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Terms of Reference 
 
 
For the purpose of performing its statutory functions under the Commission for Children and 

Young People Act 1998 in relation to the Commission, the Committee is to inquire into and 

report on children and young people aged 9-14 years in New South Wales, and in particular: 

 

1. the needs of children and young people in the middle years i.e. between about nine 

and fourteen years of age; 

 

2. the extent to which the needs of children and young people in the middle years vary 

according to age, gender and level of disadvantage; 

 

3. the activities, services and support which provide opportunities for children and young 

people in the middle years to develop resilience; 

 

4. the extent to which changing workplace practices have impacted on children and 

young people in the middle years, including possible changes to workplace practices 

which have the potential to benefit children and young people in the middle years; 

and 

 

5. any other matter considered relevant to the inquiry by the Committee.
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Chair’s Foreword 
On the cusp between the presumption of innocence accorded to young children, and the 
negative and fearful assumptions that increasingly attach to adolescents, there is little 
coherence to the legislative, policy or media responses to this age group. For example, we 
are collectively shocked by the commercial pressures they face, but scathing when those 
pressures lead to behaviour we disapprove of. We have reduced the choices available at 
school during middle childhood, yet treat 10 year olds as criminally responsible. We fear for 
children’s safety and limit their freedom to explore and play, yet are horrified at their obesity 
and use of computer games.1  

This telling quote from a recent report of Action for Children in the United Kingdom neatly 
encapsulates the dilemma in dealing with children in the age group 9-14 years, the ‘missing 
middle’ who are the subject of this Report of the Committee on Children and Young People. 
At this developmental fork in the road, children and young people can acquire the resilience 
– that ability to bounce back from adversity – which sets them on the path to confident 
adulthood; or they can be overwhelmed by the processes of biological, emotional and social 
change which they encounter. In deciding how we as parents, teachers, community 
members and policy makers respond to the needs of children and young people, we play a 
pivotal role in setting them on one path or the other. 
 
The Committee has repeatedly heard that the best response to the missing middle is 
connectedness. The over-arching theme of the evidence and research in this field is 
ensuring that 9-14 year olds remain connected to their families and peers, engaged with 
their schools, and participants in their communities. The Committee also heard that to do so 
successfully requires a nuanced approach which sees children and young people both as 
individuals with burgeoning independence, and as part of a family, or wider community 
group, with a need for belonging. 
 
The Inquiry’s broad Terms of Reference enabled the Committee to examine and make 
recommendations on all aspects of the needs of children and young people aged 9-14. 
These included education, health issues, alcohol and drug abuse, technology, employment 
and homelessness. However, one issue raised in evidence which is not addressed in the 
Report is the effect of the built environment upon children and young people. This is 
because the NSW Commission on Children and Young People recently released its 
response to the Committee’s 2006 Inquiry into Children, Young People and the Built 
Environment, and the Committee has resolved to undertake a follow-up Inquiry into this 
important issue. 
 
The Committee’s response to the issues in evidence can be encapsulated by stressing to 
professionals, service providers, and Government agencies that the needs of children in the 
middle years are best met by a coordinated approach which sees issues or problems not in 
isolation, but as part of a developing whole, as 9-14 year olds move from childhood into 
young adulthood. To support this approach, funding for relevant programs should not be 
haphazard, with pilot programs that are not rolled out more widely. Instead, the Committee 
considers that a Government funding stream should be allocated specifically to provide 
services and programs for 9-14 year olds and their families.  
 

                                            
1 Action for Children. 2009. Stuck in the middle: the importance of supporting six to 13 year olds, p 15. 
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Rather than simply make aspirational recommendations, the Committee has devised 
practical responses to the issues in evidence. Fortunately in New South Wales, we have an 
excellent means of advocating for these practical changes – the Commission for Children 
and Young People. Accordingly, the Report places the Commission squarely at the centre of 
ensuring that the links in the chain of connectedness remain strong. 
 
I would like to take this opportunity to thank my predecessor as Chair, Hon Carmel Tebbutt 
MP, for her foresight in bringing the attention of the Committee to this important and under-
researched area. I would also like to thank the current and former Members of the 
Committee during the 54th Parliament for their commitment to this long and wide-ranging 
Inquiry process. 
 
Many organisations and individuals took the time and effort to make submissions to the 
Inquiry. Without their vital input, this Report would never have come to fruition. The 
Committee owes a particular debt of gratitude to Professor Anne Graham, Director of the 
Centre for Children and Young People at Southern Cross University. Professor Graham’s 
expertise in the social and emotional wellbeing of children and young people, and their 
participation and engagement in school and community, was of invaluable assistance to the 
Committee in finalising its Report. 
 
The evidence to the Inquiry identified an ongoing need to genuinely consult with children 
and young people about their needs when developing relevant policies and services. On 
behalf of Committee Members, I especially would like to pay tribute to the many children and 
young people who gave evidence to the Committee; Members were genuinely impressed 
with the maturity, honesty and thoughtfulness with which they addressed the Inquiry’s Terms 
of Reference, and were greatly encouraged by the idea of these children and young people 
as the future leaders of New South Wales. The Committee hopes that they will see in the 
Report that the Committee has genuinely striven to take their views into account. 
 
Finally, I would like to stress that it has been the aim of the Committee to find out what 
works, and what might work better, to meet the needs of children and young people aged 9-
14 in New South Wales. In pointing out areas where we as a community can do better, the 
Committee would be loath for readers of the Report to conclude that there is not already an 
enormous amount of excellent work being done in homes, classrooms and youth centres 
across the State. In conducting the Inquiry, Committee Members have been repeatedly 
impressed by the extraordinary hard work and unstinting dedication of parents, carers, 
teachers, and all those working in this field, and hope that the Report and its 
recommendations will assist them in this vital work. 

 
Robert Coombs MP 
Chair 
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Executive Summary 
 
The middle years, which may be defined as the years between 9 and 14, is a time of 
significant physical, social, emotional and psychological change. It is a critical transition 
period with children moving from primary to secondary school. It is also a time when peers 
assume greater significance in the lives of children and young people. Increased autonomy 
and responsibility mean that children and young people in this age group begin to spend 
more time without the supervision of adults, assume greater levels of family responsibility 
and may also commence employment for the first time. 
 
As the years between the ages of 9 and 14 are crucial to physical, social and emotional 
development, they provide a key opportunity for positive intervention to help children and 
young people reach their full potential. Identifying and responding to early warning signs can 
help prevent children in this age group from becoming more vulnerable and make a 
significant difference to their current and future lives. Research indicates that intervening in 
the middle years can be effective, and that this period of major transition and heightened 
risk can be a key turning point for children and young people. 
 
While in recent years there has been an increased emphasis on providing services and 
conducting research about children 0-8 years, children and young people in the middle 
years have been largely overlooked. Evidence to the Inquiry identified gaps in services 
across a wide range of areas critical to the education, health and welfare of this age group, 
and has identified a number of promising programs. 
 
Many programs and approaches that have the potential to impact on the health, wellbeing 
and resilience of children and young people in the middle years are discussed in this Report. 
Of particular interest to the Committee are those programs that are likely to impact on 
multiple outcomes for this age group. For instance, well-designed sport and recreational 
activities conducted outside of school hours can assist in the social, emotional and skills 
development of 9-14 year olds; reduce the risks associated with lack of adult supervision; 
contribute to improved health and wellbeing; and in some circumstances support 
parents/carers to participate in the workforce. 
  
Indeed, the Committee has found that in many cases programs may be relevant to the work 
of more than one NSW Government Department and has recommended a cross-
government approach to the planning and implementation of such programs. Therefore, the 
development of a whole-of-government plan for children and young people from 0-18 years 
is a key recommendation of the Committee. The plan would identify a small number of 
significant programs/approaches with the potential to impact on multiple outcomes for 
different age groups (such as 0-8 years, 9-14 years). It would include a focus on early 
intervention, as well as on programs for disadvantaged children and young people.  
 
The Committee considers that funding for programs for this age group should not be 
piecemeal. Instead, a funding stream to provide services and programs for 9-14 year olds 
should be recognised as essential for the support of children and families. This would allow 
for the development of services for the 9-14 age group identified as priorities in the whole-of-
government plan, and would support the implementation of a number of other 
recommendations in this Report.  
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Research indicates that the participation of children and young people is likely to contribute 
to better decision-making about policies and programs. The Committee found that the input 
provided by children and young people throughout its Inquiry was both inspiring and 
informed. A more systematic approach, by all levels of government, to involve children and 
young people in decision-making that may affect their lives, is needed. To this end, the 
Committee has recommended that the NSW Commission for Children and Young People 
work with relevant NSW Government Departments to develop plans to increase the genuine 
participation of children and young people in New South Wales. 
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and the NSW Board of Studies about incorporating career guidance and financial literacy 
into the curriculum for all Year 7 and 8 students. 

RECOMMENDATION 44: The Committee recommends that, pursuant to s 11(d) of the 
Commission for Children and Young People Act 1998, the Commissioner for Children and 
Young People consult with the Minister for Education and Training about providing 
additional careers advisors in schools and expanding the provision of career advice to 
students in Years 7 and 8. 

RECOMMENDATION 45: The Committee recommends that, pursuant to s 11(d) of the 
Commission for Children and Young People Act 1998, the Commissioner for Children and 
Young People consult with the Minister for Education and Training about implementing 
targeted evidence-based resilience programs. 

RECOMMENDATION 46: The Committee recommends that, pursuant to s 11(d) of the 
Commission for Children and Young People Act 1998, the Commissioner for Children and 
Young People consult with the Minister for Education and Training about monitoring 
compliance with its Good Practice Guide to ensure the appropriate implementation of its 
Suspension and Expulsion of School Students – Procedures. 

RECOMMENDATION 47: The Committee recommends that, pursuant to s 11(d) of the 
Commission for Children and Young People Act 1998, the Commissioner for Children and 
Young People consult with the Minister for Education and Training about identifying best 
practice models with respect to reducing suspensions and improving outcomes for 
suspended students. 
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RECOMMENDATION 48: The Committee recommends that the Minister for Education and 
Training conduct a review of the provision of school counselling, with a view to ensuring the 
availability of appropriate levels of school counselling services in NSW public schools.  

The Committee further recommends that the Commissioner for Children and Young People 
be consulted about the provision of school counselling. 

RECOMMENDATION 49: The Committee recommends that, pursuant to s 11(d) of the 
Commission for Children and Young People Act 1998, the Commissioner for Children and 
Young People consult with the Minister for Education and Training about expanding the 
Schools as Community Centres program to include late primary students in disadvantaged 
schools, and trialling and evaluating the program in high schools. 

RECOMMENDATION 50: The Committee recommends that the Department of Education 
and Training develop an overarching strategy to support public schools to further implement 
and evaluate school-community partnerships in all disadvantaged areas in New South 
Wales. 

RECOMMENDATION 51: The Committee recommends that the Occupation Health and 
Safety Act 1990 be amended to include specific reference to children’s safety in the 
workplace and that a Code of Practice be developed and implemented. 

RECOMMENDATION 52: The Committee recommends that the NSW Commission for 
Children and Young People liaise with the NSW Board Of Studies about including workplace 
and employment education in the Personal Development, Health and Physical Education 
syllabus for Year 7 students. 

RECOMMENDATION 53: The Committee recommends that the NSW Commission for 
Children and Young People liaise with the NSW Board Of Studies about including 
information about ‘light work’ and/or odd jobs and employment-related matters such as 
safety and conditions at work in the Personal Development, Health and Physical Education 
syllabus for Years 5 and 6. 

RECOMMENDATION 54: The Committee recommends that the Department of Premier and 
Cabinet, in its review of the State Plan, consult with the Commission for Children and Young 
People to ensure participation by young people is explicitly acknowledged in the State Plan 
and embedded in the policy development process. 

RECOMMENDATION 55: The Committee recommends that the Commission for Children 
and Young People work with relevant NSW Government departments to develop individual 
plans to increase the consultation and participation of children and young people across 
these departments. 

RECOMMENDATION 56: The Committee recommends that the Commission for Children 
and Young People continue to work with local councils to increase the consultation and 
participation in council processes of children and young people, including children in the 9-
14 age group. 

RECOMMENDATION 57: The Committee recommends that the NSW Government develop 
a model of child impact statements that would be required for all decisions which may affect 
children and young people. 

RECOMMENDATION 58: The Committee recommends that the Premier, through the NSW 
Department of Premier and Cabinet, facilitate a cross-government planning process, 
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involving all relevant government departments, to develop a stronger whole-of-government 
approach to supporting the care, development and wellbeing of children and young people 
0-18 years.  

The resulting whole-of-government plan should:  

• identify priority key programs/approaches that are likely to impact on multiple 
outcomes for different age groups of children and young people;  

• have a significant focus on providing programs and services to disadvantaged 
children and young people;  

• include a focus on programs and services for children and young people in the 
middle years.  

The Committee further recommends that the Commission for Children and Young People be 
consulted on the proposed whole-of-government plan. 

RECOMMENDATION 59: The Committee recommends that the NSW Government provide 
a state-wide funding stream for programs and services for 9-14 year olds and their families 
with a major focus on those programs and services identified as a priority in a whole-of-
government plan for children and young people. 

The Committee further recommends that the Commission for Children and Young People be 
consulted on any proposed state-wide funding stream for programs and services for 9-14 
year olds. 
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Chapter One -  Introduction 
Why focus on 9 to 14 years? The year 12 students of 2016, the focus of the State Plan 
participation targets, already are in year four. They are the missing middle. Australian 
public policy has concerned itself relentlessly with the post-compulsory years of 
schooling since the early 1990s and in New South Wales since the Wyndham report of 
1957. More recently, the community has come to acknowledge the critical importance of 
the early years, nought to five. It is time to rediscover the middle years, though we might 
still argue over the definition which years are exactly the middle years.2

Background to the Inquiry  
1.1 In deciding upon the scope of this Inquiry, the Committee considered that the 9-14 

age group had generally been overlooked in terms of research, policy and evidence-
based interventions. This is despite the fact that it is undoubtedly a time of substantial 
change for children and young people, and a transition period that provides a key 
opportunity to provide interventions which will build resilience. Evidence given to the 
Inquiry identified a lack of focus on this age group, suggesting that indeed the 9-14 
year old age group is the ‘missing middle’. 

1.2 The Committee formed the view that further investigation of the needs of children and 
young people in the middle years is important, due to the gap in the research and 
interventions for this age group in New South Wales, compared with both younger 
and older age groups. In noting this, the Committee in no way wishes to detract from 
the important work being done in respect of those age groups; it would simply like to 
see the 9-14 age group being given its fair share of research and programs. 

1.3 This Chapter explains the manner in which the 9-14 age range has been defined, 
provides some statistics about this age group, and concludes with an explanation of 
the Inquiry process itself. 

Determining the age range 
1.4 The 9-14 year age range is known by a variety of terms, with a potentially confusing 

lack of consistency across disciplines. For example, in the education sector in New 
South Wales the name ‘middle years’ is generally used; but in other contexts the 
terms ‘middle childhood’, ‘late childhood’, ‘early adolescence’, ‘pre-adolescence’, 
‘pre-teens’ and ‘tweens’ may be used to describe the group.  

1.5 Moreover, the term ‘middle years’ itself may apply to different age or school year 
ranges in different jurisdictions. The NSW Department of Education and Training has 
used the following definition:  

Middle Years’ students are in Years 5-9 and are generally aged between 9 and 14 
years.3

1.6 However, as shown below, other states and territories apply different criteria: 
• in Victoria, the term 'middle years of schooling' applies to students from Years 5 to 

8;  
• in the Northern Territory, the middle years are from Year 4 to Year 9; 

                                            
2  Mr Ian Baker, Catholic Education Commission NSW, Transcript of evidence, 2 July 2008, p. 49. 
3  NSW Department of Education and Training. 2006. Our middle years learners – engaged, resilient, 

successful, p. 1. 
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• for the purposes of the Queensland School Curriculum Council’s Middle Years of 
Schooling Forum the middle years were considered to be Years 5 to 10 (typically 
students are aged 10-15 years); and 

• the draft South Australian Curriculum Standards and Accountability Framework 
defines the ‘Middle years band’ as Years 6 to 9.4 

1.7 In determining the age range for this Inquiry, the Committee took into account this 
variation in definitions, as well as other aspects, such as the fact that government-
funded children’s programs and services, like Brighter Futures and Families NSW, 
are only available for children up to the age of eight. Ultimately, the age range of 9-14 
years reflects a definition used by the NSW Department of Education and Training, 
which encompasses the vital primary to secondary school transition period. 

Children and young people 9-14 years in New South Wales  
1.8 As at June 2007, nearly one in five NSW residents were under 15 years of age, 

accounting for 19.4 per cent (1.33 million people) of the State's population.5 Of the 
533,732 children between the ages of 9-14 years living in New South Wales in 2006, 
274,100 were male and 259,632 were female.6  

1.9 The following information describes some of the characteristics of children and young 
people in New South Wales: 
• there is significant diversity in the cultural backgrounds of children in the middle 

years, with 4.1 per cent of this age group Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and 
16.6 per cent speaking a language other than English;  

• children 11-15 years made up 26 per cent (3,287) of the total number of children 
in out-of-home care in New South Wales. Twenty eight per cent of the children on 
control orders in detention were under 15 years at the time of admission, while 
50.5 per cent of children who participated in a Youth Justice Conference were 
under the age of 15;  

• the majority of NSW children in the middle years (67.3 per cent) live in major 
cities;  

• in 2003, almost 96,000 New South Wales children aged 5-14 had a reported 
disability. Of these 59,000 were males and 37,000 were females.7  

Why the need for an Inquiry into children and young people aged 9-14 
years?  
1.10 With respect to the important issue of ‘early intervention’, a 2007 NSW Department of 

Community Services literature review noted that studies examining the effectiveness 
of early intervention programs have predominantly targeted infancy and early 
childhood. It noted that “early intervention does not necessarily mean intervening 

                                            
4  Australasian Committee of Chief Executive Officers of Curriculum, Assessment and Certification 

Authorities website. 
5  Australian Bureau of Statistics. 2007. Population by age and sex, regions of Australia, 2007, 3235.0, New 

South Wales. 
6   Australian Bureau of Statistics. 2006, 2006 Census Tables: New South Wales age by sex, 20680. 
7  Submission no. 90, NSW Commission for Children and Young People, pp.2-3;  

Australian Bureau of Statistics. 2003. Disability, Ageing and Carers, Australia: Summary of findings, 
4430.0, State Tables for New South Wales. 
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early in life, but rather early in the developmental pathway, with a focus on transition 
periods, such as the transition from childhood to adolescence.”8 Accordingly, the 
literature review concluded that “it is apparent that there are many gaps in the 
research regarding early interventions for children and young people aged 8 to 14 
years”.9  

1.11 This point was repeatedly raised in the course of the Committee’s Inquiry, with at 
least thirteen submissions noting the lack of attention to the middle years. For 
example, the submission from Mosman Municipal Council included the following 
comment:  

While significant research and ensuing service development in New South Wales and 
Australia has focused in recent years on early childhood and older youth, the needs of 
children and young people in the middle ages of 9-14 years has appeared to be 
somewhat overlooked. 10

1.12 In its submission, the Commission for Children and Young People commented as 
follows:  

The middle years of childhood have attracted less attention from policy and research 
than early childhood or adolescence, perhaps because the middle years are perceived 
as a less dramatic period of development. However, the development and social 
changes that generally occur in a child’s life between 9-14 years are significant. 
Consider the difference between the abilities, interests, relationships and 
understandings of a nine year old girl in Year Four at primary school compared to those 
of a 14 year old teenage girl in Year Nine at high school.11

1.13 The NSW Department of Community Services literature review of early intervention 
strategies for children and young people 8 to 14 years identified the following areas 
as deficient in research undertaken in Australia:  
• parenting programs - especially parenting programs that have been developed to 

meet the needs of culturally and linguistically diverse groups;  
• programs to prevent violence, substance use and child sexual abuse;  
• after-school programs;  
• extracurricular activities;  
• mentoring programs;  
• community programs;  
• health promoting schools initiatives; and 

• school suspension and expulsion.12 

1.14 According to Tucci et al., there is also a dearth of Australian research that actively 
seeks the views and perspectives of children and young people: 

                                            
8  NSW Department of Community Services. 2007. Early intervention strategies for children and young 

people 8 to 14 years: literature review, prepared by L Tully, Centre for Parenting & Research, Ashfield, p. 
1. 

9  ibid., p.61. 
10  Submission no. 75, Mosman Municipal Council, p. 1. 
11  Submission no. 90, NSW Commission for Children and Young People, p. 3. 
12  NSW Department of Community Services. 2007. Early intervention strategies for children and young 

people 8 to 14 years: literature review, prepared by L Tully, Centre for Parenting & Research, Ashfield, 
pp.60-69. 
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Whilst an emerging trend internationally, little research has been undertaken in 
Australia that seeks the views of children about childhood, family life and the world in 
which they live. Children’s views are often excluded from research due to the belief that 
they are unable to provide reliable accounts of their life. Many studies have shown, 
however, that children are both competent and coherent commentators on their own 
lives and the contexts within which they live.13

1.15 It is the Committee’s opinion that it is critical to conduct further research about, and 
with, this age group, as well as to evaluate the effectiveness of different intervention 
programs. In recent years there has been a greater emphasis on evaluating 
programs for the 0-8 year olds. This needs to be replicated for the middle years age 
group, to assist in identifying which programs should be rolled out on a large scale 
across New South Wales. 

Changes that occur in this age range  
1.16 As noted earlier, one of the main reasons for focusing on the needs of children and 

young people in the middle years is that it is a time of substantial change. At least 27 
submissions to the inquiry noted that children in this age range experience significant 
changes. These range from physical maturation to social and emotional 
development. The most significant physical transformations are associated with the 
onset of puberty and include “a growth spurt, maturity of sexual organs and an 
increased production of hormones.”14 The changes associated with the beginning of 
puberty can be stressful for young adolescents, as is illustrated in a case study 
compiled by the primary school students from St Francis De Sales School:  

One day, Macy, went to the toilet. She was in there for a while so the teacher sent Lorie 
(Macy’s best friend) to go see if she was o.k. So Lorie went to see if Macy was o.k. 
When she got to the toilets she called out “Macy are you o.k.?” she heard a quiet reply 
that said “yeah I’m fine” so then Macy came out of the cubicle and said, “I just need to 
talk to the teacher.” When Macy came back to the classroom she asked if she could 
see the teacher (Miss Valentine). “Miss Valentine I have my period can I please go 
home?” Miss Valentine said “sure”. So she went home. Macy was 11 and this scared 
her because she hadn’t been told much about it. This affected Macy because she’d 
take longer in the toilet and it would be embarrassing.15

1.17 As well as the physical changes described above, recent studies in neuroscience 
have shown that the structure of the brain continues to develop throughout late 
childhood and early adolescence, a time which is perhaps the human brain’s “most 
important developmental period.”16 Other studies have demonstrated that the activity 
of brains in teenagers significantly differs from that of adult brains.17 As noted in the 
Youthsafe submission: 

Recent neuroscience research has identified that the adolescent brain is still developing 
and not fully mature until young people reach their twenties. The prefrontal cortex is a 
late maturing part of the brain responsible for reasoning, self control and making better 
judgement.18

                                            
13  Tucci, J., Mitchell, J., & Goddard, C. 2007. Children’s fears, hopes and heroes - modern childhood in 

Australia, Australian Childhood Foundation, Ringwood, Victoria, p. 8. 
14  Robinson, E. 2006. Opinions, October 2006, Association of Independent Schools of Western Australia. 
15  Submission no. 95, St Francis De Sales School, p. 9. 
16  Sylwester, R. 2006. The tween brain: midway between infant dependency and adult autonomy. 
17  Talukder, G. 2000. Decision-making is still a work in progress for teenagers. 
18  Submission no. 44, Youthsafe, p. 6. 
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1.18 As the brains of children and young people develop, so do their cognitive abilities. 
The NSW Department of Education and Training described some of these changes:  

During the Middle Years, students are moving from concrete to abstract thinking. They 
have an intense curiosity and a growing capacity for higher order analysis and 
reflection. They are also moving towards more rational decision making and a better 
understanding of the consequences of behaviour.19

1.19 The way children and young people view themselves and their emotional behaviour 
changes significantly in this period. Thus, the submission from Mission Australia 
noted that, “Children and young people are in the developmental stage in which 
factors such as communication, empathy, help seeking, goals and aspirations 
become major milestones in their development.”20  

1.20 The role of peers dramatically increases in significance: wanting to fit in and to be 
liked become “all consuming tasks for the young adolescent.”21 At the same time, a 
sense of personal identity is beginning to take shape, and they strive for greater 
levels of independence from their family.22 Society’s expectations of children also 
change throughout the middle years, allowing them greater autonomy and increased 
exposure to the world.23 Children’s expectations around participation and 
involvement also change during this time, as they begin to assume greater 
responsibility and an interest in contributing to family, school and community life. The 
desire for increasing autonomy as well as the need for recognition of their evolving 
capacity to contribute to social and political life throughout the middle years will be 
discussed further in Chapter 2. 

