing very well and they should be there not at 
the special school.” 

 
While consistent messaging was largely effective and promoted collaboration between education providers, the 
issues raised highlighted the need for significant testing of messages prior to release, through sector and 
possibly community engagement. The Kinder Foundation Transition Networks present good opportunities for 
this to take place.  
 
Kinders and schools reported greater information sharing and collaboration about individual students, to provide 
the smoothest transition and most appropriate supports possible for children. Some of this took place at Kinder 
Foundation Transition Network meetings, some at organised ‘speed dating’ sessions between kinder and 
foundation teachers, some through classroom visits, and some through ad-hoc communication, such as phone 
calls.  
 

“Support for transition for vulnerable children means that we have more face to face meeting / phone 
conversations about children who present with challenges, and can be more aware of [their] needs and 
ways to approach them.” 

 
Teachers mentioned the benefits of observing children in a known and comfortable environment before starting 
transition, so they had a clearer understanding of their behaviour, and who they were as a person.  
 

“It’s great that school teachers come to kinder and meet children in their own environment. Once they 
start school it’s a different environment. In transitions, you only see kids for a short time. In kinder 
they’re familiar with the environment.”  

 
Similar benefits came from opportunities for foundation teachers to discuss individual children at length with 
their kinder teachers, and ask questions. There was a feeling that this was often more beneficial than simply 
reading transition statements, as it allowed for more nuanced descriptions.  
 

“We always have our own transition between [the kinder teacher] and the [primary] teacher… it’s the 
speed dating night. We just sit and fire questions and learn about that child… you can’t write some stuff 
but it needs to be said.” 

 
This greater level of detailed communication about prospective students enabled foundation teachers to 
anticipate the needs of students and families, for example additional ‘transition days’ to get children used to the 
school environment prior to starting a full school year.  
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“I know visiting an enrolled child in the kinder setting helped [me] understand the needs of that child, 
and being able to talk about [how] to best meet the needs for that child the following year. The speed 
dating concept where we share enrolled children’s development [has been] very beneficial” 

 
The direct impact of improvement in inter-sectoral relationships has included: 

 greater understanding of the learning requirements at both kinder and school levels by all staff,  

 better understanding amongst staff of the way that vulnerabilities may impact the child’s learning, 

 consistent communication with parents between kinders and schools, 

 more extensive communication about individual children, and  

 active, creative, and collaborative development of transition plans and supports for children. 
 
While much of the improvement in relationships between sectors has been supported through Kinder 
Transition Network meetings, classroom visits, and shared professional development opportunities, many 
respondents highlighted the importance of the Program Coordinator’s role in facilitating these exchanges, and 
supporting ongoing liaising between sectors. This is reinforced by data in Table 1, that shows the Program 
Coordinator initiated contact between providers/sectors 31 times in 2018. There is some fear that inconsistent 
and short-term funding may hinder long-term continuation of current successes. 
 

“…Stepping Stones made [relationships and collaboration] improve, may not be as effective if Stepping 
Stones role disappears” 

 

Indicator 3: Improved relationships between families and providers 
Evaluation questions: Have relationships between families and providers changed? What have you heard from 
families about their perception of Stepping Stones?  
 
The perception of the Program Coordinator by families, and their ability to form trusting relationships, was 
universally reported as integral to the success of Stepping Stones. Part of this was about personal attributes. 
 
 “She’s an easy person to trust, relates really well to people.” 
 
Part of it was skill, related to a strong understanding of both vulnerability and the early years sector. This was 
highlighted again and again, in surveys, focus groups, and interviews.  
 

“[The Program Coordinator] is very professional. She doesn’t say anything derogatory or negative. She 
is respectful.” 

 
Finally, part of this relationship development was due to the scope of practice. The Program Coordinator, unlike 
teachers and service providers, was able to visit families in their homes, build trust gradually in a known 
environment, and offer assistance that is meaningful to that family (compared to offering assistance that is 
meaningful to a school, but not necessarily a family).  
 

“[The Program Coordinator] goes into homes, brings kids to transition sessions and school. It’s less 
formal and very personal.” 

 
They could also offer support to children as they transition across from kinder to primary school, forming 
longer-term relationships. This was beneficial given the time it could take to build trust between families, 
especially those experiencing vulnerability, and kinder, school, or service provider staff. Sector staff mentioned 
that the Program Coordinator was also sometimes the only constant face for parents in a world of otherwise 
consistently changing support: DHHS case managers could change multiple times per year, and both teachers 
and allied health providers change between kinder and school. 
 

“Maybe [without Stepping Stones] those children would fall through cracks a little more. By the time a 
prep teacher realises… [the Program Coordinator] helps make that relationships because it takes a long 
time for us to make that relationship with parents. The relationship comes across [from kinder to 
school] with [the Program Coordinator] and makes conversations about services easier.” 
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The formation of this longer term relationship, and the ability of the Program Coordinator to liaise and 
communicate on behalf of teachers and parents, also moderated concerns that were raised around the need for 
parents to repeat personal information multiple times to different support workers. Legislation and regulations 
in place with the best intention to protect the privacy of families and their ability to choose who to disclose 
information to, resulted in kinders, schools and services being unable to pass on pertinent information to each 
other. This left parents needing to tell the same story to many support workers in the journey to secure services 
for their child. There was some concern that this might act as a barrier to parents engaging with service 
providers, and to organisations providing the most appropriate services to families. 
 

“A family has to tell their story to Maternal and Child Health, then they tell their story to the 
kindergarten, then they tell their story to the kindergarten support service program, and then they tell 
their story to any allied health people who come along, and then to the school, and then it comes to us 
and they have to tell it again. If it’s always a story of difficulties or differences or disability, that’s a lot of 
times you have to tell a potentially sad story.” 
 
“The problem is systemic really. We’re all in the same department but we’re not allowed to share 
information freely.” 

 
The presence of the Program Coordinator, who tended to be seen as independent from schools and kinders, 
acted as a bridge between teachers and families. There was a number of reported benefits, including the 
provision of information and support to parents that is perceived to be unbiased, reinforcing the 
recommendations of teachers with more information, and supporting parents to feel confident and empowered 
in speaking with their child’s school or kinder.  

 
“[The way we approach relationships] depends on individual families. Sometimes staff have been the 
main conduit with a family, in other instances [the Program Coordinator] has been the key person. 
Usually when [the Program Coordinator] gets involved it’s to back staff up. Families aren’t 
understanding or accepting of what staff say, and [the Program Coordinator] comes in and backs up 
what’s being said.” 

 

Indicator 4: Improved responses for vulnerable families 
Evaluation questions: Have supports and responses for vulnerable families improved over the life of the 
Stepping Stones project? What impact has it had on families? 
 

“There is a need to take a holistic approach to vulnerable families” 
 
Organisations within the sector have undertaken capacity building activities to improve their knowledge and 
skills in working with families and children experiencing vulnerability. These activities included cultural 
awareness training, shared professional development with other organisations (on vulnerability), and informal 
professional development in the form of reciprocal information sharing between services about funding and 
timeline requirements.  

 
“Recent information session… [where someone] presented to the Kinder Teachers about the 
assessments for funding in schools” 

 
The role of the Program Coordinator was also seen by Kinder Transition Network members as integral to 
improving local responses to vulnerable families.  

 
 “Having someone removed from the sectors that could support families with transition issues was 
wonderful. Having someone who was early childhood trained was fantastic. Targeted Indigenous 
playgroup programs to ensure no one missed out on preschool was excellent. All teachers becoming 
families with support agencies and understanding their roles helped us link with relevant resources.” 

 
Empathetic, in-home support, by someone who was independent from the sector/s but knowledgeable about 
how to navigate them, addressed a number of gaps that early years sectors were aware of but unable to fill 
themselves for resourcing and scope of practice reasons. These gaps related to one-on-one support navigating 
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transition processes, but also accessing early intervention support for children and families experiencing 
vulnerability, disability, and barriers to education. 
 

“DHHS does life threatening stuff. Some parents just need parenting advice. Some kids are really 
complex but there’s no one there to help support that mum for her parenting. Kinders are pulling their 
hair out. They sometimes contact DHHS but get no response. Schools contact DHHS for each issue but 
don’t have the capacity to do anything and support. They can refer families to ChildFirst but that’s a 
voluntary service. It’s complex.” 

 
Staff reported that parents engaged with the Stepping Stones Program Coordinator were more confident in 
having conversations with kinders, schools, and services about their children, whether this was alone or with a 
support worker. 
 

“I noticed the presence of support workers with families to a greater degree and found this very helpful 
with children transitioning to my school” 

 
The impact of this work for staff was a greater understanding of vulnerability including: 

 how to identify vulnerability 
“Knowing [vulnerable] families were out there” 
 

 the range of challenges families may face 
“Vulnerable is not low income. I’ve worked with middle class mums struggling with a choice of 
school and it’s stressing them out. I reassured her and she made a decision.” 

 

 appropriate supports for children and parents 
“Improved understandings grew deeper advocacy for the child” 

 

 how to offer consistent supports to children and families 
“It’s about catering for student needs, and knowing early on that this child might have an 
issue. [The kinder] already has best practices in place and [the school] can go in and learn from 
that and know what to do.” 
 

 
The impact for families included support: 

 advocating for the needs of their child 
“[The Program Coordinator] had worked with a family to ensure that the child has been given 
the best opportunity to attend kindergarten” 

 

 negotiating difficult situations 
“[When] transitioning a child to school… the school was very off put by the child starting and 
started to blame the kinder teacher. The child was supported by Stepping Stones (school end) 
[as] the parent didn’t want any help kinder end, and the teacher didn’t think she did either. The 
child has gone on to have a great first term at school” 

 

 for parents and carers 
“Sometimes it’s the mother that needs looking after, not the child.” 

 

 accessing appropriate education pathways 
“[The Program Coordinator] has supported kinder staff to work with families whose child 

would benefit from attending Bay School but the families were hesitant” 
 
An area of concern was the support available from allied health and medical services, once children and/or families 
were identified as requiring assessment or therapy. There was limited access to occupational therapists and 
speech pathologists reported, primarily due to a high demand for and limited availability of local appointments. 
There were similar issues reported relating to accessing paediatricians, with many families travelling around an 
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hour to neighbouring towns for appointments. Additionally, these specialist appointments had out-of-pocket 
costs. 
 

“There is a big waiting list for OTs [occupational therapists] and speechies [speech therapists]. We can’t 
get kids in at all.” 

 
These barriers appear to lessen if children successfully apply for a position in a special education school and/or 
the National Disability Insurance Scheme [NDIS]. 
 

“With the NDIS, a lot of children are coming to support a different way, rather than through us. Families 
are accessing services, but also need support to get to the services.” 

  
“At Portland Bay School, all kids are on the NDIS. We have funding to access occupational therapists 
and speech therapists on site.” 
 

Some concern was expressed by teaching staff that ‘there’s only so much you can do’, and while they supported 
and reminded parents about the paperwork required to get support services for children at school, it is still not 
always completed on time. This spoke to issues that still exist for families experiencing significant disadvantage, 
who may be more difficult to engage. This was not seen as a failing of the program, but more as a complex issue 
that staff across all sectors were constantly grappling with. Many respondents highlighted this as an area for 
future focus, particularly if it were possible to expand the Program Coordinator role to a full-time position. As 
families identified as being most in need were often also identified as being hardest to engage, focusing on 
these families would require a larger amount of time being spent on a smaller number of children.  

