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Better Learning Better Lives

pilot evaluation summary

During 2023, Royal Far West (RFW) piloted an innovative early intervention program
across five rural and remote schools, funded by the Australian Government
Department of Education through the Emerging Priorities Program. An evaluation of
the pilot found it improved students’ learning, engagement and mental health and
wellbeing. The program also greatly assisted teachers and families to better identify
and address the diverse needs of students with developmental challenges.

The pilot provided much needed access to
allied health services for schools that would
not otherwise have been available in such rural
and remote locations. It took an innovative
and flexible community-led approach with

the needs of educators, students and parents
addressed through a suite of various allied health
interventions including individual assessment
and teletherapy, therapeutic group work for
children, professional development workshops
for educators; and parent workshops.

Schools worked with the RFW team to identify
goals that reflected where they most needed
support. They could choose a combination of
service options that best addressed the needs of
students, teachers and families holistically, with
the result being a more supportive and effective
educational environment.

The mix of in-community and telehealth was
effective. Professional development provided
strategies that classroom educators could apply
practically in their classrooms, which made a
difference to the whole class and improved many
aspects of mental health and wellbeing.

“We had students at the
beginning of the year who

really struggled with emotional
regulation — outbursts, sometimes
violent, running away. Through
supporting teachers with different
strategies and resources, some
[students] haven’t had an
outburst in several months.”

Principal

Pilot schools:

Clermont State School @

Our Lady of the Sacred Heart, Springsure @

Trundle Central School @
Middleton Public School ®

@ Rainbow P-12 College

560

children benefitted from the program

20%
identified as Aboriginal or Torres
Strait Islander

80

o)
“ H children received a clinical
| assessment and/or weekly teletherapy

13 2
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89

0
< teachers, principals and teachers’
~~—~~ aides participated in professional
development workshops

8 parents/caregivers participated in

group workshops and individual
consultations

: in-community visits were conducted
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The need

All school principals involved in the pilot said their school had participated because

of the significant unmet need for allied health services in regional and remote areas.
The barriers to accessing services included isolation and physical access, long waitlists,
financial limitations, and parents/carers requiring more support to understand their
child’'s needs and how these can be met. All schools recognised the importance

of allied health services for their students - including the importance of early
intervention in the case of undiagnosed disability, and the need to address challenges
as essential to supporting learning outcomes.

“We participated not because Some examples of challenges for

we wanted our students to have which students received support
. . included:

anything extra. We just wanted

difficulties with commmunicating including

to have at least some Of the speech, language, literacy and social
same services. There is a massive interactions
: _ : : difficulties with social-emotional wellbeing,
service gap thlS pllOt wasa which often present as behaviour and
way to redress that.” attention challenges
Principal learning difficulties, whether diagnosed or
‘ undiagnosed (e.g. dyslexia, ADHD)

challenges with motor skills, such as pencil

‘ control and coordination.
’ .

. .
The program ® o

The program was based on a multi-tiered Response to Intervention framework, aimed
at improving children’s learning, behaviour and wellbeing, and strengthening the
supports around the child.

A multidisciplinary team worked with the school consistently throughout the year. The RFW team of psychologists,
occupational therapists and speech pathologists provided intervention targeting wellbeing and mental health,
language and communication, and motor and self-help skills. Each school received two weeklong visits by the
multidisciplinary team and all other regular services were delivered via telehealth. Each school was allocated a
RFW lead clinician to manage day-to-day communication and clinical planning. Schools worked with the RFW lead
clinician to select from a menu of options, including:

assessment and therapy for individual students
targeted group work with children and parents
teacher and whole-of-school professional development.

Parents interacted with the program though a range of services including attending workshops, such as Tuning into
Kids®. Parents also engaged in their children’s assessments and therapy, where they were able to provide input, ask
guestions, and learn strategies and approaches to support their children’s progress.
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Overall impact
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37%

of children achieved or exceeded the goals they
had been set.

SDQ measures

In addition, there appeared to be improvement Emotional symptoms
in children’'s mental health and wellbeing, with
less difficulties and more pro-social behavior after
the program than prior to it, as measured by the

Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ).

Conduct problems

Hyperactivit
80% yp A

of parents strongly agreed they felt more

confident supporting their child with their learning Peer relationship
and development overall and asking for what problems

their child needs following teletherapy sessions.
The vast majority said their child’s problems were
better and more than half of parents said they
were much better since receiving the service.

Pro-social behaviours

Teachers

said they most valued having specific strategies
for different students that they could take back to
their class and use on a wider level.

The outcomes of the pilot demonstrate the effectiveness

of a combination of therapy delivered directly to children,
parent support and professional learning for educators, all
delivered by allied health professionals. It also demonstrates
the effectiveness of a hybrid in-person/telehealth delivery
model for children, families and schools in areas where
access to services is limited or not available. The schools
involved in the pilot reported a more positive learning
environment with higher student engagement and
motivation.

The program successfully delivered:

1. improved learning, engagement, mental health and
wellbeing outcomes for children

2. improved skills and knowledge, as well as wellbeing and
confidence, amongst educators

3. better functioning classrooms and a whole of school
impact

4. improved understanding for families about their child’s
strengths and developmental needs

5. new funding pathways for families and schools due to
delivery of assessments and diagnoses

6. areduction in behavioural issues as teachers have
improved understanding of the diverse needs of their
students, and are better equipped with strategies to
support them.
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Outcomes for children

Children benefited because their engagement with school learning improved, as did
their resilience, emotional regulation and wellbeing. Educators developed greater
skills, knowledge and capacity to support children’'s emotional regulation and
behaviour, and parents/carers improved their capacity to understand and support
their children.