1.21 These physical, social, emotional and psychological changes are reflected in the 
institutional transitions experienced by children in the middle years. Perhaps the most 
significant transition of this type is that from primary school to high school. Other 
transitions include the move from out of school hours care services (which cease at 
12 years of age) to youth services (which begin at 12 years of age), and other 
programmed activities.24 Increased autonomy and responsibility mean that children 
and young people in this age group begin to spend more time without the supervision 
of adults, assume greater levels of family responsibility, and may also commence 
employment for the first time.25 

A key intervention point  
1.22 As the years between the ages of 9 and 14 are crucial to physical, social and 

emotional development, they provide a key opportunity for positive intervention, such 
as providing relevant services or support. On this point, the Commission noted in its 
submission that:  

As the middle years are a time of significant physical growth and when lifestyle choices 
begin to be established, these years also provide a window of opportunity for children to 

                                            
19  NSW Department of Education and Training. 2006. Our middle years learners – engaged, resilient, 

successful, p. 2. 
20  Submission no. 83, Mission Australia, p. 1. 
21  Robinson, E. 2006. Opinions, October 2006, Association of Independent Schools of Western Australia. 
22  Submission no. 87, NSW Government, p. 2. 
23  Submission no. 40, Scouts Australia NSW, p. 5. 
24  Submission no. 43, City of Sydney, pp. 1-2. 
25  Submission no. 7, The Smith Family, p. 2. 
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develop healthy attitudes and behaviours. The role of parents and carers is significant 
in supporting children to develop these healthy attitudes and behaviours. 

During the middle years identifying and responding to early warning signs of later 
problems can help children from becoming vulnerable and make a significant difference 
to children’s lives.26

1.23 All of the changes associated with this age group create opportunities and risks. As 
Julie Robinson of the Marrickville Youth Resource Centre explained to the 
Committee: 

Part of being an adolescent is becoming this independent person. The way that you do 
that is you push boundaries … It is often a time of conflict. Some of it is minor conflict; 
some of it is quite major conflict. It is a time of experimenting. It is a time of trying to 
break away from your family. You are becoming more dependent on your peers. If you 
have great peers who are very connected, fantastic. If you have peers who maybe a bit 
more involved in some of the more antisocial behaviour, it becomes a lot harder to 
stand up to some of that stuff for some young people, not all. It is an age group that has 
the potential to be quite difficult.27

1.24 Submissions to the Inquiry identified some of the risks faced by children and young 
people at this stage. These include: 
• conflict with parents; 28 
• peer group pressure; 29 
• bullying and discrimination by others; 30 

• self-esteem issues; 31 

• feelings of loneliness, depression and alienation; 32 
• disengagement from school; 33 
• the start of substance-using behaviour; 34 and 

• initial contact with the criminal justice system. 35 

1.25 As these risk factors may only become apparent during the middle years, it is an 
opportune time to provide interventions.  

1.26 The transition from primary to high school was identified as a particularly critical 
stage in 25 of the submissions made to the Inquiry. This transition and the other 
changes that take place in this period pose risks if they are not managed effectively. 
It is a time when behavioural, academic and motivational problems may emerge. 

                                            
26  Submission no. 90, NSW Commission for Children and Young People, p. 4. 
27  Ms Julie Robinson, Marrickville Youth Resource Centre, Transcript of evidence, 11 June 2008, p. 52. 
28  Submission no. 27, Marrickville Youth Resource Centre, p. 1. 
29  Submission no. 104, Northern Territory Government, p. 6. 
30  Submission no. 27, Marrickville Youth Resource Centre, p. 1. 
31  Submission no. 11, Ballina Shire Council, p. 2. 
32  Submission no. 104, Northern Territory Government, p. 6. 
33  Submission no. 36, Federation of Parents and Citizens’ Associations of NSW, pp. 1-2. 
34  Submission no. 87, NSW Government, p. 7. 
35  ibid., p. 45. 
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Conversely, positive adjustment to the transitions during the middle years tends to 
foreshadow future educational attainment and personal wellbeing.36  

1.27 For example, longitudinal surveys conducted by the Australian Council for 
Educational Research have found that levels of literacy and numeracy at the age of 
14 are significant indicators of occupational success in later life. Students with high 
levels of literacy and numeracy are less likely to be unemployed, and report having 
higher earnings and jobs of higher occupational status. Studies such as this 
demonstrate the importance of implementing interventions prior to this age.37  

1.28 Important research by Smart et al. as part of the Australian Temperament Study, 
suggests that it is not too late to intervene in early adolescence. In the study, 
researchers found that a substantial number of children identified as being ‘at risk’ of 
antisocial behaviour at 11-12 years engaged in little or no antisocial behaviour at age 
17. The results of the study suggest that: 
• individuals whose personal characteristics place them ‘at risk’ of developing 

adolescent antisocial behaviour are still amenable to change during late childhood 
and early adolescence; and 

• interventions aimed at enhancing family relationships, discouraging detrimental 
peer relationships and fostering school attachment may divert young people from 
traversing an antisocial pathway in adolescence.38  

1.29 Similarly, on the basis of their comprehensive review of the literature on serious and 
violent juvenile offenders, Loeber and Farrington concluded that “it is never too early, 
never too late” to intervene in pathways to antisocial behaviour.39 

1.30 Studies in brain development also suggest that it is not too late to intervene during 
the middle years. Talukder contends that the fact changes are still occurring in the 
brain during adolescence: 

… provides some evidence against some popular theories that suggest that our brains 
are hardwired during early childhood. These brain imaging studies instead suggest that 
adolescence may provide a sort of ‘second chance’ to refine behavioural control and 
rational decision making.40

1.31 This crime prevention and brain development research suggests that providing 
interventions in the middle years can be effective, and that the pathways of children 
and young people are amenable to change. This is a period of major transition and 
heightened risk, and can be a key turning point for children and young people.  

                                            
36  Commonwealth Department of Family and Community Services. 2004. Review of the early intervention 

parenting program and good beginnings prototypes, prepared by RPR Consulting, Family and Children’s 
Services Branch, vol. 2, p. 14.

37  Penman, R. 2004. What do we know about the experiences of Australian youth? An easy reference guide 
to Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth research reports, 1996–2003, Australian Council for 
Educational Research, pp. 52-60. 

38  Smart, D., Vassallo, S., Sanson, A., Richardson, N., Dussuyer, I., McKendry, B., Toumbourou, J., Prior, M. 
and Oberklaid, F. 2003. Patterns and precursors of adolescent antisocial behaviour: types, resiliency and 
environmental influences, Crime Prevention Victoria, Melbourne. pp. xiii-xiv. 

39  Loeber, R. & Farrington, D. P. 1998. ‘Never too early, never too late: risk factors and successful 
interventions for serious and violent juvenile offenders.’ Studies on crime and crime prevention, vol. 7, 
issue 1, pp. 7-30. 

40  Talukder, G. 2000. Decision-making is still a work in progress for teenagers. 



Committee on Children and Young People 

Introduction 

8 Parliament of New South Wales 

1.32 In light of the above, the Committee is of the view that a strong focus in terms of 
research and intervention is required for children and young people in the middle 
years, as has recently been provided for children in the early years. Intervening in the 
middle years will provide opportunities for children and young people to develop 
greater resilience. The concept of resilience and its implications for intervention are 
discussed in detail in the following section.  

Resilience 
1.33 Resilience can be defined as a phenomenon or process reflecting relatively positive 

adaptation despite experiences of significant adversity or trauma.41 It is often 
described as the capacity to ‘bounce back’ or recover after hard times,42 a view 
reflected in a number of submissions. For example, students at Ashbury Public 
School gave the following definition: 

Resilience means springing back from a fall. The dictionary defines resilience as being 
elastic or being able to recover quickly after sickness, depression, grief and other 
emotional upsets. This is a value which can help us cope with difficult situations that are 
presented in life. We believe that resilience is a must have skill and all children should 
have some understanding of how to develop their resilience.43

1.34 Most definitions of resilience include two key elements, namely:  
• exposure to adverse or traumatic circumstances; and 
• successful adaptation following exposure.44  

1.35 Resilience is not an all-or-nothing characteristic, as everyone has it to some 
degree.45 An individual will easily overcome some challenges, while others prove to 
be more difficult, and it is unlikely that a child, young person or adult will demonstrate 
resilience across all situations.46 Moreover, resilience is not a fixed attribute of an 
individual; thus if circumstances change then resilience may also change.47 
Consequently a child's resilience may change over time, according to their 
developmental stage and subsequent experiences. 48  

1.36 Australian studies have shown that the development of resilience in young people is 
now linked to long-term success in life and the prevention of substance abuse, 

                                            
41  MacDermid, S., Samper, R., Schwarz, R., Nishida, J. & Nyaronga, D. 2008. Understanding and Promoting 

Resilience in Military Families, Military Family Research Institute at Purdue University, p. 1. 
42  Hampshire, A. & Borer, A. 2005. ‘Developing resilience at every stage of a young person’s life’, 

Proceedings of the 9th Australian Institute of Family Studies Conference, Melbourne, 9-11 February 2005, 
p.3. 

43  Submission no. 92, Ashbury Public School, p.6. 
44  Howard, S., Johnson, B. 2000. ‘Resilient and Non-Resilient Behaviour in Adolescents’, Trends and Issues 

in Crime and Criminal Justice series, Australian Institute of Criminology, No. 183, p. 1. 
45  Kindt, Michael. T . 2006. Building population resilience to terror attacks, Air University, Maxwell Air Force 

Base, p. 5. 
46  Luthar, S.S. 2006. ‘Resilience in development: a synthesis of research across five decade cited in D. 

Cicchetti, D. and Cohen, D.J. (Eds.), Developmental psychopathology: risk, disorder, and adaptation, New 
York: Wiley, pp. 740-795. 

47  Rutter, M. 1984. ‘Resilient children. Why some disadvantaged children overcome their environments, and 
how we can help’, Psychology Today, March 1984, pp. 57-65. 

48  NSW Department of Community Services. 2007. Risk, protection and resilience in children and families, 
p.3. 
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violence and suicide.49 It is also critical to the way in which children and young 
people cope with adversities during periods of transition.50 This was highlighted by 
the Federation of Parents and Citizens’ Association who noted that resilience is “a 
trait of utmost importance and one that has great significance in coping with the 
amount of change that accompanies the middle years.” 51 

1.37 Enhancing the resilience of children and young people in the middle years is 
essential so that they can cope with, and bounce back from, adversities during this 
transition period, which, while a period of heightened risk, is also a time of significant 
identity formation. Implementing strategies that build resilience will allow children and 
young people in the middle years to effectively deal with trauma and adversity, and 
increase the likelihood of long-term success in life.  

Risk and protective factors 
1.38 The concepts of risk and protection form a crucial part of research relating to children 

and families. Whereas risk factors heighten the probability that children will 
experience poor outcomes,52 protective factors increase the likelihood of a positive 
outcome for young people and help to promote resilience.53 Both risk and protective 
factors can be broadly grouped into four domains, namely child, family, school and 
community factors.54  

1.39 A range of risk factors has been identified in the literature, including: 
• child characteristics such as low birth weight or disability; 
• family characteristics such as domestic violence, parental substance abuse or 

poor parental supervision and discipline;  
• school characteristics such as bullying, negative peer group influences or school 

failure; and 
• community characteristics such as neighbourhood violence and crime, lack of 

support services, or social and cultural discrimination.55  
1.40 Poverty may be a paramount risk factor.56 For example, a range of behaviour 

problems are consistently found to be higher in children who live in low-income 
families. Poverty is associated with a cluster of other risk factors, including single 
parent status, large family size, teenage parenting and so forth. However, poverty is 

                                            
49  Mission Australia. 2005. Developing resilience at every stage of a young person's life, Mission Australia, 

p.2. 
50  Newman, T. & Blackburn, S. 2002. Transitions in the Lives of Children and Young People: Resilience 

Factors, Scottish Executive Education Department, Edinburgh, p. 1. 
51  Submission no. 36, Federation of Parents and Citizens Associations of NSW, p.5. 
52  Newman, T. & Blackburn, S. 2002. Transitions in the lives of children and young people: resilience factors, 

Scottish Executive Education Department, Edinburgh, p. 3. 
53  Mission Australia. 2005. Developing resilience at every stage of a young person's life, Mission Australia, 

p.2. 
54  NSW Department of Community Services. 2007. Risk, protection and resilience in children and families, 

p.1. 
55  ibid. 
56  Newman T. & Blackburn, S. 2002. Transitions in the lives of children and young people: resilience factors, 

Scottish Executive Education Department, Edinburgh, p. 2. 
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less likely to actually cause problems per se than to provide an environment that 
harbours other factors that do directly cause problems.57  

1.41 A range of protective factors consistently appears in the literature. These may be 
internal assets such as social competence, problem solving skills, autonomy and a 
sense of purpose and future.58 Alternatively, they may be external, assets such as 
family, school and community support. These protective factors also feature strongly 
in the literature about resilience. 

1.42 Indeed, a supportive family has been singled out as the most powerful resilience-
promoting factor. The submission from the Commonwealth Department of Education, 
Employment and Workplace Relations identified that a strong connection to family is 
one of the most important protective factors for young people in the 11 to 16 age 
group. 59 Many of the protective factors identified by research clearly relate to the 
consistency and quality of care and support which the child experiences during 
infancy, childhood and adolescence.60  

1.43 Another vital protective factor identified by international research is school 
achievement and school support.61 A sense of belonging to school can enhance 
academic performance, motivation and emotional wellbeing; and involvement in an 
educational establishment can protect against risky health behaviours. Academic 
success has such long-term benefits for a young person’s choices in life that a 
positive school experience can often operate to modify negative life experiences.62 

Characteristics of risk and protective factors 
1.44 Risk and protective factors have some distinctive characteristics. For instance, a 

single risk or protective factor may ultimately influence a range of outcomes. Harsh 
parenting, for example, can be a risk factor for behavioural problems, school failure, 
poor physical health, physical abuse and drug use. Conversely, a positive parent-
child relationship protects against all these outcomes.63 

1.45 Risk factors are also cumulative. Children may be able to overcome and even learn 
from moderate risks but when risk factors accumulate children’s capacity to survive 
rapidly diminishes.64 The cumulative impact also appears to apply equally to 
protective factors. The more protective factors that are present in a child’s life, the 
more likely he or she will display resilience,65 and positive outcomes.66 

                                            
57 Owens, E. & McCall, R. 1996. Resilient children: factors that protect against psychosocial stressors, 

National Network of Family Resiliency. 
58  Howard, S., Dryden, J. & Johnson, B. 1999. ‘Childhood resilience: Review and critique of literature’, 

Oxford Review of Education, vol. 25, no. 3, pp.307-323. 
59 Submission no. 88, Commonwealth Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, p.16. 
60  Newman, T. & Blackburn, S. 2002. Transitions in the lives of children and young people: resilience factors, 

Scottish Executive Education Department Edinburgh, p. 11. 
61  ibid. 
62  UnitingCare Burnside, Questions answered after hearing, 11 June 2008, p.3. 
63  NSW Department of Community Services. 2007. Risk, protection and resilience in children and families, 

p.2. 
64  Newman, T. & Blackburn, S. 2002. Transitions in the lives of children and young people: resilience factors, 

Scottish Executive Education Department Edinburgh, Scotland, p. 3. 
65  Howard, S., Dryden, J., & Johnson, B. 1999. ‘Childhood resilience: Review and critique of literature’, 

Oxford Review of Education, vol. 25, no. 3, pp. 307-323. 
66  NSW Department of Community Services. 2007. Risk, protection and resilience in children and families, 

p.2. 
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1.46 Research suggests that risk factors in one domain may be offset by positive factors 
in another domain. Thus, a young person who has a difficult home life may find 
solace in a school environment that offers belonging and connectedness, or may find 
support from elsewhere, due to an easygoing temperament.67 Many researchers 
argue that caring and support across all three external systems of family, school and 
community is the most critical variable throughout childhood and adolescence.68 

Implications for interventions 
1.47 Research findings about resilience, risk factors and protective factors have 

implications for the kinds of interventions that are most appropriate for this age 
group. Knowledge about the importance of risk, protection and resilience in different 
environments has also led to an emphasis on multi-component programs, which 
address risk and protective factors in the different domains.  

1.48 For example, the first phase of the Pathways to Prevention Project initiated in 1999 
by Griffith University in partnership with Mission Australia is a community-based 
prevention program in a disadvantaged region of Brisbane.69 This ongoing project 
deals with risk and protective factors in multiple domains by providing parenting 
programs, home visiting and quality children’s services. In its first phase, the program 
involved the integration of family support programs with preschool and school-based 
programs in seven schools, delivered within a community framework.70 

1.49 The knowledge that there are many common risk and protective factors connected to 
a range of outcomes also has particular implications for early intervention. Early 
intervention programs that successfully target a number of risk and protective factors 
have the capacity to prevent a range of problems simultaneously, rather than simply 
deal with a single problem.71 For example, research has demonstrated that some 
health promotion programs to strengthen school connectedness may ultimately 
impact on a range of outcomes such as academic achievement, substance use, 
antisocial behaviour and early initiation of sexual intercourse.72 Targeting common, 
interrelated risk and protective factors may lead to a positive impact on a range of 
outcomes. 

1.50 Organisations working with young people clearly need to be mindful of the complex 
interaction of factors when deciding what works best. The NSW Department of 
Community Services has observed that understanding of risk, protection and 
resilience is constantly evolving. In its view, further research will help to better 
understand how multiple factors interact to produce different outcomes and how best 
to intervene to promote resilience in children.73 

                                            
67  Robinson, E. 2006. Opinions , October 2006, Association of Independent Schools of Western Australia, 

p.3. 
68  Howard, S., Dryden, J. & Johnson, B. 1999. ‘Childhood resilience: Review and critique of literature’, 

Oxford Review of Education, vol. 25, no. 3, pp. 307-323. 
69  Homel, R., Freiberg, K., Lamb, C., Leech, M., Hampshire, A., Hay, I., Elias, G., Carr, A., Manning, M., 

Teague, R. & Batchelor, S. 2006. The pathways to prevention project: the first five years, 1999-2004. 
Sydney, Mission Australia and the Key Centre for Ethics, Law, Justice & Governance, Griffith University, 
p.vii. 

70  NSW Department of Community Services. 2007. Risk, protection and resilience in children and families, 
p.5. 

71  ibid. 
72  ibid. 
73  ibid., p. 6. 
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1.51 Research findings about resilience point to the importance of developing multi-
component programs that operate in different domains, such as at school and at 
home, not just programs that deal with one domain. In addition, research findings 
about protective factors indicate that a strong focus on supporting families and 
parenting, as well as increasing students’ sense of belonging at school are required.  

1.52 Being able to identify and implement interventions that have the capacity to prevent a 
number of problems simultaneously such as substance misuse, early school leaving 
and antisocial behaviour, is of particular interest to the Committee. These types of 
interventions could produce multiple outcomes relevant to the work of a number of 
government departments and could form a core part of a whole-of-government 
approach to prevention and early intervention. 

The Committee on Children and Young People 
1.53 The Parliamentary Joint Committee on Children and Young People was first 

established in August 2000. The Committee’s primary responsibility is to monitor and 
review the work of the Commission for Children and Young People (the Commission) 
and report its findings and recommendations to Parliament. In particular, the 
Committee is required to examine and report on annual and other reports of the 
Commission. However, the Committee has a broader responsibility to examine trends 
and changes in services and issues affecting children and young people, and to 
make recommendations as to the need for changes to the functions and procedures 
of the Commission. 

1.54 The Committee’s functions under the Commission for Children and Young People Act 
1998 are set out in s 28 of the Act, as follows: 
(a) to monitor and review the exercise by the Commission of its functions; 
(b) to report to both Houses of Parliament, with such comments as it thinks fit, on any 
matter appertaining to the Commission or connected with the exercise of its functions 
to which, in the opinion of the Joint Committee, the attention of Parliament should be 
directed; 
(c) to examine each annual or other report of the Commission and report to both 
Houses of Parliament on any matter appearing in, or arising out of, any such report; 
(d) to examine trends and changes in services and issues affecting children, and 
report to both Houses of Parliament any changes that the Joint Committee thinks 
desirable to the functions and procedures of the Commission; 
(e) to inquire into any question in connection with the Committee's functions which is 
referred to it by both Houses of Parliament, and report to both Houses on that 
question. 
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Conduct of the Inquiry 
1.55 On 28 February 2008 the Committee resolved to adopt the Terms of Reference for 

an inquiry into the needs of children and young people aged 9-14 in New South 
Wales.74  

1.56 The Committee called for submissions by advertising in major metropolitan 
newspapers, as well as by notifying rural and regional newspapers. In addition, 
invitations were made to a range of public sector agencies, academics, organisations 
and interest groups, which the Committee considered would have a direct interest in 
the subject matter of the Inquiry. 

1.57 The Committee was impressed with the number and quality of submissions received, 
which confirmed its view that the Inquiry was one of real relevance to children and 
young people, parents, carers and teachers, and the community as a whole. A full list 
of the 110 public submissions received appears at Appendix 1.  

Public hearings and regional visits 
1.58 The Committee held seven public hearings and one roundtable, taking evidence from 

a total of 133 witnesses. Public hearings were held at Parliament House on 11 June 
2008, 2 July 2008, 17 March 2009 and 15 April 2009. In addition to these, the 
Committee also conducted two regional visits as part of the Inquiry. 

1.59 On 5 and 6 August 2008, the Committee travelled to Ballina, Lismore and Casino, 
holding two hearings and one roundtable. The Committee also conducted visits to 
service providers in the area, namely ACE Casino, Casino Youth Services, Ngunya 
Jarjum Aboriginal Child and Family Network, Lismore Outside School Hours Care 
Centre, and Ballina District Community Service Association.  

1.60 On 8 August 2008, the Committee travelled to Fairfield to conduct a public hearing, 
as well as meeting with representatives of local organisations The Junction Works, 
Powerhouse Youth Theatre and Cabramatta Community Centre. The witnesses 
appearing at the public hearings and roundtable discussions are listed in Appendix 2.  

1.61 In conducting the Inquiry, the Committee has been mindful of the principles governing 
the work of the Commission, namely that:  
• the safety, welfare and wellbeing of children are paramount considerations; 
• the views of children are to be given serious consideration and taken into account; 

and 
• a co-operative relationship between children and their families, and between 

children and their community, is important for the safety, welfare and wellbeing of 
children.75 

1.62 In framing recommendations based on the evidence presented to it, the Committee 
has had as its primary aim the continuing support of the important work of the 
Commission, and has borne in mind one of the Commission’s most important 

                                            
74  At that time, the Committee was chaired by Hon Carmel Tebbutt MP, with Dr Andrew McDonald MP as 

Deputy Chair. Pursuant to Schedule 1 to the Commission for Children and Young People Act 1998, Ms 
Tebbutt’s re-appointment to the Ministry and Dr McDonald’s appointment as Parliamentary Secretary 
assisting the Minister for Health, meant that they ceased to be Members of the Committee. On 30 October 
2008, Mr Robert Coombs MP and Hon Kayee Griffin MLC were elected Chair and Deputy Chair of the 
Committee respectively. 