 
“Vulnerable families are still not doing the things we need them to do as often as we need them to do it. 
They’re vulnerable and need funding, so they need tests and results and so on. In their life it’s probably 
not that important... They don’t realise how important it is for kids in the classroom… the struggles of 
day to day life take them. They’re not aggressive or outwardly negative. They say they’ll do things, it 
just takes lots of reminders. We offer for them to come in and we do the form with them. Sometimes 
they take us up. Sometimes they don’t go to kinder regularly either so it’s hard to stay on top of things… 
their life is hard for us to understand. Lots of us have done understanding poverty professional 
development and understand that there are different priorities and they don’t necessarily align… Some 
kids come to school with no food and we feed them as well. When you’re at that stage, going to a 
paediatrician isn’t at the top of your list. It’s just another thing that someone’s asking you to do.” 

 
It was also noted that improved transitions look different for every child, and accurately measuring success 
could be difficult. While not every child engaged with Stepping Stones had an ideal transition or school 
experience, it was still potentially better than if the child didn’t have that support provided.  
 

“We had [the Program Coordinator] working with one particular family 18 months ago… The little boy 
was very troubled and difficult. She built a relationship with dad, took him to transition sessions. She 
picked him up and took him to transition sessions at the early learning centre. His transition was as 
smooth as it could be in the situation. He still spent the majority of time at school not in the classroom. 
We was too destructive and dangerous for other kids [but he was at school]. You might not think you’ve 
succeeded but perhaps you have.” 
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Short Term Outcomes 
What activity has occurred over the life of the Stepping Stones project to help reach its objectives? 
 

Indicator 1: Glenelg Transition Protocol successfully implemented 
 
Steering Group 
The Steering Group was created to address specific gaps that were identified in the project during the first year 
of implementation: widespread buy-in from stakeholders, and a strategic, systems-focus.  
 

“I don’t believe we’d had as much buy in as we’d needed to. The next year we looked at getting a 
Steering Group. The first year was a bit of winging it: we saw an opportunity and thought let’s go and 
test it. From then on, especially with that gap with the system, we thought ‘how are we going to 
address that system gap?’ We came up with a plan about, ‘yes we need to provide intense support to 
those families, but it’s crucial for that system to learn as well’… it was a bit of action learning planning 
as you go.” 

 
Membership of the Steering Group changed over time to include roles who were identified as missing in the 
initial group, for example principals, a kinder teacher from a non-Council kinder, and a non-government 
representative. 
 

“The Steering Group was initially set up as an advisory group, but now it’s more valuable for 
understanding vulnerability and issues that crop up with families. We share case studies. Attendance is 
good” 
 
“That’s the role of the Steering Group. We …modify it, the program logic each year to look at what’s 
going on. We have a discussion: what’s worked well, what hasn’t worked well, how’s the Steering Group 
been going. For example the first year we didn’t have the non-cluster kinders as a part of that, but we 
said ‘Why? Of course we need to include these people in the Steering Group’. That’s enriched it. The first 
year we didn’t have the representative from transition, but we did the next year.” 

 
Members of the Steering Group acted as information conduits to and from other networks they were a part of, 
for example the Principals’ Network, and Kinder Foundation Transition Networks. These relationships were 
explicitly designed to enable the flow of information and influence. This appeared to work well: respondents 
were happy with the information flow, and the Steering Group reported more widespread partner buy-in 
following the establishment and then expansion of the group. 
 

“We spoke a lot about what is the role, if you’re a member of the Steering Group. You’re not just there 
because you’re this person, you’re there because you’re a representative and a conduit, and you need to 
bring it back to your sector and get support from them for the program. It was a strategic decision. We 
clearly articulated that it was because we need you to get buy in.” 

 
Another key function of the Steering Group was to oversee the program roll out, offering strategic direction and 
support in identifying and solving issues as they arose. Setting aside the time and space to do this outside of 
people’s busy day-to-day schedules ensured that there was effective problem solving on both a strategic and 
operational level. 
 

“When I came in and they did a survey at the end of the first 12 months, the relationships between 
kinders and primary schools weren’t that good. That came out in survey results. Kinder teachers felt like 
they weren’t valued. Primary teachers were telling them what to do. They saw children being sent to 
school, not ready, but didn’t know we’d had a conversation with parents about a second year of kinder. 
Fast forward to now, the relationships are amazing. The networking, and valuing each other, has grown 
and grown. That was part of the steering group’s aims: build really strong relationships with teachers. 
That meant [Steering Group member] started being involved with the transition network and chairing it. 
We had a prep teacher taking minutes, kinder teachers doing more formalised agendas. That was 
discussed at the steering group. We nutted out what we needed to do behind the scenes [to improve 
relationships]: we worked on the protocol, the professional development was planned out. Maybe other 
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people don’t see a lot visibly, but the Steering Group do a lot behind the scenes... They’re trying to get 
the message across and get things moving forward.“ 

 
While membership of the Steering Group generally was seen to be critical to its functioning, the presence of a 
specialist partnership broker – the LLEN – was an important detail. While Stepping Stones was relevant to the 
overall aim of the LLEN, it did not actively work in the early years space, and as such was a neutral moderator in 
the group.  
 

“[The LLEN] didn’t have vested interests. There was no benefit for us, but in the longer term we can see 
change here, and we can see opportunities.”  

 
This neutrality was seen to support the Steering Group to fulfil its role in providing strategic oversight, and 
unbiased assessment of issues. 
 

“[The brokerage role] was important. When there weren’t good working relationships, there was a lot 
of work to do around doing some connecting there. Some things that might not have been seen, but as 
an outsider you could see. With the Portland network we suggested they need to develop a Terms of 
Reference and clarity. Part of that was to outline what they would do, and it’s evolved over time. One of 
those key things was that it wasn’t just led by one sector. It had been going for ten years. All the 
primary [school] people would say it was a good network, but kinder people weren’t’ valued. It needed 
more than just good will. This is why we suggested to do a protocol. Everyone was saying, ‘what’s a 
protocol and why?’ It was about having everyone signed up to a shared vision.” 

 
Time allocated to the Steering Group varied over the last two years. Meetings were regular (bi-monthly), but 
were less frequent over the past year due to other commitments. As the program grew and capacity of 
members increased, the program became capable of sustaining itself without the meeting frequency being 
maintained. There was not consistency in terms of who is responsible for steering the meetings, however the 
Program Coordinator did minutes and scheduling.  
 

“It’s valuable to have input from everyone and their perspectives on things that arise… the meetings can 
be vague in terms of clear actions and commitments. People provide updates and information about 
professional development.” 

 
Systems within the program were continually developed relating to how things are documented within the 
Steering Group, changes to the protocol, and project officer documentation: what was useful and what was not. 
The Program Coordinator documented the number of contacts they had with services, people, families, and 
children. The Program Coordinator noted that spreadsheet headings may need to be clearer or adjusted: 
meaningful documentation was important and will benefit future planning. Case studies were also collected, 
and were valuable for understanding the effectiveness of the program: they help to understand different 
perspectives and what’s happening.  
 
A small number of gaps were identified: a consistent and regular review process; agreement on information 
storage and version control protocol; and a process for the suggestion and approval of additions or adjustments 
to the Transition Protocol and related documents. Additionally, the Program Coordinator was asked to collate 
attendance numbers in kinders, and for Koori children, but this is likely be recorded elsewhere. To limit 
unnecessary data collection, it is important to be clear about what needs to be collected and what the benefits 
are. 
                          
Transition Protocol 
The Transition Protocol included statements around partnership (who the protocol applies to), principles, 
governance, what effective transition looks like, a definition of vulnerability, and agreed expectations. An 
implementation framework accompanied the protocol, which featured key activities and/or processes to be 
undertaken during the 2018 and 2019 calendar years.  
 

“We developed a protocol, and everyone signed up to it. It was, “this is what we’ll do and how we’ll go 
about it”. It unpacked a few things about kinders and schools visiting, dates, time to have those 
conversations… what’s working, what would work better.” 
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The protocol was signed off or verbally agreed by every organisation, including: early childhood education and 
care providers (including kinders, preschools, long day care services, and family day care), primary schools, 
Glenelg and Southern Grampians Local Learning and Employment Network, Glenelg Shire Council, Department 
of Education and Training, and OzChild. All partners who were expected to be involved, were. Where there was 
reluctance at the start from some stakeholders, as time passed and understanding of the project increased, 
organisations came on board. Involvement in Stepping Stones expanded from government only to include non-
government kinders and schools in the Glenelg Shire.  
 

“The biggest benefit [of the Transition Protocol] has been that everyone has signed off on it. It hasn’t 
been some schools and kinders doing work, and others are doing different things. Everyone has signed 
off on a common goal and works together… when I first started it was a lot of competition amongst 
schools. There were perceptions in the community about which schools… and kinders were better than 
others. Particular kinders were known to feed particular schools. That hasn’t been a focus of the 
program but it’s something that has gotten better over the time it’s been running. There’s been 
reciprocal visits between kinders and schools, which rotate each year… all the kinders will visit all the 
schools over a seven year period [and vice versa]. There’s been a strong message to enrol in your local 
school, and independent schools are always an option… It’s really important that all of the stakeholders 
sign off and are in agreeance with the direction and goals of what’s going to be achieved… [now] all the 
schools are working together collaboratively for what’s best for the whole community… not just those 
children in their school or kinder.” 

 
Keeping the Transition Protocol feasible was seen as important to gaining widespread support from partners.  
 

“We’re not asking for the world, we’re asking for a commitment to cross sector collaboration. All the 
school and sector leaders have to sign on to that.” 

 
Gaps identified in the Transition Protocol were the lack of a detailed timelines for implementation during 2019, 
including an indication of who was responsible for each action, and the need for a section that tracks version 
control (e.g. version number, date last modified, person who completed the revision). 
 

Indicator 2: Improved capacity of the Early Childhood and Primary Education sectors 
 
Capacity 
There was reported improvement in the capacity of staff across sectors to work with vulnerable families in 
terms of knowledge, skills, networks, and processes/systems (Figure 3). The most significant shift was in inter-
sectoral networks, followed by processes and knowledge.  

 
Source: Survey of Kinder Foundation Network members (May 2019) 

Knowledge Skills Networks Processes / systems

Increased a lot 33% 22% 56% 33%

Increased a little 44% 56% 44% 56%

Stayed the same 22% 22% 0% 11%

Decreased a little 0% 0% 0% 0%

Decreased a lot 0% 0% 0% 0%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

%
 R

es
p

o
n

se
s

Has your capacity to work with vulnerable families changed over the life of the Stepping 
Stones project? (Figure 3)
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Kinder Foundation Transition Networks 
At the time of evaluation, there were two operating Kinder Foundation Transition Networks: one in Portland, 
and one in Heywood, which also covered the Dartmoor area. The Portland network had been in place for some 
time, while the Heywood network was recently established.  
 
The most significant impact of the Transition Network/s was the development of relationships between 
professionals, and greater understanding of each other’s work.  
 

“People are visiting services and [I] would like that to happen more. We need a clear purpose for it, 
rather than just curiosity. For example when kinder staff visit a school in term one, they see how the 
curriculum is set up in prep and understand the challenges [the students] will confront. The school then 
visits kinder in term four. We’ve had good feedback from people doing visits… teachers found it 
valuable.” 

 
The Transition Network/s were widely seen to be valuable by participants. 
 

“We have been meeting on a regular basis and have a well-functioning network where we share ideas, 
resources and support each other.” 
 
“I came in a new principal to the area. It has been good to re-bond and re-bridge. Schools haven’t been 
left in a good space, but we’ve built good relationships.” 

