NS

Royal Far West

Evaluation of Schools
and Early Years Services

Summary
February 2025




Introduction

Children in rural and remote communities are at a greater
risk of developmental vulnerabilities due to limited access
to essential health services. Data shows that children living
in very remote areas are up to twice as likely to start school
developmentally vulnerable compared to their urban
peers, with 190,000 children identified by Royal Far West
(RFW) in remote areas as being at risk.

The evidence is irrefutable: where you live matters, and it's critical that we

ensure every child, regardless of their location, receives the services and care
they need.

An independent evaluation of RFW's Schools and Early Years Service, by
dandolopartners, highlights that early support for children and their families
can set them up for long-term success - enhancing learning and social
connectedness, supporting resilience and improving wellbeing. However, it
also reveals the significant challenges many children and families in rural and
remote Australia face, including limited access to critical services.

About Royal Far West

Royal Far West is a specialist child development service providing
vital supports to improve the health and wellbeing of country
children. Throughout Royal Far West's 100-year history its mission has
remained unchanged. Its bold ambition is to ensure every country
child has access to the services they need to support their early
development and enrich their lives.

Telephone:
+61 2 8966 8500

Free call:
1800 500 061

www.royalfarwest.org.au
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Overview

The Schools and Early Years (S&EY) Service demonstrates RFW’s commitment to
addressing critical shortages in allied health services for children in regional and remote
areas. Initial funding of $19.7 million was provided by the Australian Government in 2019.
The service delivers tailored therapies, professional development for educators, and
support for families via telehealth and in-community visits.

With support from the Department of Health and Aged Care, RFW commissioned
dandolopartners to undertake an independent evaluation of the service. Completed
in December 2024, the evaluation highlights that early support for children and their
families can set them up for long-term success. It also found impressive outcomes for
children, educators and parents/carers:

Impact:

O The S&EY Service has supported

< 31,806 beneficiaries
between 2020 and 2024

(against a goal of 25,000 by 2025).

Children:

Speech Pathology:

88%
of children met or exceeded their primary therapy
goals.

Occupational Therapy:

88%

of children achieved their main therapy objectives.

Psychology:

90%

of children met or exceeded their therapeutic goals.

The S&EY Service is having the intended impact
for children across the three key disciplines it
offers. Achieving these goals has led to measurable
improvements in confidence, social interactions,
classroom engagement and participation in
community activities like sports and arts.

(0]
€ 0 0 o Increased classroom participation
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“[The clinician] built a beautiful
relationship of trust with my son. She
was very responsive and versatile to
be able to respond to and harness his
energy and would find ways to engage

him on the spot.”
Parent
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Parents and educators:

High Satisfaction Levels:

90%

of parents and educators rated the program positively,
citing the quality of the therapy and the supportive
resources provided.

Educator Support:

1%

of educators reported gaining skills and confidence to
better support children with additional needs in their
classrooms.

Parents:

88%
reported feeling more capable of supporting their child’s

development, with many noting reduced stress and
improved family wellbeing as a result of the program.

“The resources RFW provides have
been invaluable for parents and
educators.”

Educator

Educator:

As a result of the S&EY Service, educators gained
knowledge and skills to support children with
additional needs. This has had positive flow on
effects for educators including:

Increased overall wellbeing and job
satisfaction

%QF; Increased overall holistic understanding
k S

of students
K 07\
eﬁQ\rgw_) Increased capacity of the broader
vy teaching community

“They helped those students that
were neurodiverse to understand
how to requlate their emotions.
This had a flow on effect - less
disruptions in the classroom,
and improved outcomes. The
teachers are more content and
happy because the students are

b))
engaged.
Principal, NSW Public School

Parent and carer:

As a result of the S&EY Service, parents and
carers developed skills and strategies to help
them support their child. This has had positive
flow on effects for parent, carers and families
including:

O Feeling empowered to support the needs
Q‘*} of their child

@ Improved parent and carer mental health

@8@% Improved family wellbeing

“Everything about the service is
productive, but for the parents
and our location it is invaluable.
If parents had to take their
children to a service it is at least
a 4 hour return trip, this is a day
off school for our children once
a week, impacting further on
learning. With RFW they are out
of class for only 45min a week.”

Educator, Wilcannia Forbes Diocese
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The ongoing need:

The S&EY Service is designed to combat
significant challenges faced by children in
rural and remote areas, where access to allied
health services is limited due to geographic
isolation and workforce shortages. These
issues contribute to delays in intervention,
which can lead to worsening developmental
and academic outcomes, as well as increased
health issues.

While the program served 126 schools and early childhood
education centres (ECECs), this represents only 3% of eligible

schools and 1% of eligible ECECs in regional and remote areas.

A further 37 schools remain on the waiting list, reflecting the
unmet demand for these essential services.

Program:

The S&EY Service offers a multi-tiered service delivery model
that adapts to the diverse needs of children, families, and
educators while addressing these barriers to access.

At the time of the evaluation, the service employs 35
clinicians, including 18 speech pathologists, 11 occupational
therapists, 5 psychologists, and 1 social worker.

Teams are organised regionally and led by multidisciplinary
team leaders who oversee delivery and ensure effective
collaboration.

Delivery:

In-Community Visits:

Y In-community visits provide opportunities for
0 o clinicians to conduct detailed assessments,
o observe children in familiar settings, and

i collaborate with educators and families.

Individual Therapy:

0 (2 Ongoing weekly support via telehealth that
”’O["_‘] provides assessment and therapy to support
~
children with their developmental health
Targeted Group Therapy:
0 Weekly telehealth therapy groups for
)

o” ‘o children tosupport development. Educator
~—0 7 consultations to provide support an educator
with groups of children.

School Community Capability Building:

O O  Educator and parent workshops covering
0O O topicsto support children's development.
—===  These are delivered via telehealth or in
community visits.

Barriers to Access:

Geographical Distance:

Many families must travel long
@ distances, incurring additional

expenses a.nd disruptions to work
and schooling.

Workforce Shortages:

PN Regional areas struggle to attract
and retain qualified paediatric
specialists, resulting in lengthy
waitlists.

Financial Burden:

&  For many families, accessing
(\5/ private allied health services is
cost-prohibitive.

Speech
Pathologists

0
%) Multi-
disciplinary

Occupational Team
Therapists Leader

©

Psychologists

Initial contact
with RFW

$

Contract
negotiation

J

In-community
visits / observation

Therapy / Group Capability

Comprehensive therapy building
Assessment

—

Intake and planning
meetings
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Children’'s health,

country wide
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https://www.facebook.com/RoyalFarWest/
https://www.instagram.com/royalfarwest/
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