75  Section 10, Commission for Children and Young People Act 1998. 
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statutory functions, which is to make recommendations to government and non-
government agencies on legislation, policies, practices and services affecting 
children.76 Thus, where it has considered it appropriate, the Committee has also 
made such recommendations, further to its function under s 28(d) of the Act to 
examine trends and changes in services and issues affecting children and young 
people. 

Children and Young People’s Participation 
1.63 From the outset of the Inquiry, members of the Committee felt it was important for 

children and young people to participate and have an opportunity to voice their 
opinions regarding the terms of reference of the Inquiry.77 To this end, the Committee 
invited students from seven primary and secondary schools across the Sydney 
metropolitan region to make submissions to the Inquiry, and to appear at the public 
hearing at Parliament House.  

1.64 However, involving children in a Parliamentary Inquiry is procedurally complex, and it 
was the first time that this had been undertaken by the Committee. Moreover, the 
Committee initially required the permission of school principals and the bodies 
governing the schools – the NSW Department of Education and Training and the 
Sydney Archdiocesan Catholic Education Office – for students to participate in the 
Inquiry. Once this permission was granted, the Committee provided consent forms to 
the parents or guardians of each child who was to appear before the Committee.78  

1.65 The students worked on a project to prepare submissions for the Committee, based 
on the Inquiry’s Terms of Reference. Finally, on 2 July 2008, students from the 
schools’ Student Representative Councils appeared before the Committee to present 
their findings. The confidence, thoughtfulness and honesty of the participants greatly 
impressed members of the Committee.  

1.66 While in Lismore, the Committee also heard from Young People Big Voice - the 
young persons’ consultative committee of the Centre for Children and Young People 
at Southern Cross University. Young People Big Voice was established to give young 
people a voice about issues that are important to them and Committee Members 
were again impressed with the maturity of the participants and the candour with 
which they discussed sensitive issues. 

                                            
76  Section 11(d), Commission for Children and Young People Act 1998. 
77  The importance and need for children and young people to participate in the consultation and decision-

making that affects their lives will be specially dealt with later in this report. 
78  The Committee also provided an information pack to schools which contained the following information: 

• a brief introduction of the Committee and the Inquiry; 
• an overview of the student participation that was intended for the Inquiry; 
• further details about how to research and write a submission for the Inquiry. 
• further details about how to prepare for the hearing, as well as information about what would happen 

on the day of the hearing and after the hearing; 
• the Terms of Reference for the Inquiry; 
• a number of questions in plain English, based on the Terms of Reference, that students could answer 

as part of their submission; 
• a sample Parent/Caregiver Consent form; 
• information about visiting Parliament House; and 
• a copy of the Oath and Affirmation so that students could acquaint themselves with the words and 

practice what they had to say during the hearing. 
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1.67 In the course of the Lismore hearings, members of Young People Big Voice advised 
the Committee of an academic model of participation known as Hart’s Ladder. The 
first three rungs of the ladder represent effective non-participation by children and 
young people, while the next five represent degrees of participation of increasing 
inclusiveness:  
• manipulation; 
• decoration; 
• tokenism; 
• assigned but informed; 
• consulted and informed; 
• adult-initiated, shared decisions with youth; 
• youth-initiated and directed; 
• youth-initiated, shared decisions with adults.79 

1.68 Whilst the highest rungs of participation may not be possible in all situations, Ms 
Ryall from Young People Big Voice gave the Committee a description of Rung Five 
and voiced a hope that the Inquiry would function at this level: 

Rung five…happens when young people give advice on projects or programs designed 
and run by adults. The young people are informed about how their input will be used 
and the outcomes of the decisions made by adults. We would hope that this inquiry sits 
on rung five of the ladder as we are being consulted and at the same time informed. 
However, unless our points are being properly considered this rung of the ladder is the 
same as rung four. 80

1.69 The participation of children and young people in this Inquiry proved to be a valuable 
evidence-gathering exercise for the Committee, and certainly not mere decoration or 
tokenism. Bearing this in mind, wherever possible, the Committee has quoted directly 
from the evidence of children and young people, and used their words and ideas to 
address the Report’s subject matter. 

Structure of the Report 
Chapter 1 of the Report sets out the Committee’s reasons for initiating an Inquiry into 
the needs of 9-14 year olds. It provides a background for the Inquiry as well as 
describing the role of the Committee and the conduct of the Inquiry.  

Chapter 2 addresses the first term of reference of the Inquiry, and reports on the 
needs of children and young people aged 9-14 such as self-esteem; belonging, 
feeling connected and supported; and increasing independence within a safe 
environment.  
Chapters 3 to 17 address the second and third terms of reference of the Inquiry. 

Chapter 3 reports on the recreation services that offer support and skills to children 
and young people aged 9-14 years, with particular regard to activities outside of 
school and access to youth centres.  

                                            
79  NSW Commission for Children and Young People website. Research and resources about participation. 
80  Ms Maia Ryall, Young People Big Voice, Centre for Children and Young People, Transcript of evidence, 6 

August 2008, pp. 7-8. 
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Chapter 4 focuses on out of school hours care, including before and after school 
care, and vacation care.  

Chapter 5 looks at the role technology plays in the life of children aged 9-14 years in 
New South Wales.  

Chapter 6 provides an overview of the issues relating to transport for children in the 
middle years. 

Chapter 7 reports on mental health services. 

Chapter 8 addresses alcohol and other drug issues for children in the middle years. 

Chapter 9 investigates other health services issues including sexual health and 
sexuality, dental health, overweight and obesity, injury prevention, and access to 
health services.  

Chapter 10 discusses homelessness in relation to the 9-14 age group.  

Chapter 11 focuses on parenting programs and parenting support, as well as early 
intervention.  

Chapter 12 looks at issues relating to child protection and juvenile justice.  

Chapter 13 is about engagement with school and transition to high school programs.  

Chapter 14 addresses teacher quality and curriculum issues.  

Chapter 15 is about literacy and numeracy. 
Chapter 16 focuses on problems at school, including behavioural problems, 
suspension procedures and the use of school counsellors.  

Chapter 17 discusses schools engaging with the community.  

Chapter 18 addresses the fourth term of reference of the Inquiry. This chapter 
inquires into work and family balance, flexible work practices for parents and carers, 
as well as employment of children and young people. 

Chapter 19 discusses better ways of delivering services to the 9-14 age group. This 
chapter examines the need for the participation of children and young people, an 
increased focus on prevention and early intervention, the importance of providing 
services to families and intervening at a younger age.  

Chapter 20 examines the manner in which co-ordination and allocation of funding 
impacts on the provision of services to children and young people aged 9-14. 

Conclusion 
1.70 From the above, it will be seen that there is a widespread concern in New South 

Wales amongst parents, practitioners and children and young people themselves, 
that the 9-14 year old age group is indeed the ‘missing middle’ in terms of the 
availability of the requisite services and support. The Committee’s aim in undertaking 
this Inquiry is to provide practical recommendations to address this gap. The starting 
point for this process is the assessment of what are the needs of children and young 
people 9-14 years, and this is dealt with in the following Chapter. 

 
 
 



Children and Young People Aged 9-14 Years in NSW: The Missing Middle 

 

 Report No. 5/54 – September 2009 17 

Chapter Two -  The Needs of Children and Young 
People 9-14 years 

…9 to 14-year-olds are interested in learning and opportunities that promote this. They 
need a network of people who they can talk to and trust, and also have social time with. 
The need for family support and learning opportunities for extracurricular activities, as 
well as community-based programs, are all essential.81

Introduction 
2.1 This Chapter examines the needs of children and young people aged 9-14 years. 

Evidence to the Inquiry identified a variety of needs of this age group, including the 
need to:  
• have good self-esteem;  
• belong, feel connected and supported; 
• have increasing independence in a safe environment; 
• be able to achieve, learn and feel competent; and 
• be heard, participate, and be listened to. 

2.2 Having these needs met is integral to the development of resiliency, and to the social 
and emotional wellbeing of children and young people. 

Self-esteem, recognition and respect  
2.3 As noted in Chapter 1, resilience is the ability to deal with difficult events and 

succeed despite challenging situations. An important characteristic of a resilient 
person is that they possess a good level of self-esteem, based on a positive sense of 
self and positive recognition from others.82 

2.4 In research inviting the views and perspectives of children and young people 
regarding their understanding of wellbeing, the NSW Commission for Children and 
Young People identifies self-esteem as being important to children’s sense of social 
and emotional wellbeing: 

Children described this as ‘how you feel in yourself’, feeling that you are a ‘good’ or an 
‘okay’ person, having a general sense that things are going well and feeling appreciated 
for who you are, including what you do. Acting with integrity, being given positive 
recognition from others and having time to reflect are things that children identified as 
important to a positive sense of self and wellbeing.83

2.5 The submission from St Francis De Sales School identified that being confident and 
having high self-esteem was important to enable young people to become useful 
adults in the community:  

This would allow us to take on what life brings. It allows us to be able to handle all 
aspects of our life, as we get older. For example as we get older we know we will be 
tempted by drugs and other harmful things but if we are confident we will be able to 

                                            
81  Mr Edmund B., Ashbury Public School, Transcript of evidence, 2 July 2008, p. 3. 
82  Submission no. 90, NSW Commission for Children and Young People, p. 10. 
83  NSW Commission for Children and Young People. 2007. Ask the children: an overview of children’s 

understandings of wellbeing, p. 6.  
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ignore peer pressure and make good decisions for ourselves. We need the ability to say 
NO. Self-esteem gives you the ability to take on new challenges and try to achieve a 
useful and productive life.84  

2.6 Receiving positive recognition from others is also crucial to the way children and 
young people perceive themselves. The Commission noted in its submission that 
obtaining positive recognition and feeling valued contribute to positive self-esteem.85 
More widely, research shows that children’s sense of self is influenced by how they 
see themselves, as well as positive appraisal and support from others who are 
important to them, such as parents, friends, teachers and peers.86  

2.7 The submission from Hebersham Public School also recognised the importance of 
positive recognition by others: 

We need to be supported and encouraged by our peers, friends, parents and teachers 
in our lives. It is important for our local media like newspapers to write stories about the 
good things we do as we grow up as it allows us to gain confidence and achieve more. 
It also helps us look up to others and support us to know we can achieve whatever we 
want to. 

…As we grow up we need to feel supported, understood, heard and more importantly 
valued as members of the community. We want to succeed and develop into worthwhile 
adults who respect each others culture and values.87

2.8 In its submission to the Inquiry, the Youth Unit of the NSW Synod of the Uniting 
Church in Australia commented that schools that thrive tend to have teaching staff 
who convince young people they are valued learners: 

Young people appreciate anything that taps their strengths or passions. Schools that 
thrive tend to have teaching staff that convince young people they are valued learners. 
Using a young person’s strengths makes them feel needed, and this has positive 
effects on social inclusion and self-esteem: two vital factors in developing resilience.88

2.9 The Commission also noted in its submission that obtaining positive recognition and 
feeling valued contribute to positive self-esteem.89 Whereas small, every-day acts of 
recognition may be overlooked or taken for granted by adults, they are often highly 
memorable to children.  

2.10 Despite this, a 2007 Australian survey by Tucci et al. of 600 children and young 
people aged 10-14 years found that children’s sense of themselves is under threat:  

Overwhelmingly, a substantial proportion of children feel insecure. Nearly half [46%] of 
the children surveyed did not feel confident about themselves. More than half [57%] 
worried about what others thought about them. Four in ten stated that they do not ever 
feel like they are doing well enough.90  

2.11 In that study, the researchers concluded that: 

                                            
84  Submission no. 95, Saint Francis De Sales School, p. 1. 
85  Submission no. 90, NSW Commission for Children and Young People, p. 6. 
86  ibid. 
87  Submission no. 96, Hebersham Public School, p. 2. 
88  Submission no. 22, Youth Unit of the NSW Synod of the Uniting Church in Australia, p. 5.  
89  Submission no. 90, NSW Commission for Children and Young People, p. 6. 
90  Tucci, M., Mitchell, J. & Goddard, C. 2007. Children’s fears hopes and heroes, Australian Childhood 

Foundation, Ringwood, Victoria, p. 5. 
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The developmental tasks of building confidence, self-esteem and resilience in children 
is the basis for their preparation to reach adulthood. These findings suggest that we are 
struggling to reassure and build the self-esteem of a significant proportion of children. 

Children need to experience a sense of confidence and competence in themselves as 
the building blocks to feel equipped to take on life’s challenges. Pressures to succeed, 
confirm and keep up appear to take a toll on children who are only beginning to know 
themselves and what they are capable of achieving.91

2.12 In its submission, the Smith Family identified that heightened self-awareness can be 
a contributing factor to the low self-esteem and lack of self-confidence experienced 
by this age group when they are in unsupported settings:  

It is a stage of life characterised by rapid and pronounced change, for example: 
puberty; the primary to high school transition; the possible commencement of part/full-
time employment; the assumption of heightened levels of family responsibility; greater 
personal autonomy; and, an escalation in independent [informal and structured] social 
interaction. These changes make diverse and complex demands on children, families, 
teachers and the community.  

The elevated levels of self-awareness typically accompanying this period create 
opportunities to develop crucial life skills such as resilience, confidence and 
perseverance. However, in unsupported environments and/or disadvantaged settings, 
heightened self-awareness can provoke and entrench social isolation, reduced 
opportunity, and potentially cyclic and intergenerational self-esteem problems.92

2.13 In its submission, Ballina Shire Council also commented about the vulnerability of 
children and young people, and their self-esteem:  

The ages of 9 to14 can be a challenging time in the lives of many young people. These 
young people can be very vulnerable and experience degrees of anxiety about a 
number of issues including self-esteem, health concerns and relationships. The effect of 
these and other issues on the young person can also have an impact upon their 
families and even their local communities.93

2.14 Tucci et al. believe that there is a crisis of confidence affecting many Australian 
children: 

Issues of self-confidence and acceptance are of critical concern to children and 
underpin their sense of who they are, their future and what they are capable of 
achieving in their lives.94  

2.15 These authors warn that the consistently significant numbers of children showing 
such low levels of self confidence signals the need for parents, teachers, 
professionals and policy makers to agenda this issue as a priority for children.95  

2.16 The importance of providing programs designed to build self-esteem and self-
confidence in children and young people was noted in several submissions received 
by the Committee. Examples of existing programs and gaps in services are 
discussed in Chapters 3-18. 
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Belonging, feeling connected and supported  
2.17 The need to belong and to feel supported is a fundamental to all people, regardless 

of age. However, evidence to the Commission suggested that the changes unique to 
the 9-14 years age group, makes this need all the more pressing. Thus, the 
submission from Wesley Mission identified that: 

The greatest need for children in this age group is the surety of a secure, nurturing 
family which is supported by a strong socially cohesive social structure.96

2.18 A very important source of such support is to be found in healthy relationships. In its 
study of children’s understanding of wellbeing, the Commission found that the 
support provided through children’s relationships and connections with others is 
central to their ability to develop resilience: 

Children’s ability to cope with adverse circumstances is developed through the support 
they are provided in specific contexts and within specific relationships. Children did not 
describe resilience as a personality trait but something developed through relationships 
and encounters in everyday life. Through this support, they develop an understanding 
and ability that they could use in the future; and are better able to cope with the 
adversities they confront.97

2.19 Australian research has found that children who are well-connected and supported 
tend to feel comfortable with themselves, have trust in adults and feel safe and 
secure. Disconnected children are least trusting of adults, feeling that adults do not 
understand, respect or look out for them and feeling that there are few people upon 
whom they can rely.98 

2.20 Research has clearly shown that children need and want adults in their lives to act as 
a support and to create a sense of belonging. Indeed, a sense of connectedness and 
belonging to family, friends, school and the community is widely held by researchers 
to be important for the emotional health and wellbeing of young people.99 This finding 
is supported by the Commission’s research conducted with children and young 
people, in which children said that good relationships with families, friends, school 
and communities protect them from becoming vulnerable and therefore enable their 
wellbeing.100 

Connectedness to family  
2.21 As noted in Chapter 1, having a supportive family is often singled out as the most 

powerful resilience-promoting factor. Being connected to family is of primary 
importance to children and young people. In 2004, the Commission undertook 
consultations with children and young people, which found that:  
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…family was strongly identified as most important to children and young people. 
Children in the online survey ranked being part of a loving family as number one in 
importance to them.101  

2.22 The Committee was informed by one of the students representing Beverley Hills Girls 
High School, that a survey of students, parents and relevant professionals, reached 
similar conclusions:  

Although the needs of children and young people 9 to 14 years old varied, we found 
that regardless of age, gender and socio-economic status there was a widespread 
need. That need was family. It was placed as a priority amongst all the other needs. 
From this information it can be concluded that children and young people from 9 to 14 
believe that family is their main need.102

2.23 Similarly, the submission by the Region Youth Development Officers Network 
(RYDON) noted that: 

Kids Help Line [2006] and Mission Australia [2008] studies' of children and family 
relationships both indicate that children feel a higher sense of security when there are 
positive family connections.103  

2.24 Recent research by the Commission also noted the importance of family as a source 
of assistance and security, so that children and young people know that there are 
people to ‘fall back on’ or 'turn to' when faced with adversity.104 Tucci et al. 
commented that children rely on their family to help them understand their 
experiences and to feel better about themselves and their life:  

Parents are children’s every day heroes because they love, care and support them. In 
essence, positive relationships with family offer children an important buffer to their 
fears and concerns. They enable children to interpret meaning from difficult experiences 
and they promote optimism, happiness and strength in children.105

2.25 The converse of this is that in the absence of trusted and supportive family to whom 
they can turn to in times of crisis, children are all the more vulnerable. Thus, the 
Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth (ARACY) discussed the 
negative impact of unsupportive family environments: 

Caring, quality family relationships have a significant and lasting effect on a child’s 
development and social and emotional wellbeing….Stable and secure family 
relationships also protect children from stress, illness and hazards. In contrast 
children’s wellbeing is adversely affected by poor parental mental health, conflict in the 
home and abusive or harmful family environments.106

2.26 The submission from the NSW Government commented on the importance of 
providing support to the family:  

The family environment is a primary source of influence on the wellbeing of a young 
person. In order to address young people’s needs, parents/carers and the family’s 
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needs must also be supported. The most salient features of the family environment that 
impact on young people are the availability of social and economic resources.107

2.27 A recurring theme of evidence presented to the Committee during the Inquiry was the 
importance of family support, that is, not only supporting the child or young person, 
but also supporting the family unit. The Committee believes that support for the 
family, particularly in times of crisis, is an essential element in strengthening the 
resilience of children and young people. This is discussed further in Chapter 19. 

Connectedness to friends and to community 
2.28 While a supportive family remains a key element in developing resilience and coping 

with adversity, friendships become increasingly important to children and young 
people in this age group. Submissions to the Inquiry indicated that the focus of 
children’s relationships change once they reach high school, as friendships with 
peers take on greater importance. For example, the Federation of Parents and 
Citizens’ Association of NSW commented that the years 9-14:  

…bridge the gap between childhood and adolescence and are accompanied by a shift 
in values, perceptions and relationships. The child becomes more focused on image 
and conforming with peers, at times withdrawing from the family unit, becoming more 
self-centred and more withdrawn or resistant to authority at home and in the 
classroom.108

2.29 A survey into the needs of children and young people conducted by Beverley Hills 
Girls High School found that 73 per cent of 9-11 year old primary school students, 
indicated that family and education were their main needs, whereas only a very small 
percentage (five per cent) identified that they needed friendship, and to have more 
freedom and independence.109 However, the results were considerably different for 
the 12-14 year old age group:  

We surveyed 154 students in this age bracket. 31% said that having friends and being 
accepted by their peers was a key factor in their wellbeing, while 69% said family was 
still one of the main needs. 47% of these students had also listed being respected, 
having input into decisions, having a sense of belonging and a need for a society 
without bullying. 

From these results it can be concluded that at a young age, children tend to need their 
parents more than friends but as they grow older their priorities change and they see 
friends and acceptance by others as their main needs.110  

2.30 In its 2007 national survey, Mission Australia found that friendships were highly 
valued by 63.2 per cent of surveyed respondents aged 11-14 years.

 

                                           

111 Kids Help 
Line found from its analysis of telephone and online contacts received by its 
counsellors that almost half of all peer relationship concerns were presented by 
children aged between 10 and 14 years. The most common issue regarding friends 
or peers was occasional or one-off feelings of rejection (36 per cent), followed by 
reports of concern for a friend’s well being (32 per cent).112 
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2.31 Research conducted by the Commission has concluded that the depth of friendship 
developed through shared experiences allows children to share their experiences of 
adversity: 

Having a group of friends who are ‘there for you’ and ‘who stick by you no matter what’, 
is also important. More specifically, children identify certain friends who they can 
confide in because these friends understand where the child is ‘coming from’ and can 
empathise. 113

2.32 Similarly, the Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth noted that: 
In later childhood and in youth, peer relationships are increasingly important to 
wellbeing for young people. Friendships provide a sense of belonging and 
companionship and are a valuable source of advice and support. In the absence of peer 
relationships, children and young people may experience social exclusion.114

2.33 The evidence given to the Committee and relevant research identifies friendships as 
extremely important to children and young people in this age group. Although family 
relationships remain significant, children and young people aged 9-14 are more likely 
to turn to their friends for support.  

2.34 As they get older, children and young people in this age group may also reach out 
further to the wider community for support and connection. Members of the 
community can have an important role to play in the lives of children and young 
people in this age group, as they obtain increasing independence and interact more 
with the broader community: 

Many people play an important role in the lives of children and young people, including 
parents, older siblings, extended family members, neighbours, family friends, teachers, 
health professionals, religious leaders, coaches and mentors, among other people. It is 
important to ensure that all these people leave a positive impact on the lives of the 
younger ones. 115

Public space 
2.35 Whilst some children and young people connect with adults in their community, 

Australian research has indicated others feel a sense of exclusion, particularly in their 
use of public space. The presence of groups of young people in public spaces is 
often contested, as it involves conflict over differing perceptions of legitimate public 
behaviour and the purposes of that public space:  

Particularly in shopping centres or consumer areas, the mere congregation of young 
people is regularly objected to by older people and business owners, who perceive 
such socialising as being related to “rowdiness”, “loitering” or other antisocial behaviour. 
Behaviour among young people that is considered by them as merely ordinary social 
interaction with their peers may be viewed by other members of the public as a 
nuisance, if not in some way a prelude to criminal activity.116
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2.36 Research conducted by Tucci et. al. discovered that half of the children surveyed 
(51%) did not feel welcome in shops and cafes, while over a third (36%) believed that 
adults do not care about what children think.117 The authors concluded that this 
perception reinforces the notion that children must resort to adults within their 
immediate environment for help, rather than feeling confident that help and support is 
more broadly available to them within the community in which they live.118 

2.37 As Anita Harris has noted, in the Australian context the local suburban mall may 
literally be the ‘coolest’ place to go on a hot and humid day.119 However, by simply 
congregating without any intent to purchase, young people come into conflict with 
what has been described as ‘the central logic of the shopping mall’, namely the 
pursuit of commercial concerns: 

Young people often congregate and ‘hang out’ in and around commercial spaces and 
their very visibility, perceived lack of financial power, and behaviour [hanging around in 
groups, making noise] can render them an unwelcome presence – regardless of 
whether or not they actually transgress the law or actively engage in offensive 
activity.120

2.38 Nonetheless, the Committee notes that by stopping them from simply ‘hanging out’ in 
otherwise public spaces, owners and managers of shopping centres are in fact 
breaching the rights of children and young people under Article 15 of the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CROC): 
1. States Parties recognize the rights of the child to freedom of association and to 

freedom of peaceful assembly.  
2. No restrictions may be placed on the exercise of these rights other than those 

imposed in conformity with the law and which are necessary in a democratic 
society in the interests of national security or public safety, public order (ordre 
public), the protection of the rights and freedoms of others.121 

2.39 This conflict points to the need for initiatives to bring children, young people and 
adults together in ways designed to increase mutual understanding. As Dr Mike Dee, 
sociologist, has recently posited:  

A successful model of rights to public space for children and young people would, in 
outline form, need to enshrine rights, protections, standards, responsibilities and 
expectations for all users of public space, giving equal weight to the interests and 
demands of children and young people. This work is clearly a task still in progress.122

2.40 Negotiating the use of public spaces is thus predicated on adults not simply 
assuming that their view of an appropriate use is the only valid one, but rather being 
prepared to enter into a dialogic approach with children and young people on the 
design and use of these contested spaces.  
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Increasing independence within a safe environment 
A safe environment 
2.41 Young people in the middle years need a safe and nurturing environment. A safe 

environment should include - but is not limited to - home, school, places of recreation, 
places of worship, the neighbourhood and public places such as malls, shopping 
centres and parks. Making these places safe is the responsibility of the family in 
some cases, the community in other cases and of the three tiers of government in 
most cases.123  

2.42 Safety at home, at school and in the community is of basic importance to the 
wellbeing of children and young people. In a study on children’s wellbeing conducted 
with children and young people 8-15 years by the Commission, children said they felt 
safe when they had the protection of parents, a safe place to be, or trusted people 
around them,124 and that parents were primarily responsible for keeping them 
safe.125 

2.43 All children and young people need a safe and stable home, whether they live with 
their families or in alternative care.126 Exposure to abuse or violence at home can 
have short-term and long-term detrimental impacts on children and young people. 
The impact of physical abuse, for example, may be long-term adverse outcomes in 
terms of intellectual and cognitive functioning, mental health problems and general ill-
health. In its most extreme form, physical abuse of children and young people may 
be permanently disabling or result in death.127 

2.44 Safety at school also is important for children and young people. The need to feel 
safe and secure at school was identified as a priority by parents who gave feedback 
to the Committee.128 This safety includes freedom from bullying, which was raised as 
an issue in a number of submissions to the Inquiry. This is discussed in more detail in 
Chapter 16. 