 
The aims of the Transition Network/s evolved over time, and continue to be redefined as needed. This 
evolution, and making sure the networks met the needs of participants and remained relevant, was highlighted. 

 
“Clarification from the group about the impact it’s having is useful”, for example, “having principals on 
the group is useful as it feeds information into the group, and it increases the understanding of the 
importance of transition.” 

 
“The meeting here is relevant to our schools, business, and work. It’s our area. It needs to be relevant, 
or it’s ticking a box.” 

 
The Program Coordinator role influenced the impact of the Transition Network/s on collaboration to support 
individual transitions. 
 

“We’ve had an informal kinder-prep network for about ten years. We met and shared information 
about the kids. We were well on the way in being effective in our transitions. Perhaps the families were 
getting lost a bit. We still knew the kids were coming, but didn’t really have the resource in [the 
Program Coordinator role] to fill the gap.” 

 
This included education staff based in Heywood and Dartmoor forming a separate Kinder Foundation Transition 
Network after initially attending the Portland group, to ensure that their specific needs are being met. 
 

“Stepping Stones… started [the Kinder Foundation Transition Network] which is really good because 
there was only a group based in Portland. The majority of children who live in our area go to either 
[local] school. I went to the Portland one a couple of times but couldn’t relate to it because 99% of kids 
here go to Heywood. It’s relevant to us.” 

 
The Program Coordinator was identified as being integral to the establishment and administration of networks, 
however they appeared to gain self-sufficiency as time went on. 
 

“With the networks, it’s running well, collaboration is good. Heywood has been going for a little while, 
Casterton is in its infancy. I’m not sure where they’d be [without funding], but Portland would continue.” 
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Provision of support to schools and providers  
Contact sheets with information about all schools and health service providers was sent out annually, and 
information to increase understanding about issues relating to vulnerability was sent regularly.  
 

“Some schools have a high understanding of vulnerability and others don’t, but resources are shared 
with everyone. I’m conscious of not bombarding people with information.”  

 
Other support offered included: liaising between teachers, principals, families, and services; attending team 
meetings to offer information and upskilling; organising shared training opportunities; and organising reciprocal 
school and kinder visits. A snapshot of contacts made with participating organisations can be seen below (Table 
1). A total of 205 contacts were recorded for the 2018 period, substantially made up of sharing educational and 
service information with providers, and contacting kindergartens regarding a child and/or transition.  

Table 1: Contacts per organisation 2018; Source: Program Coordinator data record 
 
Cross-sectoral training opportunities  
A professional development workshop was delivered on the topics of working with vulnerable families, and 
developing a shared transition protocol (e.g. reciprocal visits, values of different sectors). Department of 

 

Initiated 
communication 
between service 

providers 

Sharing of 
educational 
and service 
information 

with 
providers 

Attendance 
at 

Foundation 
and 

Kindergarten 
Networks 

Contact with 
kindergarten 

Contact 
with 

school 
regarding 
transition 

and 
planning 

Contact other 
agencies -
Emergency 
Housing , 
Brophy, 

Paediatricians 
Psychologists , 
Speech therapy 

TOTAL PER 
PROVIDER 

Portland Transition 
Network 

0 1 4 0 0 0 5 

Heywood Transition 
Network 

4 2 10 0 0 0 16 

Casterton Transition 
Network 

1 0 3 0 0 0 4 

Speech Therapist PDH   0 2 0 0 0 8 10 

Speech Therapist DET 0 2 0 0 5 0 7 

Teacher’s Aide  0 3 0 0 0 0 3 

DHHS  1 0 0 0 0 0 1 

Maternal and Child 
Health 

1 0 0 0 0 0 1 

Glenelg Cluster / 
Council 

1 2 0 1 0 0 4 

MPower 0 0 0 0 0 3 3 

Portland Bay School 0 0 0 0 6 0 6 

EARL Network 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 

All Schools 0 28 0 0 0 0 28 

KYEEMA  0 1 0 0 0 0 1 

Heywood Kindergarten 1 4 0 6 0 0 11 

Elsa MacLeod 
Kindergarten  

1 4 0 12 0 0 17 

Child & Family Complex  1 4 0 10 0 0 15 

GoodStart Kindergarten  2 4 0 7 0 0 13 

Casterton Kindergarten 0 5 0 2 0 0 7 

Jaycee kindergarten  2 4 0 14 0 0 20 

Heywood Early 
Learning    

0 4 0 1 0 0 5 

Kalbarri Kindergarten  1 4 0 5 0 0 10 

Casterton Playgroup 0 4 0 1 0 0 5 

Maternal and Child 
Health Casterton  

4 0 0 0 0 0 4 

KPSA- Koori Preschool  0 4 0 0 0 0 4 

Koori Education 
Support Officer 

0 4 0 0 0 0 4 

TOTAL CONTACTS 20 87 17 59 11 11 205 
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Education and Early Childhood Development (DEECD) managers and school managers attended, in addition to 
education staff.  
 

“It’s been so beneficial to bridge that gap and have everyone working together. The key right at the 
start was having everyone together for shared professional learning. Some people were apprehensive 
but it was a key first step in moving forward. It gave us common language. It gave us some direction.” 

 
The training built capacity in people who attended to work with vulnerable families, and also influenced the 
development of the local Transition Protocol. Transition Network members reported that the individual values 
of people impacts on the way that training might impact their specific workplace, but there were universal 
benefits in terms of “shared understandings”, and attendees “being on the same page”. In addition to upskilling 
relating to the specific training delivered, shared professional development was seen to be as a cornerstone of 
building and maintaining cross-sectoral relationships.  
 
 “That’s where the relationships started.” 
 
It has also been a space for reflection. Providing space for kinder and primary staff, in particular, to take time 
out together in a positive and learning environment has gone some way to reducing blame and frustration that 
was previously directed across sectors, and increase the feeling that they were actually working together 
towards the same goal.  
 

“… the time and space to acknowledge… [that] the things people were most worried about were to do 
with the most vulnerable families. And it wasn’t someone’s fault.” 

 
Both primary and kinder teachers repeatedly mentioned that prior to shared learning, staff had a good 
understanding of how their role supported child development, but not so much the roles of others. In 
particular, kinders felt under-valued, and that their curriculum was misunderstood. For this reason, a more in 
depth understanding of the child development that occurs across the early years, and in particular the 
importance of kinder and the role of kinder teachers, is an important outcome for Stepping Stones.  
 

“Sometimes as teachers we think kids come to kinder and all they do is play. There’s more involved that 
teachers think there is… the shared curriculum day last year was a good starting point.” 
 
“Kinders give us [foundation teachers] great support with what they do with children at the end of the 
kinder year, and getting them ready for school. Those relationships are really good.” 

 
Professional development also had an influence on Steering Group members, and the values of the program 
overall. A greater understanding of vulnerability, and a systemic and environmental view of social issues, led to 
a reframing of Stepping Stone’s activities.  
 

“There was a strong inclusion and equity view in the program I believe. But not a blame. It was 
interesting… no one ever blamed vulnerable families for being vulnerable. But we were a little bit, ‘how 
do we fix vulnerable families?’ Our worldview changed, I would say. They did a thing about school 
readiness. And it’s like ‘community ready, sector ready, school ready, families ready, equals ready 
children’. Whereas before we had a greater emphasis on, ‘the system’s alright, we just need to support 
the families’. It was a bit maternalistic, probably, which we learnt… was completely wrong.”  

 
In addition to formal professional development opportunities, primary schools and kinders visited each other’s 
learning environments, learning more about the curriculum and developmental goals at different ages. This has 
also contributed to increasing mutual respect and valuing between sectors. 
 
 “People from school come down and observe practice [at kinder], like developmental curriculum.” 

 
Informal training about how to understand and navigate different systems to support vulnerable children and 
families was reported as a highlight of Transition Network meetings. This has included topics such as NDIS 
funding, enrolment dates, and referral pathways for assessments.  
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“[Local special education provider] came to work with kinder teachers to help them understand getting 
kids IQ tested, and eligible for funding for special needs. That was a gap. It was great… but people need 
to turn up. That would be a good conversation to have every 12 months for a while. Things change. I 
found that really beneficial and all staff did too, they all learned something new. It’s all theory until you 
do it though, so we really need to have the conversation every 12 months.” 

 

Indicator 3: Greater recognition of the needs of vulnerable families 
Did providers report greater understanding of needs of vulnerable families?  What changes occurred in their 
practise to respond to these needs? 
See Medium Term Outcomes Indicator 4: Improved responses for vulnerable families (page 8-9) 
  
Provision of one-on-one support to families 
Overall there was success with families that have engaged with the program. Each family and child was treated 
as having individual needs, and both parent and child capabilities were developed by the Program Coordinator. 
 

“The job is quite flexible, and I can adapt to meet the individual needs of families and children.” 
 
Skills that were targeted for development in children included confidence, or physical skills. Parents were 
supported through the development of parent-child relationships, literacy, completing documents, referrals to 
other services, reassurance of school choice, and support in making decisions around their child undertaking an 
extra year of kinder. Occasionally transport was organised for the child, to ensure kinder attendance.  
 

“For those schools who have had that really on-the-ground support helping those families who are most 
vulnerable, that’s a huge weight off your shoulders when you have extra support with things like that. 
Even basic things like families having help filling in an enrolment form… when there are low levels of 
literacy that’s a really daunting task. It can be daunting for them to come to us to ask for help with that. 
Having [the Program Coordinator]… to support with things like that, buying uniforms, knowing how to 
do a home reader, and the skills we take for granted, like knowing how to get your child up on time to 
get to school. Other schools have had a lot of support from [the Program Coordinator] doing 
applications for funding, [or] where students need support getting to appointments and things, where 
they might not have skills or physical means to do that.” 

 
“Sometimes mum is concerned but the kinder teacher hasn’t alerted anyone to the behaviour. It wasn’t 
noticeable in the kinder environment but it was noticeable at home. I recommended they see a 
paediatrician and occupational therapist by themselves, and helped them build confidence to make 
decisions about their own child.” 

 
A large aspect of the Program Coordinator role was being a go-between, or liaison, for families, schools, kinders, 
and service providers. This included attending team meetings, understanding school funding requirements, 
building confidence in parents to speak with services about difficult things, advocating for parents, assuring 
parents that support was available, developing collaboration between services, and generally channelling 
people in the direction they needed.  
 

“Values and attitudes appear to be changing, for example schools valuing kinders, and a greater 
understanding of vulnerability in families. But the role [of the project coordinator] also acts as a voice of 
parents in vulnerable families to principals, in terms of navigating systems and issues. [The role] helps 
parents having difficulties with enrolment systems at kinder, paperwork, making appointments, and 
being there to support families, but also to explain changes to services… yes, it’s an advocacy role.” 

 
It was noted that trust between the Program Coordinator and families was integral to the project succeeding. 
The Coordinator visited homes, so understanding family dynamics and ensuring safety was important. The 
Coordinator’s perceived independence from schools, kinders, and other ‘institutions’ appeared to be important 
for families, particularly families who may have negative perceptions or past experiences with education or 
government bodies.  
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How many families / children have engaged with the program? 
2017: 15 children (estimate from Program Coordinator) 
2018: 37 children (estimate from records) 
Note: all efforts were taken to remove duplicate records. However, because of the confidentiality maintained in 
record keeping, and associated difficulty in identifying repeat entries, this is a best estimate only.  
 