The evaluation found:

of educators strongly agreed or agreed
children’s engagement in learning had
improved

of educators strongly agreed or agreed
the strategies and skills they had learnt in
professional development had improved
children’s learning experience

Parent

Children were invited to provide feedback on their
experiences of the therapy delivered by telehealth:

0D 2%
D

of parents/carers of children who received
teletherapy said that since receiving the service
the children’s problems were better overall

of children felt always listened to

of goals set by the clinician in consultation with

the family were met. 83%
enjoyed the sessions a lot

< 02 83%
ﬁ\ ,/\_ﬁ learned several or many ways to

help themselves.
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Outcomes for teachers

Educators said the assessments and diagnosis helped pinpoint specific areas to
target; teletherapy meant individual students had the support they needed and could
engage better in learning, and professional development provided practical strategies
that improved the children’s learning environment.
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97%

of educators said they were more confident
supporting the children they work with

Over 85%

strongly agreed or agreed that they had learnt
new strategies and skills, and had implemented
these strategies and skills, which had improved
classroom learning

82%

said the program had helped them support the
children in their school a great deal.

“The service reduced the
enormous service gap
between city and country that
is entrenched in Australia.
Unfortunately, we have not
had a counsellor permanently
at this school for eight

years. There are no other
professional services besides
a three day per week GP, so
having help readily at hand
was important.”

Principal

royalfarwest.org.au



Outcomes for families

Families benefited from greater involvement in their children’s education, which
fostered a more collaborative approach to learning. The pilot also provided provided
access to valuable resources and information on child development and education
strategies for families. Parent-child relationships were strengthened through
participation in family-centred activities and workshops and parents/caregivers
reported increased confidence in supporting their child’'s academic and social-

emotional development.

0
<zl 80%
00 of parents/carers strongly agreed they had

a better understanding of how their child
interacts with the school environment

0 0
2.0 90%
of parents/carers agreed or strongly agreed

they were more confident supporting their
children because of the learning in the
workshop

88%
8 of educators said the program had helped

parents and carers

~Q  91%

of parents were very satisfied with the 1:1
therapy provided through teletherapy.

“This service is extremely
valuable and essential for
country remote kids who
would normally have to travel
distances to be assessed. .... It
is a vital service and has been
much appreciated.”

Parent

“It has been a great service
via the school that has filled

a huge gap while I navigate
NDIS and accessing services in
a remote area.”

Parent
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Case study

The East family* live in a rural area with their
three children, Mitchell (8), Ellie (10) and Grace
(6). The family has moved around a lot because
of changing work situations for both parents.
Mitchell was diagnosed with autism at a young
age but was not receiving services, and Ellie,
was having difficulty regulating her emotions.

As part of the pilot, both children received individualised services
— Mitchell received speech therapy and Ellie completed a formal
assessment and received a diagnosis of ADHD. Their parents
also attended information sessions on autism and ADHD as part
of the program. Their mother Kate said the pilot had been very
impactful for the family through the speech therapy sessions for
Mitchell and the assessment and diagnosis for Ellie.

The program had effectively “closed the loop” between the family,
service and the school and improved collaboration on achieving
the best education and wellbeing outcomes for the children.

*To ensure privacy and confidentiality for our client families, our stories are
representative in nature and real names or images are not used.

Contributing success
factors

There were several factors which contributed to the success
of the pilot. These include:

In-person visits to schools focused on understanding
community and school context, building rapport,
understanding strengths and needs and establishing goals
for each school.

Response to Intervention (RTI) Framework, an evidence-
based multi-tier framework that allocates an appropriate
level of intervention based on need, and is demonstrated
to use limited resources to maximise outcomes.

The multidisciplinary team involved in the design and
delivery of the pilot included team members with a
range of expertise including service design, community
development, stakeholder engagement, project
management and paediatrics.

A lead clinician was allocated to each school ensuring
access to highly skilled clinical expertise to support
decision-making, responsive service planning and delivery,
and smooth communication.

Critical to the success of the pilot were our valuable
and collaborative partnerships with local stakeholders:

» Wimmera By Five in VIC
» Rockhampton Catholic Diocese in QLD
» Project Sprouts in Parkes NSW

Evaluation
methodology

The evaluation includes analysis of RFW's
clinical and survey outcomes data as well

as reports of interviews with Principals and
two family case studies. Interviews and case
studies were provided by consultancy firm
Dandolo Partners. Clinical tools' included the
Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ)
and Goal Attainment Scaling while survey
data included client and stakeholder impact
and experience surveys.

1 Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire — a mental health
assessment tool, for children in therapy.

Goal Attainment Scaling — a widely used measurement
tool that sets SMART Goals in areas of priority for the child’s
family

* Survey participation rates are provided in the full report.

FULL
REPORT
AVAILABLE
HERE
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About Royal Far West

Royal Far West is a specialist child development service, supporting the health and
wellbeing of country children. Established in 1924, RFW has filled gaps in health
services for children for 100 years.

Today we operate three services:

1. Child and Family Services that provide
paediatric multidisciplinary assessment,
treatment and connecting to care for
children with complex developmental
needs in NSW.

2. Community Recovery Services that provide
psychosocial and multidisciplinary therapy
services into schools and pre-schools that
have been impacted by disasters across
NSW and QLD.

3. Schools and Early Years Services that
provide professional development for
teachers on trauma and regulation, one
to one therapy and groups for children to
improve their learning and life outcomes,
support for families to build their skills and
capacity to support their child.

NS

Royal Far West
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Children’'s health,

country wide
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