2.45 Children and young people also need to feel safe in their community more broadly. 
When children feel safe in their neighbourhood, they feel part of it and are able to act 
independently within it. The design and qualities of the built environment are 
important factors in making a community safe or unsafe and influence how safe 
children feel. The lack of ‘safe spaces’ for general use restricts children’s capacity to 
engage in activities in their own way.129 

2.46 In consultations conducted by the Commission as part of its study of children’s 
understandings of wellbeing, children associated a lack of safety in their 
neighbourhoods with a decline in ‘community spirit’: 
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I don’t think I would go out on the street and introduce myself to my neighbour’s 
children and play with them because... everyone keeps to themselves now. There is not 
quite as big a community spirit as I think there was. [Girl, 14 years]130

2.47 The Commission concluded that: 
When children feel safe in their neighbourhood, they feel part of it and are able to act 
independently within it. The lack of ‘safe spaces’ for general use restricts children’s 
capacity to engage in activities in their own way.131

2.48 Having safe communities in which they feel welcome, and where there are activities 
in which they can be involved, is important to the wellbeing of children and young 
people. Evidence to the Inquiry noted that a safe space in which to ‘hang out’ is a 
vital need for young people, whether they live in the metropolitan Sydney or in a 
regional New South Wales. This is not a desire for something extravagant or 
upmarket, but rather simply somewhere to be themselves with others their own age. 
Lynnette Smith of Adult Community Education Inc told the Committee that: 

Kids do not want a lot of fancy things. They just want a place to go, a place to feel safe, 
a place where they are respected and a place where they can just be them. They do not 
particularly want us to organise 107 activities and things to do—art and craft, sport or 
whatever—they just want to be with their peer group, like we all do.132

Need for increasing independence 
2.49 During the middle years, children and young people seek more independence, 

particularly from parents. The submission from the Commission included germane 
comments from young people: 

I don’t know, I just think that when we are changing and we are sort of thinking for 
ourselves more, it may be daunting to parents. [Girl, 14 years]. 

I know like they think oh... they have changed so much they are not like the same little 
girl anymore but we can’t be. [Girl, 13 years].133

2.50 Many submissions emphasised this increasing need for independence, a process 
which needs to be positively supported. As stated in the submission from Network of 
Community Activities: 

Critical for the healthy development of 9-12 year olds are opportunities for 
independence, risk taking, leadership engagement with their local community and the 
provision of supportive role models. The goal to ensure that children are resilient and 
able to cope with life’s successes and disappointments is an important developmental 
outcome for this age group.134

2.51 In its submission, Scouts Australia NSW stressed the necessity of having a safe 
environment for all activities and interaction to allow children and young people to 
extend themselves: 

The importance of a ‘safe’ environment cannot be reiterated too strongly – at their best 
support structures should be robust, consistent and almost unseen. This sense of 
underlying safety provides enormous freedom for children and young people to express 
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and extend themselves as they transition from childhood to become young adults, 
regardless of age and gender. It is even more critical to children from disrupted 
backgrounds.135

2.52 While this age group seek more independence, they still require appropriate 
guidance. The need to strike this balance between ‘letting go’ and providing the right 
amount of supervision for a range of activities in a safe setting is the paramount issue 
not only for parents, but also for service providers. The importance of providing 
appropriate guidance and supervision was emphasised in a number of submissions, 
and summed up by Marrickville Youth Resource Centre as follows: 

They want to be able to have fun with their friends in safe environments, they want 
increasing freedom with increasing age and this often presents challenges to parents as 
to ‘letting go’ and balancing the need for appropriate levels of supervision. For many of 
the young people we see they are looking for things to do ‘to not be bored’ and to have 
a safe space they can hang out with their friends.136

2.53 At home, children in the middle years are typically given more freedom and 
responsibilities by their parents. A key factor in this process is in children and young 
people finding that balance between being cared for and learning through 
experience. In its submission, the Commission noted that: 

In our wellbeing research children said they wanted their decisions to be respected by 
adults. However, children want guidance from their parents to set boundaries and 
provide advice and support. The opportunity for children to develop their agency is only 
possible within the boundaries set by adults, particularly parents, who both restrict and 
allow children to exercise their decision making abilities.137

2.54 The positive impact of appropriate guidance was highlighted by UnitingCare Burnside 
in its submission: 

…children and young people need encouragement of their independence, firm 
boundaries and warmth. Family ‘warmth’ and ‘connection’ are terms that were explained 
by Burnside service providers as a need that children and young people, even those 
who leave home during times of crisis, will come back to their families for. 138

2.55 The middle years, is a time when children seek and are given increasing 
independence. This process needs to be positively supported by the provision of safe 
environments in which children and young people can extend themselves, as well as 
age-appropriate guidance. This provides a supportive environment for children and 
young people in the middle years to learn and achieve. 

Achieving, learning and feeling competent 
2.56 Many researchers have concluded that competence and personal esteem are central 

to a child’s wellbeing,139 and children themselves tell us that activities in which they 
achieve are important to them, because they contribute to experiences of 
competence. In its submission, the Commission noted that:  
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Activities where children can exert some control are most associated with wellbeing. If 
children do not feel competent at an activity they may feel excluded or humiliated by 
other children or by adults. The experience of competence is important to children 
because it contributes to children being given recognition and being appreciated for 
achieving, which in turn makes children feel good about themselves.140

2.57 Undoubtedly, one area where children and young people have the opportunity to 
achieve is in the education system. The submission from Freeman Catholic College 
commented on the importance of education to young people: 

What we view as needs may be different to what adults view as our needs. What would 
you classify as a need? The latest ipod or loving parents? A need is something required 
for survival. It allows you to have success or achieve a goal. One need that embodies 
this definition is the need for education.141

2.58 When surveyed by the Student Representative Council, the majority of Freeman 
Catholic College students in Years 7 to 9 believed that education was a need for a 
variety of reasons, including gaining a good job, and a good quality of life. Some 
students also said that they felt education was a need for society as a whole, as 
there would be no advancement or improvement in its absence.142 

2.59 Freeman Catholic College also emphasised the value of school in providing lessons 
for life, in addition to academic subjects: 

Our education may not just include school lessons, but rather life lessons, experienced 
and learnt at school and other environments. Society demands that we learn these 
lessons so as to contribute, rather than burden, and to mature and grow as our 
knowledge grows.143

2.60 Students from Hebersham Public School also expressed a keen appreciation of the 
opportunities for a wider range of experiences which school can provide: 

School gives us a good foundation for our future. School allows children to gain 
experiences that they might not be able to get from their families. Education allows 
young people a chance to get their foot in the door in the real world.144  

2.61 Participation in activities outside the formal education process also provides 
opportunities to learn and feel competent, as children and young people in the middle 
years have a strong need for increased stimulation and exposure to the world around 
them. As noted by the Commission: 

By becoming involved in activities such as environmental initiatives, Scouts, Guides, 
fundraising events, church and faith groups, children can gain the opportunity to help 
others and feel good about themselves, as well as develop skills and competence.145

2.62 Brother Peter Carroll of Trinity Catholic College, Lismore discussed activities that 
give this age group opportunities to develop resilience, while at the time helping them 
to achieve, learn and feel competent. He told the Committee that it was important: 

…to engage them in committees and things that are productive and give them a sense 
of mastery over their environment, being able to achieve something. In the previous 
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session a young man said it was only when he went to boxing at the PCYC that he 
started to engage. That is great evidence of the importance of that sort of activity and 
involvement.146

2.63 Such activities help children and young people to develop the social and emotional 
skills that allow them to negotiate the world around them. UnitingCare Burnside noted 
the importance of excursions, extra-curricular activities and camps for the stimulation 
of young people to help them to develop much needed life skills, such as active 
listening, co-operation and appropriate body language.147 It was also observed that 
such activities may contribute to a young person’s capacity to develop positive 
relationships: 

Among other benefits, these activities help children and young people in the middle 
years to build the skills to enhance relationships with their families and peers. These 
relationships provide critical support when they face adolescent and teenage 
challenges.148

2.64 Children and young people who have experienced neglect or social isolation have 
reduced access to the stimulation and resources needed for gradual skills 
development. Researchers have noted that intervention in the middle years provides 
an opportunity to make a difference for disadvantaged children and young people at 
a key stage of their cognitive development, and at a time of high socialisation.149 

2.65 The experience of competence is central to the wellbeing of children and young 
people. Participation in formal education and activities outside of school provide 
important opportunities to learn new skills and to feel competent. The Committee is of 
the view that it is vital that these opportunities are provided, particularly in relation to 
disadvantaged children and young people. 

Being heard, participating, being listened to 
2.66 Children and young people need to be listened to and have opportunities to 

participate. Under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
participation is the right of every child.150 Children have the right to participate in 
decisions taken in their regard - within the family, the school or the community. Article 
12 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child states the opinions of children should 
be heard and respected, with the views of the child being given due weight according 
to the age and maturity of the child.151 

2.67 Being able to participate in and influence decisions affecting their lives is important to 
children and young people. Children have told the Commission that it is important to 
their wellbeing to have the power to take independent action, including being able to 
make choices in everyday situations, and influence everyday occurrences at home 
and at school. Children also said that it is important to their wellbeing to be involved 
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in decisions about their lives, and that having some degree of control is important to 
achieve goals which were important to them.152 

2.68 In its submission, Wesley Mission commented on the importance of children 
participating in decisions that affect them: 

As they develop the ability to make more mature decisions they need the respect of the 
adults around them and this needs to be demonstrated by listening to their opinion and 
allowing them full participation in decisions which affect them.153

2.69 A common thread throughout the literature is that children and young people want to 
be allowed to participate and want their opinions to be valued and respected.154 The 
Committee was informed by students from Hebersham Public School of their need to 
be heard, understood and valued: 

As we grow up we need to feel supported, understood, heard and more importantly 
valued as members of the community. We want to succeed and develop into worthwhile 
adults who respect each other’s culture and values. 155

2.70 The benefits of the participation of children and young people are well-established. 
They have been found to include: 
• enhancement of skills capacity, competence and self-esteem;  
• improved self-efficacy; and  
• strengthening of social, negotiation and judgment skills through trial, error and 

compromise.156  
2.71 Professor Anne Graham of the Centre for Children and Young People at Southern 

Cross University informed the Committee about the importance of participation for 
children and young people:  

Children and young people report that being recognised, respected and valued as 
individuals with opinions and feelings and able to constructively contribute to and shape 
decisions facing their everyday lives is important to them. It is important because it 
gives them a sense of belonging to their community, gaining new skills and 
experiences, meeting new friends and building a sense of their own agency.157

2.72 Similarly, in its submission, the NSW Government considered the benefits of the 
participation of children and young people in decision-making: 

Children and young people need to participate in decision-making to help them have a 
sense of autonomy over their lives and to be generally more positive in establishing 
their own direction. Young people who believe their lives are largely within their own 
control are more likely to have positive attitudes towards others.158
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153  Submission no. 61, Wesley Mission, p. 1. 
154  UnitingCare Burnside. 2002, Children and young people’s participation in the welfare sector: a literature 
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2.73 Together with caring relationships and high expectations, opportunities to participate 
and contribute have been identified as protective factors in young people’s 
environments. However, these factors are distinct components of a dynamic 
protective process, in which they must work together. For example, caring 
relationships without high expectations or opportunities for meaningful participation 
foster dependency and co-dependency – not positive youth development.159 By way 
of illustration, some children and young people with a disability may have 
experienced caring relationships, but their growth and development may have been 
impeded by low expectations or insufficient meaningful opportunities to participate.  

2.74 Mr Paul Murphy of the NSW Department of Community Services also discussed the 
importance of young people being able to participate in projects. He provided the 
example of the Better Futures funded Menai Youth Action Project, which is: 

… very positively viewed in the community and seems to have very effective ongoing 
strategies to ensure that young people not only participate in the program, but have a 
genuine voice in the way the various aspects of the services are designed and 
delivered. From our perspective that is very important to us in the way we look at Better 
Futures because there clearly is evidence to show that where young people feel they 
have genuine opportunities to participate, there are much higher levels of resilience and 
much more positive connections to community and family than would otherwise be the 
case.160

2.75 Professor Graham informed the Committee that children’s participation is not only 
important for them, but it has also been shown to be important for families and for 
family life. Research suggests that children and young people who feel respected 
and heard are more likely to respect others, be more committed to the decisions that 
are made, feel responsibility for those decisions and to differentiate between and 
accept what they can and cannot influence.161 More broadly, the benefits of 
participation have been shown to include: 
• enabling the positive development of children’s identity, competence, sense of 

responsibility and sense of belonging in the community; 
• enabling children to protect themselves; 
• better decisions, development programs and policy results; 
• broadening and deepening how we practice democracy and citizenship.162 

2.76 Professor Graham also noted that children’s participation is: 
… accepted as strengthening the status of children in social and political life, raising 
issues associated with their social exclusion, challenging the accountability and 
responsiveness of institutions like schools and health care systems with which young 
people interact, as well as contributing far reaching benefits for children's wellbeing.163

                                            
159  Bennard, B. 2004. Resiliency: what we have learned, WestEd, San Francisco, p. 44. 
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2.77 In the same vein, the submission from the Centre for Children and Young People 
noted the importance of participation, particularly for this age group: 

Research also shows that children attribute a great deal of importance to being 
recognized and acknowledged as individuals with opinions and feelings of their own 
and as agents capable of contributing to decisions made in their everyday lives. When 
children are understood as participants, they see themselves as being important and 
legitimate players in social, cultural, economic and political life. Whilst this research 
concerning participation applies across a spectrum of ages, from very young children to 
young adults, it is particularly relevant for children aged 9-14 years as they make the 
transition between ‘child’ and ‘adolescent’ status and negotiate the quite complex 
issues in families, schools and communities that they are part of.164

2.78 Having input into decision-making gives children and young people a sense of 
agency and brings benefits to children and young people, their families and to society 
more broadly. It also leads to better program development and policy decisions, as 
discussed further in Chapter 19. 

Committee comment 
2.79 Evidence given to the Inquiry identifies a range of needs of children and young 

people 9-14 years. These include positive self-esteem; belonging and 
connectedness; safety; increasing independence; achievement, learning and feeling 
competent; being heard, participating and being listened to. Undoubtedly these are 
all basic human needs, and not unique to the middle years. However, research has 
shown that, having regard to the complex physiological and emotional changes which 
characterise the middle years, the extent to which these needs are met by families, 
friends, community and government is critical for the development of resilience. The 
role that services in New South Wales play in meeting these needs is examined in 
the following chapters.  
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Chapter Three -  Recreation, Support and Skills 
 
Government and the community have a responsibility to support children during these 
formative years in order that they gain the resilience to cope with future challenges in a 
rapidly changing world. In spite of the importance of these formative years, there are few 
services specifically designed to meet the needs of this age group. 165  

Introduction  
3.1 Young people in the middle years need a wide variety of stimulating activities that are 

readily accessible to them after hours and on weekends. Services which are currently 
available often do not adequately provide for 9-14 year olds and, if they do, there are 
often barriers to participation. This chapter considers the positive benefits of sporting 
and cultural activities for young people, the current gaps in services providing 
activities and the types of programs which would be suitable for young people during 
the critical childhood to adolescence years. 

Needs and Access 
3.2 While submissions to the Inquiry provided information about a range of programs and 

services relevant to children and young people in the middle years, they also 
identified a need for programs and services specifically designed for the 9-14 year-
old age group.166 The Committee was informed that the 9 to 11-12 age group have 
particularly pressing needs:  

These children are at an age which has many challenges and they need support and 
attention, (e.g. puberty [e.g. becoming independent but not at a maturity level to be 
responsible for self]) yet there is a gap in community services for children during this 
vital period. Families NSW-funded services’ age is maximum 8 years, while Youth 
services generally start at 12 years. There is therefore a large gap in services at a time 
which is crucial.167  

3.3 Lack of access to services after normal working hours and on weekends can also be 
a concern. The submission from Southern Youth and Family Services included the 
following comment: 

There is an appalling lack of services working after normal hours and on week-ends 
with young people and yet these times are often key times to engage with young 
people. The SAAP [Supported Accommodation Assistance Program] services… are 
often the only services open after 6 pm on any evening and throughout the night. There 
is an appalling lack of a responsive and adequate after hours service leaving 
community agencies to do for which they are not adequately resourced. 168  
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Knowing what is available 
3.4 Readily and widely available information is needed in order for children and young 

people to access available services. Evidence to the Inquiry identified that a lack of 
such knowledge may be a barrier to access, particularly in urban areas.169 This has 
been identified as a particular issue for parents of ‘at-risk’ children and young people 
in this age group.170  

3.5 Problems due to lack of information about services are exacerbated for newly arrived 
migrants. Students from Beverly Hills Girls High School surveyed 15 Intensive 
English Centre students who had been in Australia for a few months, and found that 
only two of the students could successfully name a support group or service.171 

3.6 The Better Futures Inner and Eastern Sydney Pre-teen Research Report noted that 
there was a need for easily accessible information, both printed and electronic, to 
inform children and parents and service providers about the range of private and 
public activity programs available. Such information should be coordinated and 
compiled in a form that is simple to access and easily kept up to date.172 Children 
interviewed as part of the report process generally thought that postings in the school 
newsletter and announcements at assembly would be most effective, followed by 
postings on the Internet.173  

3.7 A number of suggestions were made to the Inquiry in relation to providing information 
about services. These included:  

• television advertising;  
• advertising in teen magazines, flyers, school newsletters and within the school 

environment;174  
• developing an information diary to be given to parents through schools;175 or 
• radio.176  

3.8 The Committee notes that widely available information for both children and young 
people and their parents or carers is a vital first step in accessing the services and 
systems which are discussed in the following chapters. 

Activities outside of school  
Mr Steve Cansdell MP: If there was one thing you would like the Government to step in 
and help you with in your area, what would it be? 

…  

Mr W: … places we could go without our parents supervising us so that we can do 
things that we want.  

Mr Steve Cansdell MP: And just have a safe environment?  
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Mr W: Yes, because at a park, it is safe, but anyone can access it. If we had places that 
had a room so that we can just play around knowing that we are safe.177  

3.9 Article 31 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child states that children have the 
right to relax and play and be able to join a variety of cultural, artistic and other 
recreational activities.178 The importance of young people aged 9-14 participating in 
social and recreation activities outside of school for young people was frequently 
raised in the evidence presented to the Inquiry. Evidence to the Committee dealt with 
matters such as the benefits of participating in activities, demand for them and 
barriers to participating and opportunities for expanding the provision of activities.  

Benefits of participating in activities 
3.10 Significant benefits for children and young people participating in social and 

recreational activities after school were identified in evidence submitted to this 
Inquiry. The submission from Ku-ring-gai Council identified that the “nature and 
regularity of social and recreation activities out of school hours is critical for social, 
physical and intellectual development in this age group.” 179 

3.11 In its submission, the Federation of Parents and Citizens’ Associations of NSW 
commented on the importance of activities for developing well-adjusted young adults: 

The promotion of extra-curricular activities as an essential, not additional, element of 
the child’s education and development is one strategy with the potential to provide very 
positive outcomes. This will provide opportunities for children and young people in 
these middle years to develop the necessary characteristics to prepare them for a well-
adjusted and productive adolescence and adulthood.  

…Special interest extra-curricular activities not only provide young people with 
additional skills, they also foster personal growth and a sense of belonging.180

3.12 In his evidence to the Committee, Professor Matthew Sanders of the University of 
Queensland noted the capacity for participation in a range of activities to act as a 
protective factor against antisocial behaviour. Professor Sanders responded, as 
follows, to a question about evidence of the impact of participating in activities on 
increasing the resilience of children and young people in this age group: 

I think the important mechanism here is connectedness. If kids are meaningfully 
involved in age-appropriate activities, in particular, activities that involve peers who are 
not engaged in antisocial behaviour, that is a protective factor. When kids are 
meaningfully connected through their schools in a range of activities, whether they are 
sporting, artistic or recreational activities that involve some kind of adult supervision and 
connectedness - not necessarily supervision in a controlling sense, but adults are part 
of the activity, particularly with younger teenagers - there is significantly less likelihood 
of the kids becoming involved in antisocial behaviour, crime, causing problems on the 
streets with graffiti and other sorts of behaviours that generally cause community alarm 
when it occurs.181

3.13 Extra-curricular activities can include formal activities such as sports, arts related 
activities, environmental initiatives and community service, as well as informal 

                                            
177  Mr Tom W, Castle Hill High School, Transcript of evidence, 2 July 2008, p. 14. 
178  Submission no. 57, Ku-ring-gai Council, p. 3. 
179  Submission no. 45, Campbelltown City Council, p. 1. 
180  Submission no. 36, Federation of Parents and Citizens' Associations of NSW, p. 4. 
181  Professor Matthew Sanders, Parenting and Family Support Centre, University of Queensland, Transcript 

of evidence, 17 March 2009, p. 37. 



Committee on Children and Young People 

Recreation, Support and Skills 

36 Parliament of New South Wales 

recreational activities or play. The benefits of some of these types of activities have 
been identified in the literature and evidence to the Inquiry.  

3.14 The health benefits of participating in physical activity have been well documented. A 
2005 Discussion Paper published by the Commonwealth Department of Health and 
Ageing identified a number of immediate health benefits for children and youth who 
participate in physical activity. The paper concluded that physical activity was found 
to have beneficial effects on obesity, skeletal health and several aspects of 
psychological health.182 The Department’s Active kids are healthy kids brochure also 
lists further health benefits of being physically active for children aged between 5 and 
12 years of age. According to the brochure, physical activity can:  

• promote healthy growth and development; 

• build strong bones and muscles; 

• improve balance and develop skills; 

• maintain and develop flexibility; 

• help achieve and maintain a healthy weight; 

• provide opportunities to make friends; and 

• improve self-esteem.183  
3.15 Participation in sport or other types of physical activities may assist in reducing anti-

social behaviour. In a report on sport, physical activity and anti-social behaviour 
Morris, Sallybanks and Willis examined evidence which suggests the “provision of 
well-structured sport and physical activity programs may assist to reduce youth 
antisocial behaviour.”184 The following exchange from the Committee’s public hearing 
at Lismore between Mr Ahri Tallon of Young People Big Voice and the Chair of the 
Committee illustrates this point: 

Chair:185 Ahri, you said earlier when you were in year 8 and a bored youth and you 
were going out and getting into a bit of trouble. Is there anything in particular that 
changed you or made a difference to you that, as you moved on, you thought you 
needed to operate in a different way? What made the difference? What made you turn 
the corner to become more settled—maybe still bored sometimes but a more settled 
young person? 