Participation numbers were as expected. The needs of each family varied considerably, with some requiring 
only 2-3 contacts, and others far more intense work (Table 2). A contact is defined as a single visit, conversation, 
phone call, or other similar event. The frequency table below (Figure 4) shows that the majority of 
families/children engaged with the Stepping Stones program (n=19) required less that ten contacts. A small 
number (n=6) required more than 30 contacts. It is estimated that of the 37 children/families listed below, 13 
were Aboriginal. There are plans to expand in the future through Winda Mara, kinship care, and DHHS.  
 

 
Source: Program Coordinator data records 

 

The role of the Program Coordinator with children/family who had the highest number of contacts was primarily 
that of liaison: a go-between for families, kinders, schools, and providers or agencies (n≥30, see highlighted 
examples). There was also a significant role in parent education in these complex cases: the Program 
Coordinator was able to upskill parents, and provides supports within their own homes. 
 
This is important to note in the context of feedback frequently received from educators, that it could be very 
difficult to convince families to engage with parent education programs – particularly those who needed the 
most support. The Program Coordinator also noted that it was useful observing children in their home 
environment, where behaviour could be quite different than it was in classrooms.  
 
The role of the Program Coordinator with children/families who had the lowest number of contacts (n<10) 
appeared to be primarily liaising with the family, visiting in the home, and/or having discussions with the kinder. 
This data aligns with verbal reports from the Program Coordinator, that some parents simply needed 
reassurance, some information about kinder or school choice, or help identifying where to get further support. 
 
Kinder staff reported having difficulty getting families to engage with Stepping Stones when it was first 
discussed. Issues raised were a lack of knowledge about the program, concern that the program may be 
associated with DHHS and therefore child removal, and not knowing and trusting the Program Coordinator.  
 

“A few families get worried – we convinced them it’s nothing to do with DHHS, just help to get to 
school. Anything that’s seen as government looking at the child could potentially be removal.” 
 
“There’s some shame. It’s a cultural thing.” 

 
 
After initial engagement, however, families appeared to be willing to work with the program. 
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Support and 
parent education 
within the home 
environment  

Liaison 
with 
family 

Initiated 
communication 
between service 
providers  

Participation 
meetings with 
family and 
provider 

Liaison with 
Aboriginal 
services 

Contact/referr
al with DHHS 
and Child First  

Supported the   
assessment 
process of 
child 

Contact 
with 
kinder 

Contact with 
school re: 
transition and 
planning  

Contact other 
agencies - Brophy, 
Paediatricians etc. 

TOTAL 
CONTACTS 
PER CHILD / 
FAMILY 

Child A 8 16 0 1 0 0 0 10 0 1 36 

Child B 5 16 0 0 0 0 0 3 1 2 27 

Child C 7 23 0 1 2 5 2 0 16 4 60 

Child D 1 4 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 6 

Child E 0 0 8 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 9 

Child F 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 

Child G 8 4 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 14 

Child H 2 7 0 0 0 0 0 1 4 0 14 

Child I 2 4 0 0 0 0 0 2 1 0 9 

Child J 1 7 0 0 0 0 0 1 3 0 12 

Child K 2 7 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 10 

Child L 1 8 0 0 0 1 0 2 8 1 21 

Child M 10 11 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 5 28 

Child N 2 5 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 8 

Child O 6 11 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 19 

Child P 1 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 5 

Child Q 6 4 1 4 0 2 1 0 11 1 30 

Child R 5 24 0 1 0 0 2 9 12 10 63 

Child S 2 2 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 2 7 

Child T 21 22 0 0 0 0 1 6 5 0 55 

Child U 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 

Child V 0 3 0 0 0 0 0 3 3 0 9 

Child W 0 12 0 0 0 0 0 2 1 0 15 

Child X 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 3 

Child Y 13 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 13 

Child Z 14 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 16 

Child A2 3 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 5 

Child B2 3 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 5 

Child C2 26 4 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 1 33 

Child D2 2 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 5 

Child E2 1 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 

Child F2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 3 0 6 

Child G2 12 22 0 0 0 0 0 2 4 2 42 

Child H2 0 9 0 0 0 0 0 1 3 1 14 

Child I2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 2 

Parent 1 1 4 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 5 

Parent 2 1 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 

TOTAL  167 245 9 7 2 6 6 57 78 35 614 
Table 2: Contacts per child / family 2018; Source: Program Coordinator data recor
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“Sometimes on first look they’re, ‘Nah, that’s a new person’, but sometimes if you talk about it more 
and give some idea of what she does a bit more…parents are keen to look into it.” 

 
Families appeared to be more willing to engage when they had a prior connection with the Program 
Coordinator, through alternative or past roles, or after they had met her through kinder activities. It appeared 
that, as the Program Coordinator engaged with families in their homes, developing high level of trust prior to 
engagement was key.  
 

“We had one mum who didn’t want to engage… and then [the Program Coordinator] was going into 
kinders and doing reading activities … three weeks later the mum said, ‘come into the home and do 
what you can’.” 
 
“With [the Program Coordinator’s] other role at OzChild, she gets families through that role.” 

 
The importance placed on perception of the Program Coordinator as an individual, as well as the program more 
broadly, potentially presented a barrier for families outside of Portland, where the Program Coordinator’s office 
was located. Recruiting Program Coordinators within each town or region may result in greater involvement 
with the program, although it may be difficult to attract highly skilled workers to more remote locations. 
 

“I think if [the Program Coordinator] could come into the kinders a little bit more and on a regular basis. 
I’d love to see her role full time. Build that rapport with the children and with the parents. Spend some 
time in the child’s environment. Families get to see her as a staff member and they might trust her. If 
[the Program Coordinator] role is seen as unattached, it has a DHHS association. There’s stigma. People 
breeze in and out of their lives... “oncers” – I’ve got many cases, many of them didn’t have long term 
case managers. They case manage 6 or 12 months, and then get burnt out.” 

 
Program perceptions were largely managed by kinder teachers, who often had multiple conversations with 
parents to explain what was involved with the program, why, and who the target audience was. There were also 
communication tools – primarily printed resources – used by Stepping Stones, however developing positive and 
effective messaging appeared to be problematic. These issues have largely been picked up by members of the 
Kinder Foundation Transition Networks, and fed back to the Steering Group, who have amended as the project 
has progressed.  
 

“We modified the flyer this year…we had a talk about how it was worded. It looked like you had to be all 
these things. People were like, ‘do I really fit into these categories?’. But it might just be one thing you 
need help with… so that’s how we worded the flyer.” 

  



 

 25 

Process Measures 
What worked, what didn’t, what helped, what hindered? 
 

Indicator 1: Inputs 
To what extent have the planned inputs of the Stepping Stones program been delivered? 
 
Funding 
To date, funding for Stepping Stones has been applied for and secured on an annual basis, due to the 
timeframes specified for expenditure and acquittal by the primary granting agency, State Trustees Australia 
Foundation [State Trustees].  
 

Year 1 $17,000 
Year 2 $30,000 
Year 3 $50,000 (+ $20,000 to support expansion into Southern Grampians Shire) 

 
While funding has been successfully secured from State Trustees each year, gaps between the acquittal of one 
grant and acquisition of the next – and the uncertainty associated with needing to formally reapply each year - 
have had a real impact on the project, its staff, and the partners involved. During these funding lapses, the LLEN 
and Beyond the Bell provided financial support to the project in order to maintain employment of the Project 
Coordinator.  
 

“Funding terms are still 12 monthly… if we didn’t have it, [the program] wouldn’t happen, [but] there 
was a period of five months, every month [the LLEN] had to try to find money to pay [the Program 
Coordinator’s] wages because Stepping Stones didn’t have it… There’s a gap in time between the 
evaluation for one [grant] and when the next kicks in. There were two other Beyond the Bell projects 
funded and one of the others didn’t meet the deadlines for reporting, and that put us in a vulnerable 
position. In the end I went to the Beyond the Bell Board and said, ‘I’ve spent all I can, I’ve got no more, 
can you support us?’. They gave us extra out of the pool.” 
 
“[The Program Coordinator] was good at the job, really loved the job, and I was like, ‘we haven’t got the 
funding yet’. That put her under a lot of pressure, it’s no way to be, and put us under a lot of pressure.” 

 
It was noted that, while Beyond the Bell was able to provide some support in this case, they – at a regional level 
– did not have large financial resources to support individual, local-level projects. 

 
“Although it sounds like we got a lot of money, one million dollars, it’s across six regions for three years. 
It’s for a lot of infrastructure for a collective impact structure. We didn’t have a paid coordinator at the 
time, staff, offices... Work had started on the ground but it was unsupported regionally. It was all good 
will and people power. It’s great but you need systems and support behind that.” 

 
In addition to financial contributions, there appeared to be significant in-kind contributions to the project from 
partners. The extent of these contributions – including unattributed work hours from both the LLEN and other 
partners – was not documented, but does need to be acknowledged. If the project was to expand to other 
areas, this work needs to be costed and either fully funded or agreed upfront by partners.  
 

“So much of the work is unfunded. The way the budget works, the majority goes on [the Program 
Coordinator’s] wages… the hours that we allocate and on costs, and there’s a small travel thing…. But it 
doesn’t cover all the time that the LLEN does, it doesn’t cover the… supervision of [the Program 
Coordinator], doing the project logic, setting up the evaluation, all of that backbone work. We’re all 
doing it… There are whole elements of that that are unfunded. We have a significant contribution of 
partners to do that. It’s worked well, we should be doing that. If we got a million dollars tomorrow 
they’re things that should be factored in. We’d love for [the Program Coordinator] to do it full time, its’s 
a bit of a battle. [Beyond the Bell CEO] and I have been to see philanthropies, put in for federal funding, 
to try and secure it, we’ve had regular meetings with the department investigating school readiness 
funding, there’s a lot of work around that. It happens behind the scenes.” 
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“I’d like to document what does it really take, if you factor all that outside work in? What does it really 
cost?” 

 
The consistency and timing of funding was raised repeatedly by school staff: funding being secured and in place 
prior to the start of the school year was important for the Program Coordinator having the ability to work with 
vulnerable children as early as possible, particularly before children needed to be assessed as ready for school 
and enrolled for the following year. An entry into kinder classrooms as early as Term 1 and 2 was specified as 
being important, whereas in the past (unspecified number of years), the Program Coordinator role had not 
commenced until Term 3. 
 

“Because last year funding [for Stepping Stones] came through earlier, [the Program Coordinator] could 
get into kinders in term one and start work. She worked with kinder staff from the start of the year. This 
year was a huge improvement on past years because [the Program Coordinator] can meet families and 
get started.” 

 
This was recognised as an issue by the Steering Group, but one that was somewhat out of their control. 
 

“It didn’t start until October because of the timing of the funding. We really wanted to get [the Project 
Coordinator] in and start as soon as possible because that’s when kids were transitioning. It wasn’t 
ideal, but it’s when we got the money.” 

 
An inability to put longer-term plans in place, both in terms of professional development for staff and support 
for children and families, was and is a risk for the impact of the program. Schools and kinders benefited from 
being able to plan staff training early, to arrange back-fill, and families benefit from the knowledge that the 
Program Coordinator would continue to support their child through the transition period.  
 

“It gets disjointed where we can’t put things in place for next year [because funding is uncertain].” 
 
Kinder teachers also reported feeling apprehensive about referring families to Stepping Stones when they were 
uncertain about the continuation of the program. Vulnerable families in particular benefit from consistent 
support, and the risks associated with assistance being offered and then withdrawn were seen to be significant 
enough to prevent referrals.   
 