Mr Tallon: No, I am never bored, I am always busy. I just went to a public school, 
Richmond River, and all my friends were smoking all the time and going in a downward 
spiral and not doing much. One afternoon my friend asked me to go to boxing at the 
PCYC and that kind of sets off a chain reaction where I got involved in more sport, I got 
involved in the PCYC. I can pretty much thank the PCYC because I went on this 
leadership camp—the Blue Star program, you might have heard of it in Sydney. Then I 
became the State youth representative and it turned into a big snowball from getting 
involved in a community sport. That was it, just getting involved. 

Chair: That is very illuminating. How old were you when you started going to the 
PCYC? What year was that? 
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Mr Tallon: I think that would have been towards the end of year 8.186

3.16 Arts activities are another means of providing positive outcomes for children and 
young people. The Barnados Australia submission to the Inquiry indicated that 
children aged 9-14 respond well to arts activities that are used as engagement 
strategies, or for skill development: 

… young people in this age group have been very responsive to group work that uses 
the arts, for example, circus skills, art work, theatre workshops, for both the 
engagement strategy and educational/skills development intervention.187

3.17 In a recent paper on after-school arts programs, Dr Robin Wright noted the growing 
evidence on the benefits of after-school arts programs:  

There is growing research evidence that well-designed and structured after-school 
community based programs can promote positive youth development and enrich the 
lives of youths, improve school performance, as well as reduce negative behaviours like 
delinquency and alcohol and drug abuse.188

3.18 The submission from Monkey Baa Theatre for Young People outlined some of the 
benefits of arts programs, particularly those with a theatre or drama orientation: 
• studies have shown that involvement in dramatic play has resulted in a reduction 

in ‘risk factors’ for marginalized youth, improved personal communication skills 
and builds a greater sense of community and social inclusion for these youths; 

• the use of drama supports other literacy-based programs in the school 
environment. The essence of drama is the use of enactment to improve a 
student’s talking and listening skills, as well as the reading, writing and 
understanding of written text; and 

• the arts have the ability to develop the physical, social, emotional and spiritual 
growth in a young person’s life. Beyond the recognisable tangible outcomes, there 
are wide ranging intangible outcomes such as patience, observation, risk taking in 
a safe environment, planning and social skills, working collaboratively and 
increased feelings of self-esteem.189 

3.19 However, in a separate 2006 journal article, Wright et al. noted that few existing 
programs provide good evaluation of the outcomes of the programs. In the United 
States, after a comprehensive review of existing evaluation research on the impact of 
arts-based programs for at-risk youth, the Rand Corporation concluded that while 
there were many interesting arts programs, few of them had been properly 
evaluated.190 

3.20 There is an increasing amount of international research to support the need for 
children aged 9-14 years to be allowed safe play opportunities191 or participation in 
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informal activities such as bike riding or going to skate parks. The United Kingdom 
Department of Children, Schools and Families outlined a number of the benefits of 
play for children in an evidence summary supporting the department’s 2008 Play 
Strategy: 

We know that children who access play opportunities enjoy a range of significant 
benefits. Play supports their sense of wellbeing, emotional development, learning and 
interpersonal skills, health and independence. It is also important in terms of children 
having fun and enjoying life.192  

3.21 In short, both research and evidence to the Inquiry have identified that participating in 
extra-curricular social and recreational activities provides significant benefits for 
children and young people in the middle years.  

Need for activities 
3.22 The need for more activities after school for children and young people in this age 

group was a major theme of the Inquiry, highlighted in forty submissions. In its 
submission, the Commission commented that young people have consistently 
reiterated the need for affordable, accessible and interesting activities: 

Lack of access to suitable activities after school, on weekends and in the school 
holidays is an issue for children in the middle years in many parts of NSW. During the 
Commission’s many consultations with children since our establishment, children have 
constantly raised the need for affordable, accessible and interesting things to do in their 
local area.193

3.23 The Committee’s own consultations with children and young people in Lismore 
resulted in similar comments about the need for activities outside school. Some 
members of the Young People Big Voice consultative committee discussed the 
severe shortage of ‘things to do’ in the Northern Rivers region and the problems that 
the subsequent boredom can engender: 

Mr Rodwell: I can admit to being a bored youth as well. Ask yourself how many youth 
actually are in the northern rivers? You only need to look around and see how many 
public events and facilities there are to facilitate use: it is ridiculous. They have nowhere 
to go, they go through puberty and go crazy. They have nothing to do. There is no 
public transport so they end up in Byron. They end up drinking, falling over people and 
doing stupid stuff. The words "bored youth" is not sarcastic, it is real, it is a real fact, ask 
any news here today and they will say, "Yes". Everyone has gone through it.  

Mr Cooper: There is a unique problem. In populations such as Newcastle with 200,000 
or so people, there are a lot more services in those places than in Lismore and Coffs 
Harbour and Grafton. We are not rural like Bourke, but we are not like Newcastle either, 
we are in the middle. A lot of young people come to Lismore to go to uni and there 
needs to be recognition that we are missing out.  

Miss Ryall: We often just think of them as bored youth, but we do not ask why they are 
bored. Something needs to be done so they are not bored and there may not be as 
many problems.194
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3.24 Casino Aboriginal elder Ms Nora Caldwell also voiced concerns about the lack of 
activities available outside of schools: 

We need more for our kids, things they can use like cinemas. They have got nothing 
here for the kids. When they want to go to an indoor game they have to go to Lismore. 
Indoor bowls, a stadium, they go over there… If they are bored they are on the street. 
They will tell you themselves, "There is nothing here for us". I sit down and talk with the 
kids. They just sit and play cards."195

3.25 Service providers, such as the Marrickville South Interagency, also recognised the 
need for a range of activities: 

Children in the middle years need to be provided with programs that offer activities to 
alleviate their boredom, to teach them respect for each other and those older than 
them, respect for authority and rules, to educate them in various ways and give them a 
sense of belonging to a group, encourage mentorship and fun in their holidays. This 
would be an early intervention exercise, preventing children from learning risky 
behaviours and activities.196

Need for a variety of activities 
3.26 In the middle years, children and young people need choice and the opportunities to 

experiment and try out a range of activities, as not all children have the same 
interests. While sporting activities are often well catered for, there may be few other 
choices.197 The submission from Wesley Mission noted that a variety of activities 
other than sport should be available:  

…there needs to be a recognition that not all children are interested in sport and as 
wide a range of activities as possible should be offered. Creative activities such as Art 
or Music have also been found to be very beneficial, particularly for children who have 
less developed social skills. These activities need not involve competition or the ability 
to work as part of a team but never the less engage the children with their peer group 
and help develop social relationships.198

3.27 Mr Byron M from Hebersham Public School outlined some of the activities that he 
would like to see available in the western suburbs of Sydney: 

In the western suburbs children really need a range of things to do to relax and have 
fun. We need sporting centres, dance groups, discos, social clubs, facilities for hobbies, 
and community centres where we can learn new things and just be together, meet new 
people and talk to someone that can help with concerns and problems.199

3.28 The submission from the Lismore DGO (District Guidance Officers) group 
recommended an increase in the number of activities available to disadvantaged 
children. These children can benefit greatly from activities outside school but may not 
fit into existing programs that are available:  

An increase in “after school’s” activities groups where schools and parents can refer 
children with behavioural and/or emotional challenges where they can practice new 
ways of doing things, increase their self-image, make new friends, learn social skills 
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and so on. Many young people with these needs do not “fit” into already established 
groups such as Scouts, netball clubs etc.200

3.29 The need for various types of activities for children in the 9-14 age group was a major 
theme of the evidence to this Inquiry. Different types of activities after school are now 
examined in greater depth, including both formal and informal activities or ‘play’. 

Informal recreation activities 
3.30 The United Kingdom’s play strategy uses ‘play’ to describe what children and young 

people do when they follow their own ideas and interests in their own way and for 
their own reasons, balancing fun with a sense of respect for themselves and others. 
Children described were asked about what play as activities inside and outside of the 
home, including football, playing on equipment at the park, playing on computers or 
the internet, watching television, board games, and baking cakes.201  

3.31 Data is available about the participation of Australian children and young people 9-14 
years in informal recreational activities, which indicates the popularity of a range of 
different activities for children and young people 9-14 years. For example, in the two 
weeks prior to interviews conducted by the Australian Bureau of Statistics in April 
2006: 
• 1,587,900 children aged between 9 and 14 participated in watching television, 

videos or DVDs; 
• 1,440,000 participated in homework or other study; 
• 1,212,600 participated in reading for pleasure; 
• 1,086,800 participated in playing electronic or computer games; 
• 1,030,300 participated in bike riding; 
• 651,400 participated in art and craft; and 
• 385,000 participated in skateboarding or rollerblading. 202 

3.32 Participation rates for almost all activities are lower for the 12-14 age group 
compared with the 9-11 age group. A marked example is bike riding, which 
decreases from 72.1% to 54.5%. The only exception to the trend is homework, which 
increases from 87.1% to 89.6%.203 

3.33 More formal activities can include organised sport, arts and cultural activities, and 
participation in programs such as environmental programs. 

Arts and cultural activities  
3.34 Participation in arts and cultural activities can include involvement in different types of 

arts related programs and activities such as singing, drama and playing a musical 
instrument. It may also involve attending arts and cultural activities such as visiting 
art galleries, museums or performing arts events.  
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3.35 According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics,204 1,164,100 Australian children and 
young people aged between 9 and 14 attended selected cultural venues and events 
in the 12 months prior to April 2006, while 598,100 participated in selected organised 
cultural activities.205 Interestingly, the New South Wales attendance rate at selected 
cultural venues and events was the lowest for any of the states and territories, at 
67.6%.206 

3.36 A range of opportunities are available for the participation of children and young 
people 9-14 years in arts related activities outside of school hours. The submission 
from the NSW Government207 outlined a number of programs inclusive of 9-14 year 
olds run by Arts NSW. These include the ConnectEd program,208 the Performing Arts 
Touring program,209 the youth theatre sector,210 and activities organised by cultural 
institutions such as the Art Gallery of NSW, Australian Museum, State Library of 
NSW and Sydney Opera House.211 

3.37 Programs for engaging children and young people in arts-based activities are also 
run as part of after-school activities on school sites, and by organisations such as 
youth services, church groups, and private providers. The Better Futures program 
has also provided some funding for arts activities inclusive of this age group. 

3.38 Evidence to the Inquiry suggests the need for systematic approaches to increase 
participation in the arts programs and events. Research conducted as part of the 
Better Futures Inner and Eastern Sydney pre-teen research project identified that 
children would like to take part in interesting arts activities: 

The majority of children surveyed for this research said they would like to take part in 
interesting arts activities... Network has suggested that an arts-based activity program, 
similar to the Active After Schools Community Program, would benefit children and 
providers. Having young, well-trained and enthusiastic staff to deliver art and craft 
activities would be a major attraction to older aged children.212

3.39 The submission from Ku-ring-gai Council suggested that arts projects could be 
funded in different areas during school holidays: 

Provision of children 9-14 years of age with an integrated Arts based program where 
children would become involved in a variety of art modes including music, creative 

                                            
204  Australian Bureau of Statistics. 2006. Children’s participation in cultural and leisure activities, pp. 18, 25.  
205  The cultural venues and events surveyed were: visited public library, visited museum or art gallery, and 

attended performing arts event; the organised cultural activities surveyed were: playing a musical 
instrument, singing, dancing, and drama. 

206  All other states and territories had an attendance rate above 70%, with the ACT achieving the highest 
attendance rate of 80.8%. 

207  Submission no. 87, NSW Government, pp. 43-44. 
208  Through travel and ticket subsidy, the ConnectEd arts strategy provides access to quality performing arts 

and visual arts workshops, camps and performances for isolated, rural and disadvantaged schools, with 
the specific target group of students in Years 5-8.  

209  This program in part supports regional tours that benefit children in the middle years and are delivered by 
arts organisations, youth theatre, dance and music companies who are committed to touring in regional 
NSW.  

210  Arts NSW supports metropolitan and regional youth theatres that are nationally and internationally 
recognised for providing calibre workshop and performing programs for young people aged 4-25 years. 

211  These offer an extensive range of education programs linked to the NSW school curriculum, as well as 
specific activities and workshops for children and young people across the age range. 
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writing and the visual arts (drawing, painting, collage). This could occur through funding 
of arts projects in different local areas and could occur each school holiday period.213

3.40 Correspondence received from Waverley Council suggested funding for an ‘arts after 
school’ program, similar to the Active After-school program.  

The NSW Government could initiate an Active after school arts program throughout 
NSW to provide a wider range of arts activities in after school hours than is offered 
within the school curriculum. This could be delivered through schools, youth services art 
organisations or OSHC’s in much the same way as the AASC program is currently 
being delivered ... Through the medium of play the program would also aim to assist 
children to improve their social skills as well as teach them more about team work; how 
to listen to their friends and the people around them and how to share materials and the 
classroom.214  

3.41 The submission from Monkey Baa Theatre also recommended an increase in funding 
to Arts NSW for Arts/Education linked programs with particular reference to the NSW 
Youth Action Plan, specifically Action 29, which supports arts activities for young 
people in regional New South Wales;215 and to encourage Arts NSW to accelerate its 
plan to implement a Youth Arts Policy detailing initiatives that inspire and involve 
children and young people in the arts.216  

3.42 Evidence to the Inquiry indicates that it is important for children and young people in 
the middle years to have access to a variety of activities outside of school and that 
there is growing evidence of the benefits of well developed and structured after 
school arts programs. The Committee considers that increased provision of arts 
based programs for children and young people in the middle years, particularly in 
disadvantaged communities, should be a priority and that such programs should be 
provided through a range of organisations including neighbourhood centres, 
multicultural services, Aboriginal organisations and youth services. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 1: The Committee recommends that the Premier, in his 
capacity as the Minister for the Arts, facilitate the development of a youth arts 
plan with a major focus on regional New South Wales. 

The Committee further recommends that the Commissioner for Children and 
Young People be consulted in the development of any proposed youth arts 
plan. 
 

RECOMMENDATION 2: The Committee recommends that the Premier, in his 
capacity as the Minister for the Arts, facilitate the development of further arts 
activities in school holidays for children in the middle years with a focus on 
disadvantaged communities, particularly Indigenous communities. 

The Committee further recommends that the Commissioner for Children and 

                                            
213  Submission no. 57, Ku-ring-gai Council, p. 6. 
214  Waverley Council, Questions answered after hearing, 17 March 2009, p. 1 
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Young People be consulted on any proposed development. 

 
Sport 
3.43 Sport is undoubtedly one of the most popular after-school activities for children and 

young people aged 9-14 years, with 60-70 per cent participating in some form of 
organised sport.217 Interestingly, this age group represents both the peak (9-11 year 
olds), and the greatest decrease, in participation (12-14 year olds).218  

3.44 The NSW Department of Sport and Recreation runs a number of sport and recreation 
programs for 9-14 year olds such as Outdoor Education Programs;219 a state-wide 
learn to swim and water familiarisation program; youth in sport programs;220 and the 
Duke of Edinburgh’s Award;221 and also conducts programs to assist athlete 
development.222 Sports activities are also offered through organisations such as 
Police Community Youth Clubs, sporting clubs, and community based and youth 
organisations.  

3.45 The Commonwealth Government funds the nationwide Active After-school 
Communities Program (AASCP), as part of its $116 million Building a Healthy, Active 
Australia package. AASCP provides primary school aged children access to free 
structured physical activity programs between 3.00 p.m. and 5.30 p.m., and is 
designed to engage otherwise non-active children in structured physical activities, as 
well as connecting pathways with local community organisations. The program is 
open to all Australian primary schools and childcare benefit-approved out of school 
hour care services.223 As at December 2007, 38,392 NSW children at 823 schools 
and out of school hours care services, many of which are located in regional and 
remote areas.224 

3.46 An interim evaluation of AASCP undertaken by Colmar Brunton Social Research 
found that the program is achieving its aims of: 
• enhancing the physical activity of Australian primary school-aged children through 

a nationally coordinated program; 
• providing increased opportunities for inclusive participation in quality, safe and fun 

structured physical activity; 
• growing community capacity and stimulating local community involvement in sport 

and structured physical activity; and 
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• satisfying stakeholders with the operation and effectiveness of the program.225 

3.47 However, despite these successes, evidence to the Inquiry noted that changes to the 
scope of AASCP would make it more attractive to children and young people in the 9-
14 age group: 

… kids, because of the nature of this age group, do not like committing to things week 
after week. So, we would like to see it be more flexible, not just about sports, but 
include arts programs and music and culture and theatre to really cover the range of 
interests of kids in that age group … We have found that OOSHs are a kind of natural fit 
for it. You would imagine that most schools have sports programs anyway. So, the 
active after-school communities program was targeted at underactive kids, basically.226

3.48 It was suggested to the Committee that if extra resources were allocated to this area 
at the high school level, children could be linked back through youth services with an 
integrated planning approach, thereby exposing the children to a whole range of 
activities, rather than simply sports.227 

3.49 The Committee believes that consideration should be given to piloting an Active 
After-school Communities (AASCP) type-program for early high school aged young 
people. Some variation to the current scope of AASCP would be required in order to 
attract a broader range of students and in order to engage early high school aged 
students. A more flexible range of activities, including arts activities, would appeal to 
a broader cohort and adding variety could improve engagement with the program. In 
addition, providing alternate venues or organisations to run the program might allow 
the program to reach young people averse to attending after-school programs on 
school grounds.  

3.50 The Committee also notes that the recent House of Representatives Standing 
Committee on Health and Ageing inquiry into obesity in Australia has recommended 
that the Minister for Health and Ageing continue to support the AASCP, and consider 
ways to expand the program to more sites across Australia.228 

3.51 Three different types of pilot programs could be implemented with the following 
features: 
• Trial 1 - Active After-school Communities type programs for primary school aged 

children, including a combination of sports and arts activities; 
• Trial 2 - Active After-school Communities type programs for early high school 

aged children, including a combination of sports and arts activities; 
• Trial 3 - Active After-school Communities type programs run by non-government 

organisations such as Aboriginal organisations, youth services and other 
community organisations, including (a) a combination of arts and sports (b) sport 
only; 

The trials should be evaluated and, if successful, widely implemented across New South 
Wales. 
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RECOMMENDATION 3: The Committee recommends, that pursuant to s 11(d) 
of the Commission for Children and Young People Act 1998, the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People consult with the Minister for 
Youth and the relevant Commonwealth Minister about the feasibility of 
implementing a series of pilot programs to trial modified versions of the Active 
After-school Communities Program. 
 
Other types of programs 
3.52 Children and young people in the middle years may have other interests outside of 

sport and the arts. For example, the Blue Mountains City Council indicated that 
activities based around environmental issues could engage young people aged 9-14: 

Many young people in the Blue Mountains are passionate about wildlife rescue, bush 
regeneration, and environmental issues but there are limited opportunities for 
engagement. Bush regeneration groups could actively engage this age group. 
Connections from within schools would address the issue of access for parents that 
cannot drive children to programs.229

3.53 The Canterbury City Council submission also noted the need for more programs to 
“raise awareness of environmental issues and the role of local action.”230 

Access and barriers to participation in activities 
3.54 Other than programs and activities for children and young people in the middle years, 

not being available, there may be other barriers to participation. Evidence to the 
Inquiry identified access to sport and recreational activities as a significant issue, 
particularly in rural areas. The Monkey Baa Theatre for Young People observed that 
young people are severely disadvantaged in terms of arts related opportunities in 
rural and regional New South Wales.231 

3.55 A range of other barriers can prevent children and young people aged 9-14 from 
participating in sports, arts and other types of activities. With respect to sport, the 
NSW Department of Art, Sport and Recreation have identified several key factors. 
These can be generally grouped as:  
• logistical - e.g., costs, equipment, locations, transport;  
• institutional - available facilities and officials, risk of injury in some sports; and 
• personal - changing activity preferences and competition for leisure time.232  

3.56 Barriers to engagement in arts and cultural activities are likely to include a lack of 
access to transport,233 lack of culturally and age-appropriate programs and events, 
and cost. Arts programs are often one-off, short-term projects, which operate with 
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limited funding; and with few organisations working specifically in this area there are 
few long-term opportunities for young people.234  

3.57 A considerable amount of evidence to the Inquiry identified cost as a barrier to 
children and young people participating in activities, particularly for lower socio-
economic groups. Cost was reported as limiting access to out of school activities for 
low-income families in at least 14 submissions. Ms Vivienne Martin of the Marrickville 
South Interagency found that children from low-income families do not have as many 
opportunities to participate in after-school activities, as compared with children from 
higher income families: 

We find that if children come from more advantaged backgrounds, there is an array of 
things that they can tap into. If they have professional working families or working 
families, there is after-school care and vacation care. If you have money, you can go to 
sports, you can go to ballet and music and a whole range of activities after school. 
Children from more disadvantaged families find that much more difficult.235

3.58 This sentiment was reflected in the submission from Randwick City Council, which 
provided the following example of the various prohibitive costs that prevent 
disadvantaged children from participating in sporting activities: 

A typical example is … participation in local sporting activities. The cost of membership 
fees for sporting club, purchasing of sporting equipment and uniforms, mouth and shin 
guards, and cost of travel to competition venues can be prohibitive to financially 
disadvantaged families.236

3.59 The submission from Network of Community Activities indicated that access to 
galleries and museums is also restricted by cost: 

Currently the cost of accessing a range of NSW galleries and educational museums, is 
prohibitive for young people, nor are they encouraged to attend these places 
unaccompanied by an adult by administrators of such institutions. 237

3.60 A number of submissions recommended providing cheaper access to transport and 
activities for children and young people, for example, by introducing a Juniors Card 
scheme. The submission from Network of Community Activities recommended that 
consideration should be made to providing opportunities for open days at museums 
and special events during the school vacation period, where children can attend for a 
nominal fee or as part of a transport package.238 These suggestions are addressed 
further in Chapter 6 of this Report. 

3.61 In its submission, the Commission recommended developing a subsidy scheme to 
help low income families of children in the middle years to meet the costs of 
participation in sports, including registration and clothing.239  

3.62 Evidence to the Inquiry has identified that cost can be a major barrier to participation 
in well-designed sport and recreation activities outside of school, yet there are 
numerous benefits of participation in such programs that are of particular importance 
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in disadvantaged communities. The Committee considers that access to sport and 
recreation activities for children and young people in the middle years from socio-
economically disadvantaged communities ought to be a priority. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 4: The Committee recommends, that pursuant to s 11(d) 
of the Commission for Children and Young People Act 1998, the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People consult with the Minister for 
Sport and Recreation about the feasibility of subsidising the costs of 
participation in sports and other activities outside school hours, with priority 
given to low-income families and Indigenous families. 
 
3.63 Barriers to participating in activities outside of school are likely to affect some groups 

of children and young people more than others. Non-participation in sport or cultural 
activities is notably higher among children born overseas in non-English speaking 
countries, as well as children in one-parent families or whose parents are not 
employed, as shown by the following figures for children aged 5-14: 

Around 44% of children born overseas in non-English speaking countries did not 
participate, compared with 26% of children born in Australia and 27% born overseas in 
English–speaking countries. Around 36% of children in one–parent families did not 
participate compared with 25% of children in couple families. Children whose parents 
were not employed were less likely to be involved in cultural and sporting activities 
(49% non participation) than those with at least one employed parent (23%).240

3.64 Despite the low levels of participation for culturally and linguistically diverse groups, 
the Committee has heard evidence demonstrating the significant value that activities 
have for fostering interaction and social inclusion for these children and young 
people. Mr Jorge Aroche of the Service for the Treatment and Rehabilitation of 
Torture and Trauma Survivors (STARTTS), made the following comments: 

For many of these victims we see, some of the things we take for granted in terms of 
recreation are not available where they come from. The transition into those, and 
making them available, is very important. We have found this support an incredibly 
good way to link kids into new things. It is also a terribly good way to facilitate social 
inclusion … Often we work with minorities within minorities in their own country. Identity 
is quite a complex issue for them. We have found a sport activity is one of the best 
ways to facilitate that interaction and social inclusion.241

3.65 Children and young people with disabilities may also face additional barriers to 
participating in recreational activities outside of school. The submission from The 
Children’s Hospital at Westmead and the Australasian Faculty Rehabilitation 
Medicine identifies some of the barriers to participating in sport:  

Children and young people with disabilities may require additional resources to access 
recreational and sporting activities that accommodate their cognitive and/or physical 
impairments. Opportunities for the younger children (primary school age) are greater 
but competitiveness increases in high school and thus the children with limited abilities 
are often excluded from team based sporting activities. In this age group playing team 
sports provides opportunities to develop abilities that have positive implications for other 

                                            
240  Australian Bureau of Statistics. 2006. Children’s participation in cultural and leisure activities, p. 7. 
241  Mr Jorge Aroche, STARTTS, Transcript of evidence, 8 August 2008, p. 18. 



Committee on Children and Young People 

Recreation, Support and Skills 

48 Parliament of New South Wales 

domains of well being, i.e., team skills, understanding the implications of winning and 
losing and coping with this.242

3.66 Similarly, the submission from Vision Australia identified a need for recreational 
facilities, which are fun and accessible for children who are blind or have low vision. 
These need to incorporate safety features such as changes in surface textures, the 
use of tactile ground surface, and indicators or barriers to identify hazards which may 
not be detectable by a child who is blind or has low vision.243 

3.67 The submission from the Institute of Family Advocacy commented about the 
additional support that children and young people with a disability require to be active 
members of their local community including active participation in before and after 
school and vacation programs, community and cultural groups and activities. To 
facilitate community inclusion requires: 
• an increase in resources to provide individual support (through both state and 

Commonwealth programs); 
• the development of individualised support arrangements to enable teenagers with 

a disability to participate in after school and vacation activities with their friends; 
and 

• an increase in the competence of support workers to build and enhance 
friendships between children and young people with disability and their peers 
rather than providing a ‘paid’ friendship. 244 

3.68 The 2007-08 Annual Report of NSW Department of Arts, Sport and Recreation has a 
significant focus on disability and sport and recreation.245 The report listed a number 
of programs conducted by the Department throughout the year, such as the Inclusive 
School Sport program,246 the Active Everyone program,247 and the Disability Sport 
Assistance Program.248 The report had less of a focus on disability and the arts, 
listing a number of initiatives involving organisations such as the Australian Theatre 
of the Deaf, Powerhouse Youth Theatre and Accessible Arts. 

Committee comment 
3.69 The Committee commends the Department of Arts, Sport and Recreation on the 

initiatives that it has established in relation to children and young people with a 
disability. However it notes that there is considerable room to expand on these 
programs, particularly in the arts, to allow equitable access for all children and young 
people to activities outside of school. The Committee recommends that NSW 
Department of Arts, Sport and Recreation continues to develop new initiatives in this 
area. 
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3.70 The Committee also recommends later in this chapter, that the NSW Government 
provide funding for activities outside of school as a core component of a state-wide 
funding stream for 9-14 year olds. Increasing access of children and young people 
with a disability to existing and planned sport and recreational activities outside of 
school should be a key consideration. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 5: The Committee recommends that the Minister for 
Sport and Recreation expand initiatives to increase access of children and 
young people aged 9-14 with a disability to sport, arts and other types of 
recreation.  

The Committee further recommends that the Commissioner for Children and 
Young People be consulted on the proposed expansion of initiatives that aim 
to increase access of children and young people in the middle years with a 
disability to sport, arts and other types of recreation. 

 
 

Other opportunities for expanding the provision of activities 
3.71 There are further opportunities to expand activities for children and young people in 

the middle years, including through the use of school grounds outside of school 
hours, better linkages between schools and clubs, and increased co-ordination 
between existing service providers through the Better Futures program. 

School grounds 
3.72 Schools are an obvious venue for after-school activities, having a range of facilities 

which could be used extensively to provide arts, sport and recreational activities for 
children and young people. There are opportunities to form partnerships with local 
sporting groups, recreational groups or arts groups so that they can run programs for 
children and young people on school grounds. School facilities could be more fully 
utilised if made available to the wider community. Some of these considerations will 
be discussed further in Chapter 17 of this Report. 

3.73 Ms Robyn Monro-Miller of the Network of Community Activities commented on the 
quality sporting facilities in schools that are often not available outside of school 
hours: 

High schools have the best sporting facilities, for example, basketball courts … often 
put away because vandals could come in and damage them, which they can. However, 
there is also the idea that people generally—teenagers and young people—want 
access to basketball courts and to activities that are available at those schools.249

3.74 Ms Ricci Bartels of the Fairfield Migrant Resource Centre also told the Committee 
about the under-utilisation of school facilities. Whilst noting obstacles such as public 
liability issues, Ms Bartels suggested that the use of school facilities might be a 
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practical and effective way of bringing together local government, schools and the 
community sector.250 

3.75 The submission from NSW Women’s Refuge Child Support Workers also 
recommended that the NSW Department of Education and Training (DET) consider 
the use of school property for the after school hours educational and support needs 
of children.251 

3.76 The Catholic Education Commission indicated that Catholic schools generally do 
allow external organisations to use school facilities, provided the organisation fulfils 
certain conditions, such as holding public liability insurance.252 

3.77 DET has a 1994 policy statement about the use of school facilities by community 
groups entitled Community Use of School Facilities.253 The policy statement sets out 
the arrangements required for community groups and organisations to make use of 
school facilities, and includes regulations regarding the charges to be applied to 
different user groups, insurance and other requirements, as well as a sample of the 
Community User Agreement to be drawn up between the school and community 
group. 

3.78 The Committee notes that while DET has a policy about the use of school facilities by 
community groups, evidence to the Inquiry has identified that school facilities could 
be used more widely. In addition, the use of school facilities by community members 
is an integral component of extended schools and greater involvement of community 
with schools is desirable, as is discussed in Chapter 17. Moreover, the Committee 
considers that allowing school facilities to be used outside of schools would free up a 
valuable resource for both students and community members. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 6: The Committee recommends that, pursuant to s 11(d) 
of the Commission for Children and Young People Act 1998, the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People consult with the Minister for 
Education and Training about developing and actively implementing a policy 
allowing use of schools for activities outside of school hours by students and 
community members. 
 

The education system 
3.79 A number of submissions to the Inquiry recommended a greater role for schools 

generally, and the education system as a whole, in the provision of after-school 
activities. For example, the submission from the Newcastle Police and Community 
Youth Club proposed that NSW schools:  

… reflect research by developing a larger range of extracurricular activities for children 
to be involved in; keeping children engaged in friendly and safe activities and acting as 
a crime prevention strategy. More schools need to develop groups such as choir, 
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dance, band, drama and hobby clubs to provide children with the opportunity to be 
involved in activities after school.254

3.80 Some schools are already involved in conducting after-school activities. Waverley 
Council noted that a number of schools in the area hold after-school activities on 
school grounds: 

Several primary schools have developed their own after school programs for a fee 
(often started by P&C Committees) with specific older children’s activities such as 
dance, language, chess, sailing and other one day a week activities on the school 
grounds.255

3.81 Practically, links could be established between schools and organisations such as 
PCYC and Scouts, at a local and state-wide level, to increase participation of children 
and young people in extra-curricular activities. Both Scouts and PCYC256 identified 
the potential for stronger links between schools and their organisations. 

3.82 The Federation of Parents and Citizens' Associations of NSW suggested that 
appropriate organisations that provide quality extra-curricular activities ought to be 
funded, and that these additional activities should become a more pivotal and 
expected aspect of the education system, given that they not only provide young 
people with additional skills, but also foster personal growth and a sense of 
belonging.257 

3.83 The Committee notes that the Extended Schools program in the United Kingdom 
provides a commitment to offering a range of services through schools from 8 am to 
6 pm, 48 weeks out of the year. This includes a wide variety of activities for primary 
and secondary school students.258 This is discussed further in Chapter 17 of this 
Report. 

3.84 The expansion of the Schools As Community Centres program and introduction of 
extended schools - as discussed in Chapter 17 - could provide an opportunity for 
external organisations to be involved in the expanded provision of activities outside 
school hours. The Committee considers that it would be highly desirable for schools 
to have a greater role in providing after school activities, whether those activities are 
provided by school staff or by external providers.  

Co-ordination and planning 
3.85 Evidence to the Committee points to the need for increased co-ordination in the 

provision of sport and recreational activities at a local level. A 2004 NSW Department 
of Infrastructure, Planning and Natural Resources (DIPNR) report entitled Assessing 
Sydney’s Recreation Demand and Opportunities indicated that more integrated 
planning of recreation and leisure activities is needed:  

This planning should include local councils, health service providers, schools, 
government and community-based conservation bodies and various levels of sports 
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associations who all deal with various aspects of sports and leisure, but rarely talk to 
each other.259

3.86 An integrated approach to the planning of leisure and recreation activities was 
discussed in the submission from Waverly Council. Research conducted by the 
Waverley Council as part of the Better Futures pre-teen research project led to the 
following recommendations regarding an integrated approach to providing activities 
for children and young people: 
• initiate a more integrated approach and communication between sports groups, 

schools, out-of-school hours care centres, arts organisations, Network of 
Community Activities, the Active After-school Communities Program and local 
governments to identify resources (such as transport) that could be shared for the 
mutual benefit of children seeking after-school hours activities;  

• develop a model of planning to help create structures and strategies that support 
an integrated approach to delivering initiatives in the future and make them 
transferable across other urban areas in Australia; 

• create structures at local government level which support the development and 
progression of these initiatives in each local government area.260 

3.87 Waverley Council was funded by the DoCS (Better Futures section) to develop some 
pilot projects in Inner and Eastern Sydney based on some of the findings of the 
above-mentioned research. A project officer worked with local services in a linking 
and co-ordinating role, while a small amount of program funding assisted in 
generating projects. Ms Maree Girdler of Waverley Council provided an example of 
how this co-ordination along with a relatively small grant can achieve outcomes that 
would not otherwise be available: 

We used the model of a community development project worker who was responsible 
for planning. We have found that you need someone to plan for the services. The 
services do not have the capacity, the funding or the training to do that sort of work 
themselves; they are very much focused on running their small services. If you bring in 
an outside person who works from local government—it works very well from local 
government, but it does not have to be from local government—he or she can use a 
planning approach to bring those people together, either to provide training for them or 
to set up new activities. You can do it with a relatively small amount of funding.261

3.88 Evidence to the Inquiry indicates that the type of position funded through the Better 
Futures project in Inner and Eastern Sydney can successfully enhance the capacity 
of existing services to develop programs for 9-14 year olds. The Committee 
considers that the model developed by Waverley Council as part of the Better 
Futures program has the potential to be successfully implemented in many other 
areas throughout New South Wales.  

 

RECOMMENDATION 7: The Committee recommends that the Minister for 
Community Services establish project officer positions, based on the model 
developed by Waverley Council, to coordinate and foster the development of 
programs outside of school hours for children and young people aged 9-14 
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throughout the State.  

The Committee further recommends that the Commissioner for Children and 
Young People be consulted on any proposed developments. 
 

Funding and policy 
3.89 Approximately one third of all submissions to the inquiry identified both the significant 

benefits flowing to children and young people from participating in out of school 
activities, and the need to make such activities more widely available to this age 
group. Increasing the participation of children and young people in the middle years 
in sport, arts and other recreational activities corresponds to the priorities and targets 
of the NSW State Plan: A New Direction for NSW (NSW State Plan). Priority R4, 
Increased participation and integration in community activities, has two associated 
targets: 
• increase the proportion of the total community involved in volunteering, group 

sporting and recreational activity, or group cultural and artistic activity by 10 per 
cent by 2016.  

• halve existing gaps in the participation rates of low income, non-English speaking 
and Aboriginal communities in volunteering, group sporting activities and group 
cultural and artistic activities compared to the total NSW population by 2016.262 

3.90 Priority E8, More people using parks, sporting and recreational facilities, and 
participating in the arts and cultural activity, is also highly relevant. The targets 
associated with this priority are to: 
• increase visits to State Government parks and reserves by 20% by 2016. 
• increase participation in sporting activities by 10% by 2016. 
• increase visits to and participation in the arts and cultural activity by 10% by 

2016.263 
3.91 While the NSW State Plan has targets relating to increased participation in sports, 

cultural and other activities, a number of submissions to the Inquiry commented on 
the funding of activities outside of school for children and young people. The 
submission from the Commission recommended a state-wide funding initiative to 
develop and run activities outside of school.264 UnitingCare Burnside recommended 
a review of the availability and spread of such activities, with a view to increasing 
these activities in disadvantaged communities.265  

3.92 The Committee notes that increasing the participation of children and young people 
in the middle years in sport and recreation activities relates to the core business of a 
number of NSW Government Departments, including the NSW Department of Arts, 
Sport and Recreation, DoCS, and NSW Health.  

3.93 In addition, there are priorities in the NSW State Plan relating to participation in group 
sporting and recreational activities; cultural and artistic activities, volunteering; use of 
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parks, sporting and recreational facilities which should include measures to assess 
the levels of participation of children and young people.  

3.94 The Committee also notes that the need for activities after school was raised in about 
one third of the submissions to this Inquiry and that significant benefits for children 
and young people were identified. The benefits of physical activity are well-
established and evidence is developing about the benefits of other types of 
recreational activities provided in a range of settings such as schools.  

3.95 The Committee notes that providing sport and recreational activities outside of school 
may have a dual function of meeting the recreational and developmental needs of 
this age group, as well as the need for supervision and care outside of school hours. 
Therefore, the Committee recommends that additional sport and recreational 
activities outside of school should be funded as a core component of a state-wide 
funding scheme for this age group, with a particular focus on disadvantaged 
communities. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 8: The Committee recommends that the NSW 
Government provide funding for activities outside of school as a core 
component of a state-wide funding stream for 9-14 year olds, with a particular 
focus on disadvantaged communities, including those with high numbers of 
Aboriginal children and young people. 

The Committee further recommends that the Commissioner for Children and 
Young People be consulted on any proposed funding for activities outside of 
school. 
 

RECOMMENDATION 9: The Committee recommends that the Department of 
the Arts, Sport and Recreation collaborate with other relevant government 
departments to develop a whole-of-government approach to providing activities 
outside of school for 9-14 year olds. 

The Committee further recommends that the Commissioner for Children and 
Young People be consulted on the proposed development of a whole-of- 
government approach to providing activities outside of school for 9-14 year 
olds. 
 

Access to youth centres  
3.96 A number of submissions noted the need for additional youth centres.266 The NCOSS 

submission commented on the situation across New South Wales: 
Youth health services, youth centres with health outreach models, and youth health 
coordinator positions are currently limited in number and geographical reach. For 
example, the majority of young people living in rural NSW do not have access to these 
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services/positions and where youth-specific health services do exist, young people are 
likely to experience lengthy waiting lists due to under-resourced services.267

3.97 The difficulties of providing services in rural areas was highlighted by the Richmond 
Valley Council’s submission that noted that only one part time youth worker covers 
the whole of Casino and surrounds with approximately 830 young people.268 

3.98 Inadequate funding of youth centres was identified as an issue in evidence to the 
Inquiry. Again in Casino, Miss Lynnette Smith of Adult Community Education Inc. told 
the Committee about the youth centre in Casino:  

… the Youth Centre … is open from 9.00 to 4.00 Monday to Thursday yet any Friday or 
Saturday night you drive down the streets of Casino here, you will see kids in groups, 
not causing trouble but playing cards, but sitting out in the outdoor café in the middle of 
winter freezing because they have absolutely nowhere to go. 269

3.99 She went on to comment about the need for additional staffing:  
We need a youth centre that operates on weekends. We need a youth centre that is 
staffed with more than one worker. It is unreasonable and unsafe to expect one person 
to manage these kids. We normally do not operate in the school holidays. One year we 
operated in the school holidays and we had 108 kids attend the program, and some 
days we had 60 and 70 kids there in a space that is probably designed to accommodate 
about 25 comfortably.270  

3.100 The submission from Southern Youth and Family Services noted that many youth 
projects in New South Wales are funded only for part time positions and for workers 
to work in sole positions, thereby making networking or agency liaison difficult and 
causing occupational health and safety problems. 271 

3.101 NCOSS commended youth services provided under the DoCS Community Services 
Grants Program, but noted that there has been no substantial increase in funding in 
recent years: 

It is our understanding that a large number of youth services that are currently funded 
under the Community Services Grants Program [CSGP], offer terrific programs for 
children and young people…It funds youth services, family support services and 
neighbourhood centres, and essentially it enables those organisations to meet the 
needs that confront them, or whatever the needs are in the local community. It can be 
flexible in the sorts of programs and services that it provides to those communities. The 
program has not had a substantial increase in funds for a number of years. In fact, 
again in our pre-budget submission, NCOSS has called on a substantial increase in 
funding for that program, which, of course, would flow to youth services, allowing them 
to offer more services and also to meet the increased demand for their services in many 
areas.272

3.102 Members of the North Coast Region of Parents and Citizens’ Associations suggested 
that the two most pressing needs for children 9-14 years in Casino were a well-
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funded youth centre, and for greater access to counselling for children and young 
people in this age group.273  

3.103 Funding for staffing after-hours and weekends is also an issue, as more than one 
staff member may be required due to occupational health and safety issues. Thus 
Miss Noeline Olive from the Casino Neighbourhood Centre told the Committee that 
the Centre has had to cut down one day of service in order to be able to offer service 
at night, due to penalty rates for staff working at night.274  

3.104 In some cases, shortfalls in funding for programs and youth centres may be covered 
by local government. The City of Sydney provided information about funding for its 
six youth services for 12-24 year olds: 

One of these receives a small amount of state government funding. Another receives 
some federal government funding. The significant remainder of the cost involved in 
providing the services is funded by Council (approx $900,000 for the 6 programs) 

Council provides Tweenies programs (for 9-14 year olds) as part of the existing Youth 
and OOSH budgets.275  

3.105 A number of submissions commented that youth services were not funded to service 
children under 12 years old. For example, the Mt Druitt Blacktown Youth Service 
submission noted that youth workers are turning away under 12's, as they are not 
funded or trained to cater for this age group.276  

3.106 Indeed, funding agreements may specifically preclude youth services from providing 
service to children under 12 years of age. The submission from Waverley Council 
noted that the DoCS addressed this issue in the Inner and Eastern suburbs of 
Sydney: 

In 2007 NSW DOCS South Eastern Sydney office sent a letter to Community Services 
Grants Program (CSGP) funded youth services in I&ES supporting the servicing of 
under 12s in appropriate programs. Most funding agreements clearly state the ages that 
services are to work with, which is usually from either 11 or 12 years old. This has 
provided the opportunity for youth services to run various programs for younger 
children, but without direct CSGP funding.277

Age range 
3.107 There are a number of issues associated with youth services providing programs for 

9-14 year olds, other than that of inadequate funding. Youth services may already 
find catering for a wide age range from 12-25 challenging. According to the Ballina 
Shire Council submission: 

Existing youth services are funded to target young people aged between 12 to 25. The 
practicalities of providing services /programs aimed at meeting the collective needs of 
the age group often makes it impossible to cater for the varying needs.278  

3.108 The Gloucester Youth Advisory Committee submission commented that upper age of 
25 at a drop-in centre is too high and places constraints on the effective activity and 
development programs delivered by Youth Development Officers and volunteers to 
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the 12-14 age group. The presence of young adults at drop in centres compromises 
the attendance and activities of the 12-14 age group.279  

3.109 A number of submissions identified a need for different programs for groups within 
the 9-25 age group. For example, the Gloucester Youth Advisory Committee 
submission commented: 

Youth Development Officers believe that while Youth Centres are funded for 12 to 25 
year olds, that 9 to 12 year olds require a separate program to ensure that both these 
groups do impede other other’s effective development.280

3.110 In its submission Ballina Shire Council made similar comments: 
What would assist communities such as Ballina is to have access to age specific youth 
services. This would enable programs to target the specific needs of the younger age 
group. It should be noted that the developmental differences between 9 year olds and 
that of 14 year olds will necessitate the running of separate programs/services.281  

3.111 Miss P of Hebersham Public School described to the Committee the types of 
programs she thinks that youth centres should offer: 

Ms Marie Andrews MP: What do you have in mind that youth centres should address? 
Should they comprise structured programs? 

Miss P: Just places in the community that young people can go to with their friends that 
have computers and stuff, just to hang out when they do not want to be at home.282

3.112 Some youth centres have developed programs for this age group, offering programs 
for 8-11 year olds, not traditionally serviced by youth centres. Port Stephens 
Council’s Youth Services, for example, aims to support young people (primary target 
group 10-17 years of age, secondary target group 18-25 years of age) to build and 
maintain a sense of belonging within their local community so that they might enjoy a 
happy and rewarding lifestyle while living in Port Stephens.283 

3.113 Examples of programs for the younger age group were provided by Mosman 
Municipal Council: 

 

                                           

Club 114 

A monthly social and recreational program for young people aged 11 to 14 on a Friday 
night. This program aims to target the issues specific to young people who are in the 
transitional age between primary and secondary school. The program targets a different 
issue each month that is relevant to this group and seeks to couple this with an activity 
such as rock climbing or laser tag, or nights where the young people stay at the Youth 
Centre for a pool competition and pizza for example.  

Year 6 Open Days 

Youth Services engages local primary schools to bring their Year 6 classes to the Youth 
Centre for an excursion late in the school year. The purpose is to introduce the young 
people to the Centre, Youth Services staff and its programs and services. The groups 
get to “try out” the fun things to do at the centre which aids in encouraging them to 
return in future.284  

 
279  Submission no. 71, Gloucester Youth Advisory Committee, p.2. 
280  ibid. 
281  Submission no. 11, Ballina Shire Council, p. 2. 
282  Miss Sofie P, Hebersham Public School Transcript of evidence, 2 July 2008, p.13. 
283  Submission no. 10, Port Stephens Council, p. 6. 
284  Submission no. 75, Mosman Municipal Council, pp. 2-3.  
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3.114 Some transition programs have also been developed, for example, by Marrickville 
South Interagency.285 Programs specifically targeting the transition of children and 
young people in the middle years from out of school hours care to youth services are 
discussed further in Chapter 4. 

3.115 In the context of discussing children in late primary school, the submission from 
Mosman Municipal Council commented that risk-taking and experimentation is now 
occurring amongst this age group and that targeted programs are required: 

Council and other agencies working with youth are finding that this age group is very 
vulnerable and increasingly engaging in risk-taking and experimental behaviour at this 
stage, where in the past this behaviour was not generally evident until later in the 
secondary years. Thus targeted programs that address these developmental issues are 
needed. This highlights the need for Youth Services to connect with this group through 
constructive, age-appropriate and supervised activities before this age group no longer 
finds children’s services engaging.286  

3.116 Similarly, Mr Reodica of YAPA noted that: 
… anecdotally we have been hearing from people who have been around for a while 
that across the country some of the issues that some of the older members saw as 
traditional or longstanding youth issues fitting squarely within the 12-upwards age group 
are now starting to be seen with younger people. Further to that I think it is actually 
quite a good thing to look at allowing funding programs to extend down to about the 
nine years of age group.287  

3.117 Evidence to the Inquiry discussed the appropriateness of youth services providing 
services for a younger age group. Mr Reodica told the Committee that he considers it 
appropriate for youth services to provide particular programs for a younger age 
group, but noted some of the attendant difficulties.288 

Committee comment 
3.118 Evidence to the Inquiry has identified a substantial need for increased funding of 

youth services to cater for their existing target group, typically aged 12 years and 
over. Some youth services have been engaged in providing specialised programs 
such as ‘tweenies’ programs for children and young people in the middle years, often 
in partnership with other services. The Committee considers that this is an 
appropriate model for service delivery, which should be expanded. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 10: The Committee recommends that the Minister for 
Community Services: 

• expand the provision of youth services to allow for the development of new 
programs in areas of need and to enhance the hours of operation for 
existing services; and 

• provides funding to implement and evaluate a range of activities and 
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support based programs for 9-14 year olds involving youth services. 