However, both the Stepping Stones project specifically, and also Beyond the Bell more broadly, appeared to 
have a positive relationship with State Trustees. This assisted Stepping Stones in developing appropriate grant 
applications and project evaluations, and also enabled advocacy on the topic of extending the funding cycle to 
three-years, which would substantially improve project stability and outcomes if put into place.  
 
The LLEN received grant money on behalf of Stepping Stones, and undertook associated administration. This 
role was supported through a Memorandum of Understanding [MOU] with partner organisations, including 
OzChild, who officially employed the Program Coordinator. The auspice arrangement with OzChild was 
developed to ensure that the Program Coordinator could work within a team that provided appropriate 
professional support, and also allowed for a dual role, which added the flexibility of interweaving roles. This was 
especially good for working with Indigenous families, where trust tended to be built slowly, so prior experience 
with the Program Coordinator was beneficial. 
 

“We had a MOU with partners around how it would work, particularly the employment of [the Program 
Coordinator]. That meant that she has specialist supervision through OzChild. Working with vulnerable 
families can be challenging. They can do professional supervision in a way that’s supporting her in the 
role. She was in her office that she normally was… . The LLEN manages the money, holds it in trust... 
OzChild … bills us for [the Program Coordinator’s] employment.” 

 
Program Coordinator 
The Program Coordinator role was designed and implemented with the experience of vulnerable families, and 
gaps within the sector, in mind.  
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“I was in the Local Action Group as the Board representative at the time, and was going backwards and 
forwards. First of all I spoke to Indigenous community members, the KESO team because it’s their space 
as well, and we identified OzChild as a potential partner because they’d already been linking with 
families through the supported playgroup, and had credibility and skills working with vulnerable 
families… It was credibility both amongst families and the sector. The pointy end families, they live in 
very real fear that their kids will be taken off them and it takes a long time to trust. OzChild in the area 
had established that, good links with a number of vulnerable families. That seemed to be a good way to 
go forwards. They had [the Program Coordinator], it was a match made in heaven.” 

 
The Program Coordinator role was integral to the success of the program. They had a key role in forming and 
strengthening collaborative partnerships between sectors, organising shared professional development, and 
providing individual support to families and children that is outside of both the remit and capacity of local 
education providers.  
 

“We’d give as much support as we could to families but wouldn’t have one on one, in the house 
support. It wouldn’t be appropriate [for us to do it].” 
 
“I hope we’d still meet. I don’t necessarily think we’d do professional development together as a kinder 
and school group. We get so busy, it’s hard to try to organise professional development for our own 
organisations let alone together. The grants and money [from Stepping Stones]… [support] shared 
learning.” 

 
The Program Coordinator tenure changed and was short-term. This did impact the willingness of services to 
engage, particularly in the first year, as they feared the project was ‘only short term’.  
 
The amount of time allocated to the role was adequate for the number of children engaged with the program in 
the past. As participation increased over the past year, so have time pressures. Staff identified instances where 
greater support would have benefited the transition of individual children, particularly those requiring frequent 
assistance. There was also concern that limited hours available for work led to the Program Coordinator 
necessarily working with the families who are most ready to engage. Therefore, the program may have 
benefited the most vulnerable families, who could often take far longer to engage. There is a possibility that 
using ‘number of families engaged’ as an evaluation indicator may contribute to this, as it prioritises the amount 
of support provided over how well-targeted it is.   
 

“When [the Program Coordinator] was only doing a couple of hours a week it wasn’t as effective. The 
more time, the more personnel, the more effective it is. I‘m sure there would be other kids she could 
pick up if she had the time. It relies on parents wanting to be involved. One mum didn’t want to be 
involved then she did a 360. [The Program Coordinator] might have worked with her in the cradle to 
kinder program. Families that are difficult to engage take more time and then might not be part of the 
program.” 
 
“It did become a bit large for [the Program Coordinator] in that one day a week. In this last transition, 
particularly term four, she was consulting with us about some transition supports, and I know that she 
couldn’t get everything done that she wanted to. She didn’t always have the right day to do the 
meetings. There were some limits. We’re talking with some schools about a couple of these kids, and I 
know one of them didn’t have as much time with [the Program Coordinator] as she would have liked.” 

 
The role was independent, and as such allowed for a lot of worker input into the scope of the role. This also had 
risks, in terms of the Program Coordinator role not being embedded within a team, with professional 
supervision and debriefing. The worker having blended roles through the host agency was a significant asset on 
this issue. The hosting of the Program Coordinator role in a dual role also offered flexibility in when program 
hours are worked, which was important in being able to support families at an appropriate time. 
 

“Trauma is a big issue, so I need to look after my own health too. I tend to think I can fix things. I’ve 
developed systems like the home safety checklist, in response to concerning experiences. I now have 
procedures like ringing before I visit to ask about firearms, drugs, etc. I need to be careful how I word it 
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to be sensitive to families. I do debriefing through OzChild, and monthly supervision. Those systems 
might not be in place if I wasn’t employed through [a dual role].” 

 
The implementation of the Program Coordinator role, as explored earlier in the report, was widely seen to be 
integral to the success of the Stepping Stones to School program. The Coordinator’s value was described in 
terms of both their impact on families and processes, and their individual attributes, such as skills, experience, 
and character. 
 

“[The Program Coordinator] is highly skilled in the area and is an asset to the role” 
  
The role also had an important role as a conduit, transmitting information between the Kinder Foundation 
Networks, and with the Steering Committee. 
 

“The reports… the Stepping Stones Manager / Worker has given the Steering Committee shows the data 
that she has collected and [how she] has supported interventions to the kindergarten and families” 
 
“She’s able to pull the two meetings together. She knows what’s going on in Portland, for example when 
they had [a staff member] talk about DHHS, she was able to bring her along [to this meeting]. That 
conduit is important. There needs to be a person driving it.”  

 
Evaluation and monitoring 
The Stepping Stones project was substantially based around an action learning model. This involved an initial 
scoping of the environment, or needs analysis, and an iterative approach to program design, involving regular 
evaluation and ongoing reflective practice.  
 

“That … whole process has been evident throughout the project of action learning. It’s not done 
formally in many cases but it is done. That’s part of the challenge going forward, how to reflect that 
growth. We tried this, it doesn’t work, why didn’t it work, what can we do next time, where are we 
going to concentrate… That stuff has been evident all the way through and I think that’s worked really 
well for us. Talking about the Collective Impact cycle, it makes sense that sometimes you just ‘do’. We 
responded to an opportunity. Did we have everything in place? No. We had a gut feeling and went with 
it. That first year was a deep dive about what’s going on. We had a view, but only by doing were we 
able to find that wasn’t right… that’s why it’s been so successful, because we haven’t stuck to one 
model. It’s kind of the nature of [the project]… we’re still exploring. That reflective practice is something 
that OzChild and [the Project Coordinator] do. It’s part of their work … I’ve found that useful. In some 
respect doing an annual reflection is a good thing. It’s strengthened the program and it’s good we’ve 
done it together.” 

 
Recommendations made in the original needs analysis report steered the program substantially to where it is 
today, including its multi-pronged focus on children, families, providers, and systems.  
 

“From there [the Project Coordinator] did a lot of work scoping the environment. She had some 
interesting discussions with services and provided support to a number of families. At the end of that 
first period she developed a comprehensive report, and what came out really strongly was that the gap 
between the systems was really significant.”  
 
“She did a survey of prep teachers and kinder teachers about their knowledge of each other’s services 
and curriculum etc., the value of the learning and development statement that kinders develop… What 
came out really strongly was that the kinder sector felt really undervalued…” 

 
Annual reports enabled reflection and reshaping of the program to meet current and emerging needs. This was 
supported through the Steering Group, Program Coordinator, and external consultants. This work had several 
impacts on the direction and management of Stepping Stones, including: the creation of a program logic; 
designing a ‘live’ Transition Protocol; and, increased sharing of Transition Network responsibilities between 
kinder and school staff. 
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“One of the processes he described and worked through was doing a program logic. You can do it as a 
way of working out what you should be measuring. It’s a good tool and I found it quite useful. We 
identified what it was that was missing in the first phase, and worked together to get a program logic 
for the first phase. Part of that was identifying and having the right people around the table. There are 
requirements around the work that [Program Coordinator] does and that needs to be documented, and 
opportunities for collaboration and developing a shared understanding. We had some interesting 
conversations around the table because everyone had a different idea about what that meant.” 

 
The program logic substantially guided and informed this evaluation, and has a key role in defining progress 
indicators. One difficulty of action research can be the need to continually change these indicators, making 
comparisons year to year difficult. There appears to be two indicators that could be maintained year-to-year, 
regardless of the direction that Stepping Stones takes, or its key focus areas: the number of children coming to 
primary school unassessed (who need assessment for additional support), and feedback from people who 
engage with the program, particularly families.  
 

“The AECD indicators are long term and … we hope over time we can influence that. With the really 
pointy end families, how much can that influence the data [short term]? The experiences of families 
would suggest that it’s working. What they’re saying. What practitioners are saying about what’s going 
on… The data [says] more kids are getting assessed when they should be … the system is more aware of 
who’s coming up. For me … that’s one of the key pieces of data.” 

 
Evaluation of the program was seen as being important beyond the scope of local implementation, as the work 
represented emerging practice. Documenting and reporting on the process and impacts of the project was seen 
as a way to communicate learnings to other organisations and regions, who might wish to undertake similar 
work.  
 

“When we developed the protocol, we had a day with [a consultant], and she said, ‘I wonder if there’s 
one out there I could modify for my use’. There wasn’t one. No one is doing this work at this level, at this 
scale. She couldn’t find another protocol. It’s leading the way…” 

 
The use of external consultants – particularly academics – was seen as garnering mixed results. On the one 
hand, members of the Steering Group recognise the benefit in engaging experts in evaluation to ensure that 
their reports are seen as rigorous, and that their work can be communicated at a broader level and therefore 
influence practice. 
 

“Having a research partner or evaluator who’s documenting this stuff and working with us along the 
way [would be useful]... we’ve gathered the data as best we can. We’re all doing it on top of our day 
job. We’re not evaluation experts, we just know we need to document things as we go. It’s good to have 
that process. It’s also testing some of the work. We’re demonstrating stuff on the ground about 
collective impact. It is systems change, it’s not just a project. I hope [we have success with] our plans to 
get a model, to influence school readiness funding, to get the department to escalate the work, to get 
the people who are telling people how to do the work will come and learn from us. That’s all systems 
change. To be listened to in academic speak is really important. Escalating it… getting an academic 
paper. That’s really important.” 

 
However, academics may undertake their work somewhat removed from ‘everyday practice’, with their 
suggestions and language inaccessible or impractical.  
 

“…We had [a consultant] come through, one of these old academics about evaluation, and it was all a 
bit scary. It was very academic and very way away from anything you were trying to do on the group.” 
 

One possible solution is to engage in a long-term partnership with a research group that has a rural/regional, 
action research, and/or capacity-building focus. This would involve building mutually beneficial relationships 
where all parties have a learning mindset – and all are recognised as valuable experts in their own field, whether 
implementation or evaluation. The prospect of a long-term relationship may increase the investment a research 
group is able or willing to make, in terms of learning about the context of the work enough to support it in 
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responsive and appropriate ways. It may also improve the standing of evaluation and communication of the 
project, supporting the Stepping Stones mission to share learnings and effect systems-level changes.  
 
In addition to the impacts of evaluation outcomes on the project, the process of reflection itself was seen to be 
valuable by partners. It showed an ongoing commitment to listening to practitioners, and respecting the value of 
their perspectives.  
 