The Committee further recommends that the Commissioner for Children and 
Young People be consulted on the proposed expansion of youth services to 
allow for the development of new programs in areas of need, and in the 
implementation and evaluation of a range of activities and support programs. 
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Chapter Four -  Out of School Hours Care 
 

Too often young people in the critical stage of early adolescence are blamed for social 
tension and ill-will, but it seems resources and places to keep them actively engaged in 
healthy pursuits are hard to come by, and not properly funded. 289

Introduction 
4.1 The participation of the middle years age group in out of school hours care and 

vacation care is low compared with that of younger children. Barriers to participation 
include the fees charged for services, the appropriateness of activities that can be 
provided for young people, as well as the availability of suitably trained staff and the 
adequacy of resources. Workplace demands often limit a family’s capacity to provide 
supervision. 

4.2 This chapter considers the importance of out of school hours care and vacation care 
for young people in the middle years. It examines current services and funding 
arrangements and considers the reasons why young people currently have difficulty 
fitting into existing programs. The chapter also considers the need to provide respite 
through vacation care for families of young people with a disability. 

Service provision 
4.3 Out of school hours care services provide a child care environment for children who 

ordinarily attend school. Out of school hours care can be provided before school, 
after school and during school holidays. These services are the only children’s 
services registered by the Department of Community Services (DoCS) that 
specifically cater for children aged 9-14 years in New South Wales.290  

4.4 The submission received from the NSW Government provided the following details 
regarding out of school hours care services operating in New South Wales: 

As at the end of March 2008 a total of 2,351 operating OSHC services had registered 
with the DoCS. Of these 1,340 services provide before/after care and 1,011 services 
provide vacation care. Registered services are operated by 1,110 providers, with some 
providers operating multiple services.291

4.5 Evidence from Network of Community Activities suggests that approximately 90 per 
cent of out of school hours care services across New South Wales are community 
based, and run by parent groups or community agencies such as local 
government.292 A 2006 report from the Community and Disability Services Ministers 
Conference noted that approximately 60 per cent of community out of school hours 
care services in New South Wales services are operated on school sites.293  

 
289  New South Wales Teachers Federation, Questions answered after hearing, p. 5. 
290  Submission no. 87, NSW Government, p. 39. 
291  ibid., p. 40. 
292  Ms Robyn Monro-Miller, Network of Community Activities, Transcript of evidence, 17 March 2009, p. 11. 
293  Community and Disability Services Ministers Conference. 2006. A review of the approach to setting 
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Before and After School Care 
4.6 In August 2008, a national survey on out of school hours care usage by parents of 

children aged 5-15 years was undertaken, having been commissioned by the 
National Foundation for Australian Women. The results of the survey showed that 17 
per cent of parents had used some type of out of school hours care facility in the 
week prior to being surveyed. However, the proportion was much higher for parents 
with children aged 5-9 (26 per cent) compared with those with children aged 10-15 
years (10 per cent).294 The survey also showed that the usage of care facilities was 
also found to be considerably higher in capital cities (23 per cent) compared with 
regional areas (8 per cent).295 

4.7 The submission from the NSW Government indicated that, in practice, only a very 
small proportion of children aged over 13 years attend out of school hours care 
services: 

… most children cease attending OSHC once they commence high school, typically 
around 12 or 13 years of age. This is borne out by data from the 2004 Commonwealth 
Government Child Care Census which shows that only 70 children over 13 years of age 
attended Commonwealth funded OSHC services in NSW, from a total of 37,317 
children.296

4.8 Despite the low attendance rates of older children at out of school hours care, 
evidence to the Inquiry has indicated that parents are concerned about lack of 
supervision for their children. Members of the North Coast region of Parents and 
Citizens’ Associations made the following comments to the Committee:  

Year 10 children and under need supervision. After Year 10, children are a bit more 
mature and have usually made a decision to remain in school (as they could have left at 
the end of Year 10), so the need for supervision is not as acute. But prior to this age, 
parents considered after-school supervision is very important.297

4.9 Evidence to the Inquiry has raised issues relating to children of all ages who use out 
of school hours care, as well as some issues particular to 9-14 year olds. Some of 
the more general issues applicable to all age groups included the need for research 
and evaluation of the services provided, the adequacy of funding for out of school 
hours care, as well as access issues. The Commission for Children and Young 
People (the Commission) noted that there are many areas of New South Wales that 
have no services at all.298 

Funding 
4.10 According to the submission from the City of Sydney, the main source of public 

funding for out of school hours care services is the Commonwealth Government’s 
Child Care Benefit, which prioritises the allocation of places based on the workforce 
participation of parents, rather than the needs of the children. 
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295  ibid., p. 5.  
296  Submission no. 87, NSW Government, p. 39. 
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self-care: Larner, M. Zippiroli, L. & Behrman, R. 1999. ‘When school is out: analysis and 
recommendations,’ The future of children, vol. 9, no. 2 – fall 1999, p. 12. 
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4.11 Under this funding model, a fee is charged to all families and fees are reduced for 
eligible families through the means tested child care benefit model. Records of 
attendances and absences must be kept to claim the benefit and families’ access to 
the benefit is restricted according to workforce participation.299 

4.12 Evidence to the Inquiry suggested that this funding model has some inherent 
difficulties. Thus, Waverley Council’s submission noted the following practical 
problems: 
• the heavy administrative workload (and costs) that the Child Care Benefit places 

on services; 
• insufficient flexibility in relation to children who only attend the service 

intermittently; 
• small service sizes which make it very difficult to remain viable;  
• restricted hours of operation for the bulk of the year; 
• difficulties in attracting and retaining staff due to low wages and part time hours, 

which can lead to service quality issues; and  
• difficulties in obtaining insurance, which restricts the range of activities that out of 

school hours care services can offer.300 
4.13 The submission from Warialda Community Care Inc. provided an example of the 

difficulties faced by a rural service trying to maintain financial viability: 
We were forced to staff the centre with two people, even though our largest afternoon 
on record had only 16 children attend. As many of the children were there to keep off 
the street, and their parents weren’t working, the parents didn’t pay. I made a 
$22,000.00 loss for the year and had to sell a block of land, to pay the bills. I closed the 
Warialda Respite Centre, outside school hours care service, on the 23/8/2007.301

4.14 Another funding issue for out of school hours care services is the provision of 
services for children and young people with disabilities. The Committee heard from 
Lismore Outside School Hours Care Centre that the particular issue relating to 
children with disabilities is the inability of services to meet the gap between the 
funding subsidy of wages for staff and actual wages:  

The current wages subsidy is $15.61 per hour and the hourly wage rate is $22.42. This 
leaves a gap of $6.81 per hour per ISS staff member. The service operated at a deficit 
for the 2007/08 year of some $21,000.00 of which $11,995.29 was the gap in ISS 
wages. Additional funding needs to be provided for appropriate resources; such as 
providing stimulating play equipment while also meeting their physical needs regarding 
any mobility issues and medical issues.302

Schools 
4.15 A number of submissions to the Inquiry raised the issue of the rent or fees charged 

by schools to out of school hours care services based on school grounds. According 
to the Better Futures Inner and Eastern Sydney Pre-teens Research Report 75 per 
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cent of services are school-based.303 The submission from Network of Community 
Activities described the variability in costs that services face: 

Out of School Hours Services Services are frequently constrained by the financial 
challenges of maintaining low cost accessible care that meets the needs of children and 
families. Schools where these services exist provide a variety of different levels of 
support some charging no rent to others charging a high rental that is the passed on to 
the families in the form of fees. 304  

4.16 Network of Community Activities suggested that greater collaboration within the State 
Government would “ensure that all schools were able to offer their facilities at low 
cost for the organisation and operation of not for profit services for children to 
access.”305 Similarly, NSW Women's Refuge Child Support Workers recommended 
that the Department of Education should consider the viability of providing space to 
appropriate services, free or for a nominal cost, to provide after school care and 
support for the age group 9-14.306 

4.17 A number of submissions to the Inquiry discussed issues of rent or fees charged by 
schools to out of school hours care services that are based on school grounds. The 
Committee considers that not-for-profit out of school hours care services located on 
public school grounds provide a valuable service for children and their families and 
that the use of school facilities should be provided for free or at nominal cost. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 11: The Committee recommends that, pursuant to 
s 11(d) of the Commission for Children and Young People Act 1998, the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People consult with the Minister for 
Education and Training about making school facilities across the State 
available to not-for-profit out of school hours care services at minimal cost. 
 

Research and evaluation 
4.18 In a submission to the Commonwealth Government, Security for Women commented 

on the lack of Australian research into out of school hours care: 
There is no published indication of any Australian qualitative research nor of evaluation 
of programs, nor for example of any linkage of lack of out of school care to concerns 
about risk or juvenile behaviours … There is a deplorable paucity of Australian 
independent or Government sponsoring of research which might inform policy and 
practice on aspects of needs, service types, benefits and the other elements of the 
provision of care for school aged children.307

4.19 While there has been anecdotal evidence to the Inquiry showing positive outcomes 
for out of school hours care, quantitative data from Australian research is needed. Ms 
Robyn Monro-Miller of Network of Community Activities noted that much of the 
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available research data is from the United Kingdom and the United States, but, as, 
they operate with different models, there is not a “true Australian perspective.”308 

4.20 The Committee notes that research conducted for the Scottish Executive has 
identified that a number of social and economic benefits of out of school hours care 
have been identified in the international literature. It is apparent that the strength of 
evidence provided in support of these findings varies greatly.309  

4.21  There is a consensus in the literature from the United Kingdom that the principal 
economic benefits of out of school hours care are in terms of parents’ access to 
employment, education and training and associated benefits; while for children, 
benefits relate to an increase of household income.310 Evidence about some of the 
economic benefits of out of school hours care is much stronger than for the social 
benefits. There is growing evidence that there is a range of social benefits for 
children, parents, communities, school and service providers in relation to childcare 
and out of school hours care.311  

4.22 However, given that models of out of school hours care vary greatly between 
countries, the Committee considers that Australian-based research is required to 
establish whether the economic and social benefits identified in the literature are 
evident in relation to the Australian model of out of school hours care. 

4.23 The Committee also notes that Security for Women’s submission to the 
Commonwealth Government Inquiry into pay equity and associated issues related to 
increasing female participation in the workforce recommended that the 
Commonwealth develop a program of evaluation and research with a view to more 
adequately identifying the need for various types of out of school hours care and 
enhancing the quality and provision of out of school hour care.312 

4.24 The Committee considers that there is a substantial need to foster Australian 
research in all areas of out of school hours care in Australia; in particular, about the 
impact of attendance at out of school hours care on outcomes for children and young 
people, particularly disadvantaged young people. This would help inform policy 
makers about the potential of out of school hours care as an early intervention 
program for disadvantaged children and young people.  

Children home alone or not properly supervised after school 
4.25 A considerable amount of evidence to the Inquiry indicates that many children and 

young people in the middle years are being left at home without any adult 
supervision. Prior to appearing before the Committee, students at Ashbury Public 
School conducted a survey on the needs of children aged 9–14 years and reported 
the results in their submission to the Inquiry. A total of 87 students in Years 5 and 6 
completed the survey, which included the question ‘Who cares for you when both 
your parents aren't there?’: 
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The results were that 58 kids are looked after by relatives or friends, 19 kids go to 
before and after school care, and 47 kids look after themselves. 

Seeing as only stage three (years five and six) completed this survey, the results 
weren't really very surprising because as we are all around the ages of 11 and 12, we 
are becoming more mature and responsible. With the majority of parents working full-
time, this means that there are a great many stage three children at home looking after 
themselves (that is, unsupervised) after school.313

4.26 The National Foundation for Australian Women conducted a national survey of 
parents with children aged between 5 and 15 years. The survey found that: 

… 15% of parents with children aged 5 - 15 years claimed that, during the past week, a 
child of theirs had been at home by themselves … For those parents with children aged 
5-9 years it was around 3%, while for those with children aged 10-15 years it was 
21%.314

4.27 Evidence to the Inquiry indicates that the negative effects of children not being 
properly supervised after school can include parental concern about the safety of 
their child; social isolation for the child; the use of libraries as pseudo-child minding 
centres; unsupervised use of the internet by children; and general lack of feeling safe 
among some children.315  

4.28 A number of submissions identified factors contributing to children being at home 
alone including commuting long distances, parents working long hours and/or in 
multiple jobs, as well as the impact of the Welfare to Work scheme. For example, the 
submission from Blue Mountains City Council noted that parents in the Blue 
Mountains may spend up to four hours each day commuting to and from work.316  

4.29 Together with the lack of access to out of school hours care and the fact that it is 
geared towards a younger age group, longer working hours can mean that young 
people are unattended at home, and often caring for younger siblings as well. In 
addition: 

The casualisation of work also means changing working hours from week to week, 
having to work public holidays and working weekends – all meaning more difficulties in 
locating and accessing organised child care and younger people more likely to be at 
home unattended. There are consequences in terms of the safety of the younger 
person as well as in their relationship with their parents or care-providers.317

4.30 Marrickville Youth Resource Centre noted that parents working long hours on 
multiple jobs is particularly prevalent in families from a refugee background, with the 
result that, after school these young people are often left to look after themselves or 
young siblings.318  
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4.31 The submission from NSW Women's Refuge Child Support Workers noted the 
impact of requirements for single parents having to participate in the Welfare to Work 
scheme on the supervision and care of this age group after school: 

Some consideration needs to be given to the impact on children by the requirement for 
single mothers to enter the workplace. This has huge implications on her ability to 
supervise and care for the age group 9-14 after school hours. Children of this age group 
are demanding independence but require supervision that allows for them to engage 
with the community in a safe way.319

Impact of children and young people being left unsupervised 
4.32 Changing workplace practices and government policies have undoubtedly 

contributed to children and young people being left unsupervised after school hours. 
The Smith Family submission noted that children react to this in a variety of ways: 

While many children cope quite well with this arrangement, it can be a source of great 
anxiety, particularly when a lone parent or both parents work erratic hours, or, a child is 
alone without siblings. The absence of support resources for children experiencing 
event-based stress or developmental issues at school or in other aspects of their lives 
can also create problems.320

4.33 Rosemount Good Shepherd Youth and Family Services also reported on the anxiety 
that some children in this age group feel when left at home alone after school: 

Children have confided to counsellors about how lonely they feel in this situation and 
some have disclosed instances where they are left, not only at home alone, but with 
responsibility for younger siblings. Moreover, a number of children in the middle years 
are carers of their parents; often to the extent that they are actually running the 
household. For example, not merely assisting with cooking, cleaning, and shopping but 
with sole responsibility for these tasks.321

4.34 Wesley Mission’s submission noted that children who are required to look after 
themselves after school may be prevented from participating in social activities: 

Many parents of children in this age group, when faced with the cost of before and after 
school care, consider the children old enough to supervise themselves while their 
parents are at work. This also impedes the children’s ability to be part of a social activity 
group as these are usually offered during on weekdays; there is often a cost involved; 
and frequently no one who is available to transport the children to the activity.  
Parents in this situation usually discourage their children from having other children in 
the home when they are not present. This can lead to social isolation or to the children 
defying the embargo and having other children there with no one to supervise their 
activities. 322

4.35 In addition, children who are not adequately catered for by either out of school hours 
care or youth services might stop attending those services, with the attendant risk 
that they will become involved in delinquent behaviour: 

School age after school and holiday centres are generally not able to adequately meet 
the needs and interests of the 9 – 14 age group. Youth centres generally cater for an 
older age group and parents are often reluctant to enrol younger children in these 
centres. Funding is not available to provide age specific programs. There is a risk that 
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children will become involved in delinquent behaviour out of sheer boredom. The cost of 
keeping one child in a juvenile justice centre is far higher than providing appropriate 
services in the community.323

Age Issues 
4.36 Another specific matter raised in evidence to the Inquiry was the appropriateness of 

out of school hours care services for older children: eleven submissions indicated 
that existing after school programs are unsuitable for older age groups in the 9-14 
range.  

4.37 It was suggested that children are dissatisfied with existing services or inappropriate 
programming. Other matters are staff training issues, behavioural problems, higher 
expenses for services running programs targeting older children, space requirements 
for older children and the cost to parents. The issues raised were similar to those 
reported in the Better Futures Inner and Eastern Sydney Pre-teens Research 
Report.324 

Unappealing to older age children 
4.38 The submission received from the Centre for Work and Life at the Hawke Research 

Institute, University of South Australia reported that many older children find existing 
out of school hours care programs to be unappealing: 

Existing after school programs are negatively perceived by many children in the middle 
years. Young people often say they are boring, inappropriately resourced for middle 
years teenagers and lacking desirable social activity (especially for those 13 years and 
older who want to ‘hang’ with their friends not with younger children). The role of after 
school programs, their funding and implementation need to be examined and input 
sought from young people of varying ages.325

4.39 The Better Futures Inner and Eastern Sydney Pre-teens Research Report included a 
list of reasons that children aged 9-13 had given for not attending out of school hours 
care or other recreational activities. Some of the children’s responses included 
comments such as they would “rather hang out with friends” and that it is 
“boring/babyish”.326 The report also noted that older children see out of school hours 
care as being more suitable for younger children.327 

4.40 Some evidence identified a gap in staff training focused on the need of the older age 
group. Many workers in out of school hours care are trained in early childhood care, 
but their training rarely covers the needs of older children.328 The Committee notes 
that as a means of addressing this deficiency, Network of Community Activities has 
offered specific training courses to out of school hours care staff.329  

Programming 
4.41 Fairfield City Council made reference to the fundamental difficulty of organising 

activities that cater for the entire age range of 5-12 years that out of school hours 
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care services are expected to accommodate,330 whilst Waverley Council concluded 
that the main problem in out of school hours care is that there is a focus on care 
rather than on programming, which disaffects the older age child.331 

4.42 Blue Mountains Council noted that some Blue Mountains out of school hours care 
services are not taking children in this age group because the services are not 
resourced to program effectively for them and find that they are disruptive to the 
activities of younger children.332 

4.43 The Network of Community Activities highlighted the importance of consulting with 
this age group when planning and delivering out of school hours care services: 

In Out of School Hours services there is a common philosophy and understanding that 
children are to be involved in planning and consultative processes as everyday 
practices. Such an acknowledgement comes after many years working with school age 
children and recognises this as a valuable practice for high quality provision … services 
who maintain ongoing active and meaningful collaboration with children retain more 9-
12 year olds than those with limited or tokenistic child consultation methods and they 
report less behavioural issues.333

4.44 Thus, the participation of children and young people in service planning and design is 
a critical factor: asking children and young people what they want when designing 
programs is crucial to providing successful services.  

Behavioural problems 
4.45 Some evidence to Inquiry indicated that inappropriate programming can lead to 

behavioural problems among the older age cohort. The Lismore Outside School 
Hours Care Centre noted that this can further translate into negative effects on 
younger children at the service: 

Children in this age bracket tend to want to be treated as young adults and resent being 
placed into childcare which can result in challenging behaviours which effects younger 
children by exposing them to inappropriate language/concepts - inappropriate role 
modelling.334

Higher cost of services for older children and young people 
4.46 Out of school hours care services often find that it is more expensive to program for 

children over nine years old: with limited staff and low numbers of children over nine 
it is often not viable to provide appropriate programs:335  

Older children need more expensive equipment such as computers, games and 
activities. Many want sports and games that have cost and staffing impacts on OSHC 
services. Most of the games and sports equipment in OSHC services is inadequate, old 
or broken and there are no funds to replace them. Those centres that have participated 
in the Active After Schools Community Program have enjoyed using the funds to 
upgrade and replace sporting equipment and purchase new games. Having better 
games is an attraction for the older children.336
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4.47 Many out of school hours care services lack enough space to provide active after 
school care for the 9-14 age group.337 Practically, 12-year-old children take up more 
room than 5-year-old children, especially boys.338 The Better Futures Inner and 
Eastern Sydney Pre-teens Research Report indicated there was a widespread belief, 
among out of school hours care centres surveyed, that providing a separate space 
for older children would improve the service they offered to this age group.339 

Cost to parents 
4.48 Cost is undoubtedly a significant factor in many parents’ decisions about after school 

care for children aged over nine. Network of Community Activities told the Committee 
that financial pressure is an issue for parents of children in this age group: 

If parents have to make a decision about whether to pay childcare fees for their five-
year-old or their 10-year-old, they often decide that maybe their 10-year-old can go 
home by themselves or do something else that will not cost any money. So there is that 
financial pressure on parents and they sometimes make choices for their older children 
that they would not allow their younger children to participate in.340

4.49 Families with low-incomes are particularly affected by cost issues, as are those with 
more than one child in this age group. 341 

4.50 Chester Hill Neighborhood Centre noted that before-and-after-school care is often 
prohibitively expensive for low-income or heavily indebted families. Parents in these 
families may choose instead to allow their children to stay at home unsupervised, 
which can lead to long-term problems:  

… payment of fees … can prove such a serious burden on low-income or heavily 
indebted families that parents prefer to allow their children to walk home from school 
and stay at home unsupervised, or at best, under the care of grandparents or 
neighbours. This often invites long-term trouble. There are few services involving these 
children that provide for life-enrichment activities rather than simply supervision and 
entertainment until parents pick them up.342

Reduced enrolments 
4.51 All of the above-mentioned factors may contribute to lower participation rates for 

students in late primary school. The submission from Mosman Municipal Council 
observed the decrease in out of school hours care attendance for older children: 

Council’s BASC [before and after school care] Service finds that there is a reduced 
participation rate of older primary school aged children (particularly 11 and 12 year 
olds) and that this is a common experience amongst other services.343

4.52 Network of Community Activities told the Committee that retention rates for children 
9-12 years tends to drop off if sufficiently stimulating programs are not available for 
this older age group: 

A lot of services are doing this very well and they have high retention rates. Where 
services do not do this so well we see the retention rates for that age group drop off and 
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parents are increasingly pressured into sending their children home or to alternative 
accommodation. 344

4.53 Waverley Council similarly found that children over the age of 8 or 9 tend to drop out 
of out of school hours care, due to reasons such as boredom and parents’ concerns 
about the cost of child care: 

OOSH services report that children most often drop out after age 8, due mostly to 
children finding ‘child care’ not stimulating enough for them and that older children not 
wanting to attend often create behaviour issues for staff. The second reason was parent 
concern about affordability of OOSH, compared with allowing their 9+ children to go 
home on their own.345

4.54 Evidence to the Inquiry has revealed a raft of factors that point to the need for more 
appropriate out of school hours care for children in late primary school in some out of 
school hours care services. These include a lack of age-appropriate programming, a 
need for staff training focused on the older age group, costs associated with 
appropriate equipment, games and activities, as well as insufficient space.  

Issues for specific groups 
4.55 Evidence to this Inquiry has indicated that young people with a disability and young 

people over 12 years of age face additional difficulties relating to out of school hours 
care. Older children with a disability often continue to access such services because 
there is simply no alternative. Network of Community Activities indicated that access 
to respite care is limited, and that inclusion support services have long waiting lists, 
but stressed that the resulting age range is inappropriate:  

In out of school hours care there is a growing trend for young people with disabilities to 
continue to access the service up until the age of 18… This situation results in children 
as young as 5 accessing a service with a disabled 18 year old. The situation for either 
child is not satisfactory or appropriate. There is an urgent need for services for this age 
group.346

4.56 Similarly, the Institute for Family Advocacy and Leadership Development noted that: 
Many OOSH services have continued to include high school children who have been at 
their centres because they are good people and they know what will happen if they do 
not. Sometimes it is inappropriate because you have a strapping 17-year-old in a place 
where there are five-year-olds, six-year-olds or seven-year-olds, but they do it with a 
good heart. Of course, other schools have had to say, "I am sorry, but it is no longer 
appropriate." 347

4.57 Ms Epstein-Frisch told the Committee about the importance of attaching after-school 
care for teenagers with disabilities to organisations that relate to teenagers, indicating 
that services attached to primary schools are no longer appropriate: 

The other important thing as far as their interests is that we need to make sure that any 
after-school and vacation programs for teenagers come from a teenage-type auspice. 
Attaching it to the primary school no longer becomes appropriate, but there are the 
Police and Community Youth Clubs [PCYC]. Local councils have a range of activities. It 
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is just about finding an auspice for that kind of support that is congruent with 
teenagers.348

4.58 Evidence to the Inquiry has identified a need for services outside of school hours for 
young people with a disability. While existing out of school hours care services may 
be able to provide care for younger children with a disability, older children may end 
up attending services targeting younger age groups due to the lack of age-
appropriate alternatives, or may be unable to find any appropriate care services at all. 
There is an urgent need for alternatives to out of school hours care for young people 
with a disability who are aged over 12. 