“I like the way we keep coming back and evaluating and reflecting on it. That’s important. Otherwise 
elements tend to drop off.” 

 
“People have a voice in the evaluation process.” 

 
Steering Group members noted that there was not presently a consistent or embedded opportunity for parents 
and families experiencing vulnerability to shape the program. Perspectives on whether and how this could be 
improved varied, and options need to be investigated further. 
 

“[The Program Coordinator] will talk to families about processes, what’s been an impact, what 
difference has it made. She’s good at doing that. Whether or not having an individual going through 
crisis or who has a lot on their plate coming into a meeting is the best process, I’m not convinced. We 
could do more to hear and incorporate ways that things can be done differently using that feedback 
from families better. [The Program Coordinator] does it informally but it’s not a formal process.  

 
Existing relationships 
Many existing networks supported the development and implementation of Stepping Stones, including the 
Portland Kinder Foundation Network, Local Learning and Employment Network, Beyond the Bell Local Action 
Group, and Koori Early Years Network. Other key organisations have included schools, kinders, Aboriginal 
Community Controlled Health Organisations [ACCHOs] (Dhauwurd Wurrung Elderly & Community Health 
Services Inc. and Winda Mara Aboriginal Corporation), and PSD programs (which provides allied health services 
who engage with children, such as speech pathologists, occupational therapists, social workers).  
 
It was noted that partnerships with the Aboriginal community, through the local ACCHOs, KESOs, and 
community Elders, was particularly important for supporting family engagement with the program. 
 

“For us having good relationships with the Aboriginal community was really important and a big 
feature. It’s why we did things the way we did. We recognised that we do have a strong Aboriginal 
community in our region.”  

 
It’s plausible that these pre-existing relationships sped up and/or improved some program elements, such as 
project planning, the formation of the Steering Group and Transition Networks, and ratification of the transition 
protocol development. 
 

“It’s key to get everybody to sign up to the protocol. We made a commitment to sign up and say we 
would do a, b, and c. We had key representatives – 3 principals speaking on behalf of the principals’ 
network – kinders, an independent kinder, and prep teachers, consulting with their own staff. We all 
came together at professional development. All the principals had to be there, it was non-negotiable. 
There was lots of collaboration and time to get the protocol right. Until everyone is 100% committed, 
you’re pushing up hill.” 

 
The collaborative and dynamic ethos of local principals, supported through the already-established Principals’ 
Network, was seen as an enabling force. Members of the Transition Networks expressed that it was important 
that principals, not only teachers, were involved with both the Transition Networks and Steering Group. 
 

“Yes there are flow on effects. Principals have the power to make decisions that are essential to 
transition, for example developmental curriculum. They manipulate timetables to help teachers plan 
and teach together, so they can visit each other. You need people to make and shake your school.”  
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“The principals were fully on board, there were three on the network. We needed it to be that way. They 
were approving staff to go on PD and backfilling and all that sort of stuff.” 

 
The Program Coordinator and Kinder Foundation Network members all made note of the importance of the 
Coordinator’s existing relationships within relevant sectors, due to previous work experience in the early years 
setting. This sped up the roll-out of the project, as the integral steps of developing trust, and understanding of 
both individual roles and the sector more broadly, had already occurred.  

 
Newer partnerships 
Developing stronger relationships with schools and service providers focusing on students experiencing 
disability was a focus over the past year. As a result, there were 5 students going into the Portland Bay School 
foundation program, a better understanding of how to access disability assessments, and more people 
undergoing relevant training. 
 
There are plans to expand the Stepping Stones project into Heywood, Casterton, and Hamilton: partnerships will 
need to be developed in these areas.  
 
Sustainability 
Maintaining the Transition Networks within schools and kinders has the potential to be difficult, but has so far 
been done effectively. Staff turnover or leave can create inconsistency, and staff are generally time poor so not 
available or wanting to take on a transition role. As a result, the Program Coordinator has taken on a stronger 
role than anticipated within these settings, which is an issue for sustainability into the future. However, the 
embedding of collaborative practice appears to have occurred to such an extent that it is unlikely to be lost 
entirely even with staff pressures. The Program Coordinator is investigating in-kind support, for example 
services providing administration support. Council has already offered a car for transport. This might help to 
spread the workload more evenly.  
 

”It’s become a way of doing things, that’s just how we work.” 
 
“We don’t have a high staff turnover, turnover we do have tends to be maternity leave. We tend to 
recruit from within the organisation. This is just our practice now. It’s not special, it’s just what we do.” 

 

Indicator 2: Participation 
 
What factors have supported or hindered participation? 
The attitude of the Program Coordinator was key: they needed to be non-threatening, adaptive, supportive, take 
an empowerment approach, be able to work with a wide variety of people, and able to manage themselves 
well. The way that kinder staff spoke about the program, positive enough to get families to a first meeting with 
the Program Coordinator, was also integral. The increase in open communication and collaborative mindset 
with kinders and schools was particularly useful in providing consistent and supportive messages to families.   
 

“The project is new, creative and innovative, so I can only go by my own reflection and evaluation. 
That’s challenging in itself… previous training and work has really helped.” 

 
The particular focus of Stepping Stones also has an impact, and may need to be adapted as the program is rolled 
out into other areas, particularly rural regions. Kinders and schools in these areas face unique challenges. For 
example, an issue identified in Portland in the past was competition between local education providers. By 
comparison, Heywood has only one primary school, and Dartmoor was completely without kinder and day care 
for a number of years. In another example, children might be sent to kinder early in Portland, before they are 
ready to attend. In comparison, while the closest kinder to Dartmoor was a minimum 30 minute drive away, 
children were at greater risk of not attending kinder at all because of the barriers.  
 

“Distance, transport issues, demographics, the bus, kids that sometimes don’t value kinder, for example 
from farming backgrounds… they think it’s a babysitting service. In Dartmoor we didn’t have kinder or 
day care for years, so they’d have to drive to Heywood or the Mount. [There was low kinder attendance] 
so kids would come to school unprepared.” 
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Have there been other factors external to the project that have impacted its success, or its objectives? 
The broader context of the environment created by State Government policy and attitudes influences the 
project in many ways, including direct funding, support from department-associated agencies, the 
appropriateness of relevant systems to the rural context, and the attitude of granting bodies to capacity-
building projects.  
 

“Last year we couldn’t get…[an institute] to provide professional learning in that early space. [The 
Program Coordinator] tried for many months, then I tried for many months. They said, ‘No, we can’t’. 
They wouldn’t come out to the region. We said, ‘We’ve got 50-60 educators, this is what we’re doing’. 
They’re supposed to be gurus, and in the end I got frustrated and said, ‘This is a shame. A whole LGA is 
implementing what you’re trying to say, maybe you might learn something’… I fed that back through 
the Department of Education because it’s not good enough. [Then] through the Regional Partnership in 
Horsham, [another group] got hundreds of thousands of dollars to do what we’ve been doing for years, 
and [the institute] went out to them. It was really frustrating. We did $200,000 of work on $30,000.” 
 
“There’s a pervasive view that rural and regional development is infrastructure.” 

 
Kinders have recently been moved into the Department of Education, which has injected additional funding to 
upskill kinder teachers. This has had a positive impact on training available to the workforce. There has also 
been funding targeted towards ‘school readiness’, which has increased the amount of complementary activity 
taking place within organisations. 
 

“School readiness funding. This works alongside us. A section of that is about assessments and 
detection. We’re completing other work and DEECD are asking for our reports” 
 

Despite this closer alignment of education sectors within the State Government, there are still issues that have 
not been addressed. 
 

“I didn’t know much about the system before we started… I assumed a [State Government] department 
that was funding two systems would [support them to] work together. It was ludicrous and set people 
up to fail, [and] valued different sectors differently. Why, if you had kids with additional needs, would 
you not let people in the kinder know when the dates [for assessment] were? I was blown away. It just 
showed how stuffed the system was. If a kid isn’t assessed for something by a certain time in the kinder, 
then they get to primary school without the resources they need. It can then take up to eighteen 
months to get access to that. If it’s that important, and the system is that slow, wouldn’t you say that to 
someone?” 

 
The statewide environment was somewhat moderated by local work. Some gaps in systems designed and 
supported through State Government departments, such as those mentioned above, were successfully 
addressed through improved communication between kinders and schools, the Transition Protocol, and direct 
one-on-one work of the Project Coordinator. In light of this, it may be worth further defining what level, or type, 
of systems change the Steering Group wants to prioritise. If local systems successfully address issues created or 
ignored by statewide systems, will the goal be considered to have been achieved? Is it important if the systems 
are ‘on paper’ (such as the Transition Protocol), or is it enough that the professional and social networks of 
those working in the area are strong enough to support families through transition? These questions could be 
considered in the next iteration of the Program Logic, to focus the work of the project and provide clear 
definitions or indicators of success.  
 

“The local systems are maybe more important. We know systems aren’t designed with a rural 
community in mind.” 

 
In terms of local systems, relationships and attitudes were key. The mindset of the community, and the 
organisations and people within it, was seen to have an impact on the readiness of stakeholders to form the 
Stepping Stones partnership. An element of this was pre-existing relationships, and a history of collaboration in 
the region. The perceived industriousness of rural communities, and willingness to confront difficult issues, 
were also seen to have supported the project. 
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“Readiness for the community to partner. It’s built over years of communities going ‘nobody else is 
going to help us, we’d better do it ourselves’. The practicality of community. Rural communities are 
pretty good at that, if there’s an issue. A bit of natural skill and history. In some ways, because Glenelg 
has had a bad rap because of its data, in a way that’s freeing because it’s out there. People are then 
saying ‘we’re not hiding this, we’re just going to work towards making this better’. In other 
communities, they’ve got a long way to go accepting what’s really happening in their community. How 
can you support it if you don’t accept there’s an issue?” 

 
It was noted by respondents that successful collaboration required a commitment to equity: partners needed to 
be able to come together to discuss and resolve issues, without blame, hierarchy, and ego. This collaboration 
occurred at both the strategic (Steering Group) and operational (Transition Networks) level. 

 
“There’s a strong history, strong networks, and some really good people who are prepared to do that 
and have that mindset. But also there’s a level of trust within the organisation that it’s okay to do that 
work. I think they all play a part. Things like trust take a long time to build.” 

 
“Preparedness …to grow and learn. And different communities have that. Some have a strong power 
structure in being the experts and that doesn’t go well if you’re trying to collaborate. For us… the LLEN 
is overlapping across the two areas, we’ve fed back the work informally [to neighbouring communities] 
and there’s been interest all the way along. We looked at areas of need, but also where we’d have the 
best success at working.” 

 
While these qualities undoubtedly existed in some sections of the community prior to the beginning of Stepping 
Stones, they were also the target of deliberate attention from the Steering Group. The design of professional 
development, Transition Networks, and communication all supported the key values of collaboration. 
 

“We did some of that [building collegiality] through a professional learning day here. All the schools and 
kinders were there together… having everyone in the room and giving everyone a voice was important. 
We were really deliberate when we set up the Steering Group to make sure that we invited someone 
from all the sectors to be a part of that: independents, government, and Council-run… We made sure 
that anything we were discussing at a Steering Group level would be fed out at a local level. A lot of 
discussions I had were at the leadership level, at the principal level. The foundation teachers would take 
it back to the foundation teacher group and discuss things at that level. I believe we’ve covered a good 
cross section of people and are hearing everyone’s opinion from a lot of different aspects.” 

 
“The big thing that has excited me about it, is we’re all working together for the best of all children in 
the Portland area. That’s how I operate. I don’t just want what’s best for my children. I’m happy to 
share with other schools and people. It hasn’t always been like that and it excites me. It might not be 
happening in other areas… when I look back seven years ago, we had five government schools all 
working in isolation. Now we have a cluster of schools working together on a whole range of things… 
There’s a lot more collaboration and sharing happening. It’s not as isolating as it was.” 
 

The commitment of partners perhaps extended the impacts of Stepping Stones beyond the activities directly 
funded and delivered through the program. Individual services developed and delivered initiatives within their 
own settings, in line with the values of the program. 

 
“People implementing their own practices within their services, that compliments what’s happening as 
a part of the project, or as a result of information they’ve received” 

 
As mentioned above, there were very specific challenges faced by the Dartmoor community, who for a long 
time did not have local childcare or kinder available. While this issue was complex and resolved over a number 
of years, participants indicated that the Program Coordinator was able to work with the problem solving process 
to support the re-establishment of services. This issue is seen as critical to the school, and will need to be 
monitored closely in the near future. Finally, schools who are close to the South Australian border face 
additional enrolment challenges, not felt by other schools. This is ongoing and unlikely to be resolved through 
the Stepping Stones program.  
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“The support [the Program Coordinator] gave to get the kinder going. There was a need for us to have 
early childhood education in town. Heywood has two, Portland had a lot… for the school to have a 
longer lifespan, we need early childhood. The next closest kinder is at least 35 minutes away in any 
direction. It’s so important to have kinder in town, or it’s a huge effort to get kids to kinder three times a 
week. After they drop their children off, do parents fill in time, what do they do? For attendance rates, 
it’s so important to have it here. To get children into routines of going each day, so when they transition 
to school they can last the day. One prep three years ago did kinder in the Mount. When they heard she 
was coming back to Dartmoor, the kinder didn’t communicate across the border. Another year we had 
one girl start prep with us and when she turned six, she went back over the border to start school there. 
They wouldn’t give her a second year of kinder but couldn’t start school until she was six. Until there’s a 
national agreement on starting ages… issues with working across the border are outside of the scope 
[of Stepping Stones].” 

Conclusion 
The Stepping Stones to School program has made substantial progress towards its medium term objectives. The 
most significant and sustained benefits were seen in the implementation of a local Transition Protocol, 
developing inter-sectoral relationships, and improving responses to families experiencing vulnerability. Much of 
this progress was supported through the Program Coordinator role, the Kinder Foundation Transition Networks 
(including shared professional development), and agreed shared messaging. There has also been some progress 
towards improving relationships between families and providers, although much of this has been through the 
use of the Program Coordinator role as an intermediary.  
 

“It has been a big step forward to be able to sit around and have discussions about students as a whole 
in the area, and not just the ones under our roof.” 

 
The program is widely supported and appreciated. While inter-sectoral collaboration is presently very strong, 
and partners appear incredibly invested in the program, progress is unlikely to be continued without a 
dedicated resource in the Program Coordinator role. The position is a valuable resource for both families and 
education sector staff, and indispensable to the effectiveness of Stepping Stones to School. In particular, the 
role fills a gap in terms of providing direct support to families, that staff in other sectors are unable to fill due to 
their scope of practice and limited resourcing available.  
 

“For me that’s exciting. We think, ‘We did that. Together we were able to make such a big change that 
can make a difference to families’.” 

 
Overall, Stepping Stones to School is progressing well and, based on performance so far, is likely to achieve its 
longer-term aim of improved transition from kinder to primary school for children and families. No substantial 
changes to the program are required, however a series of recommendations are included below that relate to 
process improvements, and as opportunities for growth should resourcing and program capacity permit.  
 

“We’ve been able to model something that all the evidence says should be done... As a community 
we’ve been able to nut through it and work together to come to a space where we’ve actually patched a 
huge bloody hole in the system on bugger all.” 
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Recommendations 
It is recommended that: 
 
Follow up 

 Primary school teachers provide feedback to kinder teachers about how their past pupils are 
progressing, after the transition to school. This could take place at Kinder Foundation Transition 
Network meetings, or a post-transition ‘speed dating’ session. 
 
 “It would be nice to hear back from the school teachers about how the kinder children have now gone 
at school during first term. We provide the school with a lot of information but we get not much back” 

 
Coordinator Role 

 More time is allocated to the Program Coordinator role, either through expansion of the current 
position, or the addition of a second part-time position. This would provide more time to focus on the 
most disadvantaged families, who take the most time to engage and support. It may also make the 
scheduling of meetings, phone calls, and other contacts easier. 

 
Administration 

 Agreed upon administration and documentation processes are developed by the Steering Group, for 
example to track the amendment of the Transition Protocol and implementation schedule.  

 
Future education and learning 

 Future professional development be offered on the return to kinder process, where students who 
initially progressed to foundation return to kinder. Children are potentially able to access 10 weeks of 
funding when they return to the kinder classroom, but this process is not well understood by sector 
staff. 

 
Advocacy 

 The Steering Group develop an advocacy plan to engage with State Government to: 
o Improve service access through building the capacity of the local health workforce (speech 

therapy, occupational therapy, paediatrics), including low-cost appointments. Additionally, 
through the provision of prospective funding for transport costs. 

o Change the kinder enrolment age cut-off date from April to January, to reduce the number of 
children attending kinder before they are developmentally ready. This is particularly 
important for three year old kinder, where the age of the child has implications for staffing 
levels. 

o Make available information on the movement of families to other schools or areas, so that 
school staff know if they need to undertake a welfare check. 
 
“Families that do leave, who tracks them? We don’t know where they went. We knew they 
were leaving but didn’t get transfer papers. We were a bit worried. There’s no tracking.” 
 

o Widely adopt the Stepping Stones to School model for supporting kinder to foundation 
transitions. 

 
“The Stepping Stones program should be shared throughout the state and heavily promoted 
for Early Years.” 

 
“There are vulnerable children in all communities.” 
 

o Put a plan in place to reduce the cost of childcare and/or kinder, with an aim to reduce the 
number of families opting to send their children to kinder and school before they are 
developmentally ready, for financial reasons. 
 
“It’s about the cost of school. A parent can pay $100 for a year of primary school, versus $1500 
for kinder.” 
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Target community engagement 

 A plan is developed by the Steering Group to engage parent voices in shaping the program, including 
feedback on the type of support that families most value. 
 
 “There are different value systems” 
 

 The Steering Group consider amending the focus of monitoring questions, so that data collected helps 
to understand the level and/or type of vulnerability families are experiencing, rather than simply the 
number of families who are being engaged. This is with the aim of enabling the Program Coordinator to 
engage the most vulnerable and difficult to engage families, and may result in a lower number of 
families being supported, unless the Program Coordinator role is expanded. 
 
“The problem solving about how to support the most vulnerable families is the hardest work Stepping 
Stones does. Now they’ve made some progress collaborating, doing handovers… now get down to the 
hard business of ‘what do we all contribute to those most vulnerable families that we need to engage’. 
Stepping Stones going into their homes is really valuable, but it shouldn’t be all up to one person. Many 
people can’t go into someone’s home. What other opportunities could we present to families that 
would really make them step in the door?” 

 

 The focus of the Program Coordinator, on children transitioning into special education, or with 
significant disability / requiring significant support, continues. 

 
Partner engagement 

 Portland District Health (and other local health providers as appropriate to the location) are engaged as 
partners to: 

o assist with advocacy to increase the access of vulnerable families to allied health and 
paediatric services. 

o support vulnerable families to access health appointments out of town, through linking them 
with their volunteer driver program. 

 Independent childcare providers are a specific engagement target. 

 In-kind support and sponsorship options are investigated, to protect the program from the impacts of 
funding instability and the limited number of Program Coordinator hours. A target for in-kind support 
may be the administration of the Steering Group and/or Transition Network/s. 

 A respected person within the Aboriginal community in Heywood, such as an Elder, be engaged as an 
advocate for the program. 

 A long-term partnership be formed with an appropriate research group, to build capacity within the 
region to undertake evaluation and publication of local work. 

 
Funding 

 A funding sustainability plan be developed by the Steering Group, to develop greater consistency and 
reliability of funding. A focus should be to deliver funding instalments prior to the beginning of each 
school year to ensure that the Program Coordinator can engage with children and families as early as 
possible, and that education providers are given adequate time to plan professional development and 
collaboration activities.  
 
“The funding. Knowing that we have that. The fact that we knew we’d have funding for this year and 
[the Program Coordinator] has been able to get in the door at the start of the year has been so much 
better than when it was term three. When we didn’t know if we had funding there was no sense in her 
coming in. Her coming in and developing relationships with families early has been critical in seeing 
continued improvement.” 
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Marketing 

 Messaging about the program is refined: who it’s for, how to access it, the positives. Work with kinder 
staff to ensure conversations between staff and parents about the program are positive. 
 
“Unless the staff are talking it [Stepping Stones] up in a positive way, you’ve got no hope with the 
families. It’s about how you talk about the service and [the Program Coordinator].” 
 

 Readiness for kinder, not just readiness for school, is a focus of shared messaging. Collaborate with the 
Department of Education and special education providers to ensure that the messaging is inclusive. 

 
“If they come to kinder not ready, their parents take them to school not ready.“ 

 
Wider roll out 

 If/when the program is extended to other (particularly more rural) areas, the potential benefits and 
risks of employing a local Program Coordinator are explored with local stakeholders.  

 
“Choosing the right person”.  
“Build relationships and make people comfortable… [otherwise] they could have a negative impact.” 

 

 The personal attributes and diverse skillset of the Program Coordinator be the focus of future role 
evaluations and recruitment. The existing networks and experience of local stakeholders in 
collaborating will influence the skills required in different areas, if/when the program rolls out further. 

 
“The networking now is in place mostly. [The Program Coordinator] still has a role to play, but the hard 
work has been done to establish the network. In [other places] they don’t have a network yet. In 
Portland, it would still run effectively if [the Program Coordinator] stepped away. She has done the hard 
yards, other people now organise agendas, tours. It’s always evolving. The skills [the Program 
Coordinator] has got working with children in the home is key now for us. If you’re setting it up 
somewhere else, you need both. [The Program Coordinator] has been critical in the establishments of 
the relationships. If the person doesn’t have the skills to work with the families we’ve got no hope.” 
 

 If an auspice body such as OzChild is unavailable in other regions, the Program Coordinator is auspiced 
through a community organisation, but not a school or kinder. 

 

 The Steering Group investigate developing a process paper or toolkit to support other communities 
who wish to undertake similar work. 

 
“At the moment we don’t have a package. That we can go ‘Righto, you want to do it? Here’s what you 
do.’ Part of the work over the next 12 months is to firm that up. In what ways do things work? Who 
should be involved? What’s their role? What’s the role of the broker? That’s something we could explore 
down the track strategically.”  
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Appendix 1: Project Rubric 
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Appendix 2: Summary of Themes 
 
Medium-term outcomes: What has changed as a result of the Stepping Stones project, in terms of relationships, 
skills, understanding, responses, or systems? 
 
Indicator 1: Improved kinder and school transition process 

 provision of direct family support 

 increased communication and information sharing between families and providers 

 inter-sectoral collaboration 

 navigating the enrolment process and referrals 

 additional year of kinder 

 direct impacts for families: 
o decreased stress 
o delay in school enrolment 
o increased kinder attendance 
o paperwork filled out on time 
o earlier service linkage 
o more individualised supports 

 disability 

 complex needs 
 
Indicator 2: Improved relationships across sectors 

 valuing kinder sector 

 developing shared understandings of curriculum and child development 

 shared professional development 

 consistent messaging (school and kinder readiness, choosing local schools) 

 greater understanding of learning requirements at kinder and school 

 collaborative development of supports for children 

 Program Coordinator’s role 
 
Indicator 3: Improved relationships between families and providers 

 forming trusting relationships 

 understanding vulnerability, child development and early years sector 

 scope of practice 

 longer-term relationships 

 independence of Program Coordinator 

 families needing to repeatedly tell stories 
 
Indicator 4: Improved responses for vulnerable families 

 capacity building activities 

 greater understanding of vulnerability 

 impacts for families: 
o advocacy 
o negotiating difficulties 
o support for parents 
o accessing educational pathways 

 Program Coordinator role 

 access to health services 

 families experiencing significant disadvantage are hardest to engage 
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Short-term outcomes: What activity has occurred over the life of the Stepping Stones project to help reach its 
objectives? 
 
Indicator 1: Glenelg Transition Protocol successfully implemented 

 Steering Group: 
o membership 
o unbiased 
o conduits for information 
o strategic direction 
o inconsistent administration 
o documentation protocols 

 Transition Protocol: 
o timeline 
o universal sign off 

 
Indicator 2: Improved capacity of the Early Childhood and Primary Education sectors 

 Kinder Foundation Networks: 
o value 
o evolution 

 school supports: 
o liaison between families and schools 

 professional development: 
o inter-sectoral relationships 
o shared understandings, values, language 
o importance of kinder 
o visit each other’s workplaces 
o information sharing 

 
Indicator 3: Greater recognition of the needs of vulnerable families 

 individualised support 

 parent and child capabilities 

 liaison role 

 perceived independence of Program Coordinator 

 trust prior to engagement 

 communication tools 
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Process measures: What worked, what didn’t, what helped, what hindered? 
 
Indicator 1: Inputs delivered as planned 

 resourcing 
o timing and consistency of funding 
o amount of funding 
o in-kind contributions 

 Program Coordinator role: 
o tenure 
o time pressures 
o individual attributes and skills 
o dual role (auspice) 
o existing networks 

 staff turnover 

 evaluation 
o action learning model 
o influencing practice 
o commitment to listening 

Indicator 2: Participation 

 local focus of program 

 local systems 

 successful collaboration 

 attitude of Program Coordinator 

 policy and attitudes of State Government department/s 

 additional early years funding through Department of Education 
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Appendix 3: Stepping Stones to School Case Studies (2018) 
All completed by the Program Coordinator, and included ‘as-is’, with no amendments.  
 
Case Study 1      Valuing the kindergarten teacher’s recommendation for a 2nd year of kindergarten                               

Background 

A four-year-old child (boy) attended kindergarten 15hours a week. Younger half sibling attends childcare. The single 
mother works when the children attend kindergarten and child care. The boy is in a shared care arrangement with his 
mother and father.  He is in his father’s care one night a week and every 2nd weekend. Parents have significantly 
different parenting styles.  His mother has stated the she has ADHD. 

Issues that arose  

At kindergarten, the child doesn’t like taking direction from kindergarten staff, struggled to engage appropriately with 
other children in play and was reluctant to participant in group sessions. At times, the child carried around the stick 
and tried to enter play with others but was rejected.  The kindergarten staff had conversations with the parents 
about strategies, but nothing had improved within the kindergarten setting. 
Both parents want the child to attend school in 2019. The kindergarten teacher recommended that the child have a 
2nd year at kindergarten to develop his concertation, listening, social, and emotional skills even though he was 
academically ready. The parents had enrolled the child into a school.  

Solution  

The family was referred to the Stepping Stones to School program by the kindergarten teacher in June where the 
facilitator visited the child in both parent’s homes.   
Fortnightly home visits were provided from June to October where parent /child interactions were observed, and 
activities were planned to support child and parental skills for readiness for school. 
Within the home environment, the child had a short concentration, completed activities directed by his mother but 
often became easily frustrated and run out of the room. The mother often over directed and over talked to the child 
throughout the sessions. The child appeared to unaware of other’s people’s feelings and needs, this was also 
observed the kindergarten environment.   
Only a few visits were completed in the father’s home as he was shifting house. The child appeared to be more 
relaxed in his father’s home, listening and follows instructions, but still had a short concentration span and sought 
constant attention.  
The SSS facilitator discussed and provided information on parenting styles for both parents to consider and how this 
could impact on the child’s learning and wellbeing.  
The mother was encouraged to reflect on her own style of communication and to consider changes to support the 
child‘s way of communicating and involvement in activities at kindergarten.  
The facilitator modelled social play experiences with the child and provided resources and strategies for the parents 
enhance their relationship with their child to develop his social skills.  
The SSS facilitator liaised with the kindergarten staff on how they could support the child’s with skills to engage with 
other children and participate in group sessions.  
 Meetings were held in September with the parents, kindergarten teacher and the SSS facilitator to discuss progress. 
The kindergarten teacher still recommended a 2nd year at kindergarten and in that time the child can develop 
leadership skills and confident in how to engage with others, manage emotions and positively engage with peers.  
The child also attended behaviourist through the paediatricians and was diagnosed with ADHD but no medication was 
required.  

Result  

It took some time for both parents to agree that the child would have a 2nd year of kindergarten. They are still not 
completely happy with the outcome, but want their child to be a confident, social engaged leader which was 
promoted by the Stepping Stones to School facilitator,   
Parents more aware of their own communication impact and are willingness to try different strategies.   
The mother was referred to the Maternal and Health ‘Small Talk’ program to further support reflective parenting with 
the both children.  
Kindergarten teachers are more empowered in giving advice to parents and suggesting strategies to support 
children’s learning in the home.  
Future recommendations  
For kindergarten staff to refer children / families to the Stepping Stones to school program earlier in the year  
(end of term 1) for further support  
For kinder staff to suggest strategies to parents early in the year of what they can do in the home environment to 
support their child’s readiness for school and enhances the work of the kindergarten.  
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Case Study 2     Child within a 3-year-old kindergarten program – Limited speech                                   

Background 

A child attended a 3-year-old kindergarten program, one day a week with very limited to no speech.  
The child is from a two-parent family with a younger sibling of 2 years.  
The mother was not confident in her own parenting and had a domineering mother herself which impacted on her 
confidence in parenting. The father was unemployed and sought work.  

Issues that arose  

Within the kindergarten program, the child played in isolation. The kindergarten staff are unable to direct him to 
activities other than what he was interested in.  
The kindergarten referred the child to the Stepping Stones to school program to help support his language and play 
skills. He had been referred to speech therapy in the past, but attendance had been inconsistent.  

Solution  

Fortnightly SSS home visits were provided.  
Through observations, the mother over-talked and over directed both children with little opportunity for the children to 
respond. Watching television was a major part of the day for the family. 
Within the home visits, parents were provided with strategies/activities in how to support the child’s language 
development. 
 This included allowing time for the child to respond in play and everyday experiences and supporting the mother to 
reflect on her responses in communicating with her child/ren.   This was challenging but achievable as the parent was 
wanting to change her practice based her own negative childhood. With regular visits by the SSS facilitator, the mother 
could see a change in her practice that was beginning to help support her older child’s speech.    
The parents were consciously more aware of what of changes they could make to enhance their 4-year-old child’s 
speech and social interactions in the home. 
The Stepping Stones to school facilitator worked closely with the speech therapist to encourage the parent to engage in 
speech sessions again and both parents to attend a 123 Magic course in guiding children’s behaviour. 

Result  

The mother has increased her capacity to support the 4year old’s language development and is confident to discuss 
issues with the kindergarten staff and allied health services. The Stepping Stones to School program will continue to 
support the child and family in 2019 through home visits and connection with services.  

 
 
 
 
Case Study 3 Service delivery – A kindergarten development a strong working relationship with Portland Bay school                                      

Background 

A kindergarten had 3 children with additional needs that would possibly attend the Portland Bay school -Disability 
school  

Issues that arose  

The kindergarten teacher encouraged the families to consider Portland Bay school in 2ndterm. The teacher and the 
principal collaboratively organised families to visit to the school and for the foundation teacher to visit the kindergarten. 
Some families were hesitated as they didn’t want their child to be labelled, as two of the children only had mild 
disabilities.  

Solution  

Two of these families were referred to the Stepping Stones to school program.  
Home visits were completed with one family to develop the child’s skills and encourage the parent to engage with the 
child in play and reading books. During the visits, discussions were had about services to support the child and options 
for schools were discussed.  
The other left family the enrolment to late November as the parent was uncertain of which school to choose. Through 
conversation with the SSS facilitator and the kinder teacher, the parent made a choice to send the child to the school. In 
completing a late enrolment, it made it difficult to gather document for support for the school. The SSS facilitator 
support the families, school to gather the information required and had many conversations to support the parent in 
making the decision.  

Result  

The parent was at ease in sending the child to the school and had worked through issues with the SSS facilitator, and 
developed a connection with the principal and the teachers prior to the child commencing school.   
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Case Study 4 Service Delivery – Large number of young 4 year old children having a 2nd year at kindergarten  

Background 

A local kindergarten has 11 children that have been recommended to have a 2nd year of kindergarten by the 
kindergarten teacher. A number of these children are young but still qualify to attend school even though they are not 
developmentally ready.  

Issues that arose  

These children weren’t ready for school the following year even though parents insisted that their children will be 
attending school.  
If these children had a 2nd year at the kinder it causes problems as there are less positions for the children to enrol the 
following year.  
Some parents wanted their children to attend kinder due to work commitments and convenience, not looking at 
whether child is ready for kinder. 
Some parents want their children to attend with friends even though they are not ready for kindergarten 
 Some children were developmentally not ready for kinder as well.  
 If concerns arose about a child development, kinder staff are not equipped to have challenging conversation early 
enough, first few weeks of term 1. 
Children have development delays and have not been assessed prior to kinder. It is then the kinder teacher’s role to try 
and encourage parent to address their child’s needs, making it difficult to access services before the child goes to school   

Outcome  

Discussions were had between the SSS facilitator and the management of the kindergarten about enrolment procedures 
on how placements are determined.  
The kindergarten management look at each child’s age strongly encourage families to wait to the following year if the 
child’s is turning 5 year’s old in the early months of the foundation year at school.  
It was noted the kindergarten teachers and management do not see the child prior to child commencing their first day at 
kindergarten. There may be an orientation day at the end of year, but then it is too late to make changes if the child is 
not ready for kindergarten.   
 
Early discussions / procedures were made between the SSS facilitator and the kindergarten manager on enrolment 
processes especially  and how this would be handle to avoid a 2nd year of kindergarten  when expression of interests are 
based on paper work only to enrol a child at kindergarten. 
It would be ideal that kindergarten services consider developing a type of assessment on readiness for kindergarten 
prior to any enrolment at a kindergarten.  
It would be ideal if the Department of Education could: 

 Review the cut-off date and change it to 30th December.   

 Develop promotional material on readiness for kindergarten and promote the value of kindergarten teacher’s 
recommendations on readiness of kindergarten and school  

Result  

Of the 9 children recommended by the kindergarten teacher to have second year at kindergarten, 2 children 
commencing school in 2019 and 5 children are completing a 2nd year of kindergarten at the same service, one child is 
attending at another kindergarten and one child missed out on a kindergarten place and is on the waiting list.   
The manager of the kindergartens is more aware of the issues of accepting enrolments of children turning 4 years old 
between January – April and will have more assertive conversations with future families about kinder and school  
readiness.   
 

 
 