4.59 Alternatives to out of school hours care could include increased access to existing 
age-appropriate sport and recreation activities, as well as the development of 
additional specialised models of recreation, support and care for this age group, 
outside of school hours. In order for these alternatives to be developed, the 
Committee considers that the NSW Department of Ageing, Disability and Home Care 
should continue to work with relevant government departments to ensure that 
existing programs and new programs are accessible to children and young people 
with a disability.  

 

RECOMMENDATION 12: The Committee recommends that the Department of 
Ageing, Disability and Home Care continue to work with other government 
departments and agencies to: 

• increase access of children and young people with a disability to existing 
youth-oriented services and activities; and 

• develop appropriate new service models for children and young people 
aged 9-14 years with a disability. 

The Committee further recommends that the Commissioner for Children and 
Young People be consulted as part of this process. 
 

Lack of appropriate services for young people over 12 years old 
4.60 A number of submissions commented about a lack of services providing care outside 

of school hours for young people aged 12 years and over. The submission from 
Wollongong City Council commented on the lack of services for children aged 12-14:  

There is a lack of services for young people in the 12 to 14 age bracket. This includes 
lack of services for out of school hours care. Youth programs offer services to this age 
group but they usually operate on a drop in basis and may not be appropriate as after 
school hours care and do not offer the same level of supervision as other models.349

4.61 Lachlan Shire Council similarly commented that there are no after school services for 
this age group and noted that these children are too young for youth services: 
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One big concern for our service is that once children are turning 12 years of age there 
are no services available to these children. Parents comment that their children are too 
young to be left at home and too young to attend youth services. Our service has been 
accepting children age 12 years or children who have not attended high school but we 
are finding that the mixture of children 10 to 12 and 5-9 years is very difficult to manage 
as these age group are at different stages of development.350

4.62 Children over 12 years of age require specialised programs and facilities, together 
with staff who are trained to work with this age group. The submission from Lismore 
Outside School Hours Care Centre indicated the characteristics required for after 
school care for children over 12: 

The 12 plus age group requires specialist youth workers rather than child care workers 
to assist in social and group interaction and facilitate a means for getting their options 
heard and valued. Simple tools such as internet access, printing access, publication of 
their artistic and written works, musical instruments, guests artists and community 
sports people and ability to watch age appropriate movies together.351

4.63 According to Ms Pauline O’Kane of Network of Community Activities, legislation in 
New South Wales does allow older children to access out of school hours care. 
However, in practice this is problematic for number of reasons such as existing 
services being full from the demand of 5-12’s. In addition a lot of older children would 
not want to go back to those services, unless there was a program that was planned 
to cater for and meet their needs.352 

4.64 Ms Monro-Miller of Network for Community Activities spoke of the concerns parents 
have about what happens to their child out of school hours once they are enrolled in 
high school: 

… the concern about what happens to a child once they start high school is very high. 
The phone calls we get in the office from parents increasingly report that they do not 
know what to do with their children once they enter high school. Some out-of-hours 
school services do allow children to attend for that first year of high school but it is not 
necessarily something they have to do and certainly it is not always what the children 
wish to do.353

4.65 Lismore Outside School Hours Care Centre is an example of a service that does 
accept enrolments from children who have finished primary school. However, the 
Centre’s submission did raise a number of issues relating to care for these children, 
such as challenging behaviour and disengagement: 

Developmentally this age group can [be] challenging as they are beginning to feel 'too 
big' for primary school and start to resent the fact that they are attending a care group 
with so many young students present. This can be compounded by the fact that some 
may have been attending since their first years at school and are getting sick of the 
setting. These things, if not addressed can manifest themselves as behavioural 
problems (defiant antisocial behaviour) and disengagement from the program which 
can often filter down to the younger students who look up to the older kids and copy 
these behaviours.354
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4.66 Evidence to the Inquiry has revealed that children aged 12-14 are often seen as too 
old for out of school hours care and too young for youth services. There are no age-
appropriate after school care services for these children and parents are reportedly 
concerned about what happens to their child once they are enrolled in high school.  

Impact of lack of services 
4.67 The lack of appropriate after school care services for children over 12 years of age 

has a number of negative impacts, with the potential for children getting into trouble 
while they are unsupervised. Fairfield Business Education Partnership observed that 
some children are left with few choices other than congregating around shopping 
centres and libraries.355 Lack of supervision has been linked to increased rates of 
smoking and substance abuse in adolescents, especially adolescents in 
disadvantaged communities.356 

4.68 The Committee received particularly tragic evidence of the results of limited 
opportunities for activities for over 12s from Warialda Community Care Inc. Six 
fourteen your olds turned away form an out of school hours care facility took a 
‘driving lesson’ that same day, leaving three dead, two critically injured condition and 
one facing life in prison.357 Although an atypical example of the difficulties children 
can find themselves in when they are left without supervision outside of school hours, 
this tragedy does illustrate the potential for severe outcomes arising from the lack of 
adequate care for children over twelve years old.  

4.69 In some areas there are existing programs that have been specifically developed for 
children in the middle years outside of school hours. These are discussed in the next 
section. 

Existing programs for 9-14 year olds 
4.70 Some examples of existing initiatives developed to cater for the 9-14 years age group 

were presented in evidence to the Inquiry. These include out-of-school hours 
services implementing strategies to cater for 9-12 year olds; youth services 
developing initiatives to cater better for 12-14 year olds; and well as programs for 
‘tweenies’, which encompasses 9-14 year olds. 

4.71 The Better Futures Inner and Eastern Sydney Pre-teens Research Report identified 
the Darlo Play Centre and the Summer Hill Centre as best practice models for out of 
school hours care services for 9-12 year olds. The Darlo Play Centre ran numerous 
activities that were found to interest older children, such as wax sculpture, running a 
cafe, ball games, origami, collage, chess club, parachute, games, making jewellery, 
candle making, cooking, elegant dinner parties, cricket matches, Indigenous art and 
games.358 

4.72 The Summer Hill Centre found that activities perceived as risky were of more interest 
to older children, particularly boys. Providing a separate quiet room for the older 
children, as well as lots of unstructured time for children to socialize around activities 
of their own choosing were identified as successful features of this centre.359 
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4.73 The City of Sydney runs a number of programs and events catering for children aged 
9-14, such as structured hip hop and drama workshops, a weekly young women’s 
program, a weekly Tweenies Day, one-off events held within the school holiday 
programs including excursions, and a one-off introductory session with grade 7s at a 
local high school. The City of Sydney also noted that youth services in the area 
provide age specific programs which account for the needs of the 12–14 year olds 
who attend the centres.360 

4.74 According to the Better Futures Inner and Eastern Sydney Pre-teens Research 
Report, some Police Citizens Youth Clubs and youth services provided good 
examples of organisations external to the outside school hours care model that 
provide activities and care for children aged 9-13 years. Fees are low, the activities 
are age-appropriate and the venues have an older age membership, which is 
attractive to pre-teens.361 

4.75 Several submissions identified a need for transition programs from out of school 
hours care services to youth services. For example, the City of Sydney submission 
commented: 

OOSH Services provide a structured service catering to the needs of young people 
aged 5 to 12 years, while Youth Services offer a less structured and more informal 
provision aimed at the needs of young people aged 12 – 25. For young people to 
transition smoothly from one service to another, gradual programs need to be tailored 
easing the target group from the OOSH Service to the Youth Service. This may include 
such activities as an induction day or enrolment day.362

4.76 Some transition programs have been developed, such as that of Mosman Municipal 
Council, developed jointly by the council’s children’s services and youth services: 

Council’s Children’s Services have commenced using the Youth Centre on occasion for 
their older vacation care group (Years 3-6) which has aided in this group becoming 
aware and comfortable in accessing the Centre. Other joint programs across services, 
including intergenerational initiatives with Council’s Senior’s Centre and Library have 
recently been initiated.363  

4.77 Waverley Council informed the Committee of some Better Futures Projects that have 
been largely concerned with transitions from out of school hours care to youth 
services. Youth service staff assist children to transition from the children’s care 
space to the youth space, run by staff from the Children’s and Youth Teams together. 
These programs involve a mix of physical activities, excursions, centre based arts 
and cultural play.364 

4.78 Programs that assist with the transition from out of school hours care services to 
youth services have been identified as useful for children in the middle years. 
Waverley Council reported that some existing programs are run at a relatively low 
cost, using staff that are already employed by out of school hours care centres or 
youth centres, however some funding is required.365 Regional project officers, as 
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described in Chapter 3, could have a role in building relationships between services 
and fostering the development of these types of programs. 

Potential service models for the care and support of 9-14 year olds outside of school 
4.79 Evidence to the Inquiry has commented on the need for outside school hours 

services to strengthen their programming for children in late primary school, and a 
need for youth services to cater more adequately for children and young people in 
early high school as discussed in Chapter 3. A strong need has also been identified 
for a range age-appropriate activities/care for 9-14 year olds outside of school. 

4.80 A number of submissions to the Inquiry described programs that provide activities 
and care for children aged 9-14 that are available in some local government areas. 
These programs are at the forefront of service delivery for this age group and 
exemplify the types of initiatives that are needed across the State to provide care for 
children and young people in the middle years.  

4.81 Evidence to the Inquiry suggests that a number of different providers, as well as 
different models of activities and care may be appropriate. For example, Chester Hill 
Neighbourhood Centre recommended funding programs for 9-12 year olds that are 
somewhere in between existing out of school hours care and youth services: 

Hon Fred Nile MLC: A number of the organisations have spoken about children being 
left at home. Obviously, that is a problem where both parents are working, particularly 
with single mothers. What suggestions do you have to deal with that? 

Ms Donadel: I think a version of funded programs like the youth workers that we have 
but for the age group 9 to 12, but not fee-paying like after-school care, in a formal 
setting. It would need a bit more structure perhaps than, for example, drop-in youth 
centres have; perhaps somewhere in between the two.366

4.82 Some evidence suggested that joint approaches to providing services may be 
appropriate. For example, the Better Futures Inner and Eastern Sydney Pre-teens 
Research Report observed that the best centres providing care to older children are 
those which offer facilities that are well equipped and purpose built. Consequently, 
out of school hours care providers that do not have such facilities could explore 
sharing venues and facilities with other organisations: 

The best examples of programming for older children in the primary school range are 
those that are in premises which are purpose built for youth activities, such as PCYCs 
and Youth Services. Children want pool tables, computer games, musical equipment, 
art and craft materials of a high standard, and lots of varied games. Since it is unlikely 
that most OSHC providers can ever provide all of this it may be better for OSHC 
services to explore sharing venues and facilities with organisations who provide 
recreation or other services to older children.367

4.83 The New South Wales Teachers Federation indicated that numerous different 
organisations and groups should be responsible for providing a variety of services 
and activities outside of school ranging from homework centres to low cost sporting 
and cultural activities, noting that involvement in sport outside school costs a 
considerable amount of money in fees, equipment and registration. The Federation 
commented, “Community organisations such as PCYC, YMCA, Youth Centres, 
cultural groups, sporting organisations need to be funded to provide activities.” 368 
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4.84 Similarly, Ms Margaret Brown of Waverley Council considered that a range of 
providers should be involved in delivering after school and vacation-care programs 
for children and young people aged 9-14 years: 

I do not think OOSH is the only provider; I think it is a combination of a whole bunch of 
things. Lots of people provide for this age group, for example, sports groups, youth 
clubs and everything from girl guides and boy scouts down to football clubs.369

4.85 Based on the evidence to the Inquiry, the Committee considers that a range of 
organisations should be involved in providing activities/care for children and young 
people 9-14 years. The Committee notes that while there is a gap in service provision 
for this age group in relation to activities and care outside of school, some existing 
initiatives developed by different sectors have been effective in providing age-
appropriate programs.  

4.86 To foster and increase the profile of this relatively new area of service provision the 
Committee considers that it would be appropriate to hold a conference to showcase 
local and international developments in this area, and to obtain input from children 
and young people about service delivery. Such a conference would be relevant to 
staff from a range of sectors, including sport and recreation, out of school hours care, 
transport, education and community services. A roundtable of key stakeholders could 
be convened prior to the conference to assist in identifying the scope and content of 
the conference. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 13: The Committee recommends that the Commission 
for Children and Young People work with key stakeholders to conduct a 
conference about age-appropriate activities/care for 9-14 year olds. 
 
4.87 The Committee notes that, as it is appropriate for different types of service providers 

to be involved in providing activities/care for this age group, mechanisms for co-
ordination become very important. To assist with co-ordination of programs for 
children and young people in the middle years outside of school hours at a local 
level, the Committee has recommended establishing project officer positions based 
on the model developed by Waverley Council (see Chapter 3).  

4.88 At a state level the Committee has recommended a whole-of-government approach 
to providing activities outside of school for 9-14 year olds (see Chapter 3). Both of 
these strategies have the potential to address the need for out of school hours care, 
as well as for activities designed to meet the recreational and developmental needs 
of this age group. 

Funding 
4.89 The provision of funding of programs for the 9-14 years age group was raised in 

evidence presented to this Inquiry. The New South Wales Teachers Federation, for 
example, commented on the need for continuity and consistency in the funding of 
programs: 

Too often great programs start up on an ad hoc basis, with seed funding, or no 
guarantees of continuity of funding. Continuity and consistency is the one area where 
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adolescents are reliant on provision from the adults they are in contact, and the 
agencies and programs set up to work with and for them.  

Some of the money spent putting young people at risk into detention could be diverted 
to programs supporting young people and their families. 370

4.90 Mosman Municipal Council commented on the difficulties faced by services that 
attempt to develop programs for older primary school children due to funding 
constraints. The council recommended that Commonwealth and state funding needs 
to encourage the development of targeted programs for 9-14’s: 

Even where other local services attempt to adapt their programs to meet the needs of 
this older primary age group, funding constraints often mean younger and older groups 
cannot be separated and age-specific program provision is limited. Commonwealth 
funding and State support needs to recognize the specific needs and encourage the 
development of targeted programs for this age group. 371

4.91 In 2007, the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission made the following 
recommendation regarding the funding of services that provide care and activities 
outside school hours: 

That governments offer co-ordinated grant-based funding to community-based 
organisations, schools and children's services to establish innovative projects that 
provide age appropriate activities for high school-age children and young people, before 
and after school and during school holidays.372

4.92 The Committee has recommended that the NSW Government provide funding for 
activities outside of school as a core component of a state-wide funding stream for 9-
14 year olds, with a particular focus on disadvantaged communities (see Chapter 3). 

Vacation Care 
4.93 Vacation care includes a wide range of services that are available to school-aged 

children during school vacation periods, and are usually run for 5-12 year olds. 
Approved vacation care services are those programs provided by a service provider 
approved to receive Commonwealth Government Child Care Benefit payments on 
behalf of eligible families. These services may be operated by community 
organisations, councils or private providers.373  

4.94 Approved vacation care services must:  
• be available for at least eight continuous hours on each normal working day;  
• be open for a least seven weeks of schooling holidays in a year;  
• participate satisfactorily in the Commonwealth Government funded quality 

assurance system; and 
• abide by the Commonwealth Government Priority of Access system.374  
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4.95 A range of other vacation care programs have developed as a response to the need 
to engage children during school vacation periods, especially disadvantaged children, 
children living in Department of Housing accommodation, and children at risk. These 
programs range from all day drop-in services to one-off activities, for example, sports 
activities in a park or storyline at a local library.375  

4.96 Many local councils see school holiday recreation programs as a core component of 
their community service provision for local residents – particularly for disadvantaged 
residents. These programs may include sports clinics, art and craft activities, drop-in 
activities at local community centres, and may be run by council or in partnership with 
local community organisations.376 Additionally, some councils run user pay service 
activities during school holidays at leisure centres. These activities target higher 
income residents, and those stay-at-home parents and families who need some fun 
and stimulating activities during long school holiday periods.377  

4.97 There is also a strong private sector market aimed at providing children with a variety 
of activities during school holidays, including sports clinics for week-long periods. 
Some speciality disability services also offer a range of vacation care programs to 
children with a disability such as respite care and various holiday programs.378  

4.98 Australian data is available on the use of vacation care by school children aged 5-11 
years, and on the number of vacation care services. The Committee notes that in 
2004, there were 1,340 vacation care services and that 93 per cent of parents who 
use vacation care, do so for work-related purposes.379 In 2005, over 250,000 (14 per 
cent) school children aged 5-11 years had attended a vacation care program in the 
previous 12 months. Of those school children in two-parent families, 13 per cent 
attended vacation care, compared with 19 per cent of those school children in one-
parent families. A higher proportion of school children in one-parent families with an 
employed parent attended vacation care (26 per cent) than in couple families with 
one or both parents employed (7 per cent and 16 per cent respectively).380  

4.99 The need for vacation care has increased in tandem with the increased presence of 
Australian women with parenting responsibilities in the workforce. In June 2004, 
mothers were employed in 71 per cent of families whose youngest child was 10-14 
years. Mothers worked full-time in 35 per cent of families with a youngest child 10–14 
years, and 36 per cent worked part-time.381 

4.100 In research conducted by the National Foundation for Australian Women, when 
respondents were asked which factors would make it easier to balance work with the 
needs to care for children, the key issues were:  
• greater flexibility in their own job;  
• greater flexibility in their partner’s job; and  
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• easier access to school holiday programs designed for children.382  
4.101 Demand for vacation care arises out of concerns about leaving children and young 

people in this age group unsupervised, as noted the submission from Ku-ring-gai 
Council:  

Feedback from parents over several years has indicated that a large proportion of 
parents do not feel comfortable with children this age either staying at home by 
themselves or with siblings or engaging in school holiday activities without parental 
supervision … Working parents feel their children should be supervised in the school 
holiday times when they are working. It is especially so during the transition years when 
children first enter high school and [are] coming to terms with the changes associated 
with school and adolescence.383  

4.102 As with after school hours, lack of supervision during school holidays can lead to risk 
situations for children and young people. Marrickville South Interagency discussed 
the consequences of lack of supervision:  

Those 9 and 10 year olds are some of the children who are out on the street and 
hanging around in the parks. Mum is very tied up with her new children in the house. 
The children are not going to stay around at home and will wander out. The children of 
course who are out on the street are at risk. They not only ride around without their 
bicycle helmets, but they are at risk of predators—older people who may be involved in 
some criminal activities, such as drugs and all those sorts of things.384  

4.103 Vacation care not only provides supervised programs for children, but also allows 
respite for parents and families. The benefits of vacation care, including the provision 
of respite, were discussed in a report about vacation care needs in Fairfield and 
Liverpool:  

Vacation Care … caters for the care needs of working and studying families, provides 
respite care for parents, especially single parents and families of children with a 
disability. It provides opportunities and experiences for school aged children which they 
may not otherwise have access to and addresses the social and child protection/safety 
needs of children under 12 while meeting the community needs to ensure that young 
children are adequately supervised during vacation periods.385  

4.104 The provision of respite through vacation care is particularly important for the families 
of children with a disability, to give respite for families and carers, so that they can 
have a break over the holidays. Some parents accumulate their allocation of respite 
for use during the holidays. Other parents also need access to care during holidays 
to enable them to work.

 

                                           

386  
4.105 A submission from Marrickville South Interagency identified that the demand for 

vacation care exceeds availability for children and young people in the middle age 
bracket: 

There is also the issue that availability of vacation care places does not match the 
demand. Although there are some free programs during the school holidays, such as 
Children and Young people services at the Libraries in the area, they often are limited 
to a couple of hours maximum and parents need to attend. Often children in the middle 
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age bracket with parents who are unable to supervise cannot get to these services, and 
need full supervision for the equivalent duration of a school day.387  

4.106 There is a particular gap in vacation care services for the over 12 year olds. The Ku-
ring-gai Council submission noted: 

Council staff’s vacation care research, experience and community feedback has 
revealed there is a severe lack of school holiday based care services which cater for 
children up to the age of 14, with the exception of a small number of services, most 
vacation care and school holiday programs cease servicing children at age 12.388  

4.107 This is a pressing issue for children over 12 years of age with disabilities. According 
to an assessment of vacation care needs in Fairfield and Liverpool, “It is difficult to 
find places for children over 12 years of age anywhere and they are generally unable 
to place them in mainstream vacation care. They are concerned that their high school 
aged children may be bullied or may not cope or feel they do not fit in.”389 

4.108 One of the main barriers to accessing vacation care is that of cost. Evidence to the 
Committee from YWCA NSW noted: 

They also feel that they have no access - and I am talking predominantly the 
disadvantaged low socio-economic families - to things like PCYC activities. They are 
$10 a day. New South Wales Sport and Recreation is $40 a day. If you have got more 
than one child, even if you have got a family with two working parents, it is unaffordable. 
And so children up to the age of 14 still require supervision. It may be that they can be 
left for a period of time but up to that age group a number of them still need to be 
supervised during school holidays and so it places a great deal of pressure on middle 
class families, but in terms of families within the poverty bracket there is very little for 
them to do during the holiday period.390  

4.109 According to the report on vacation care needs in Fairfield and Liverpool, many low-
income earners and families doing shift work indicated that they simply could not 
afford to pay for care during the school holidays: even with the Child Care Benefit, 
resulting in direct fees to families being as low as seven dollars per day, families are 
not able to afford approved vacation care fees.

 

                                           

391 Others indicated that with 
mortgages and rising petrol prices, even on two incomes, there is no money for 
‘extras’. Some working parents indicated that as care by a family member is available 
at no cost, there seemed little point in paying for children to go to care outside the 
home.392 The report concluded that socially and economically disadvantaged families 
should have access to free and flexible activities.393  

4.110 In response to these financial pressures, organisations such as Marrickville South 
Interagency attempt to ease the cost of vacation care for families:  

We run a school holiday program every two weeks of every holidays, and it is always 
popular. We try to keep our costs down quite substantially. If going to Laserzone costs 
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390  Ms Frances Trimboli, YWCA New South Wales, Transcript of evidence, 6 August 2008, p.25.  
391  The report also noted that some parents were not aware of the availability of reduced fees through the 

Child Care Benefit, which can reduce fees substantially. 
392  Bryant, L., Reilly, S. & Green, J. 2006. Vacation care needs in Fairfield and Liverpool, Fairfield City 

Council and Community Childcare Co-operative, p. 44.  
393  ibid., p. 20. 
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us $20, we charge the young people and their families $5. If we know the family cannot 
afford that, we will subsidise that.394  

4.111 As with out of school hours care, a barrier for children and young people accessing 
vacation care is the in appropriateness of some programs for the older age group. Ms 
Noeline Olive of the Casino Neighbourhood Centre told the Committee about some of 
the limitations of vacation care programs for 10, 11 and 12 year-olds: 

Though you are offering a particular range of programs for them, they are in the 
situation where they feel they are not children but they are not teenagers …They really 
do not want to be there because they see it as a childcare centre, which it is in a way. 
They need more stimulating and different things that are up and above what we can do 
…They are not old enough to have no supervision but they do not want to participate in 
those sorts of activities. We have it quite often where there is that little gap before they 
can come into the youth service. Our youth service is 13 to 20. So there is that little gap 
in between.395  

4.112 Some children are being excluded from vacation care programs due to their age:  
We were registered for 5-12 year old children. As our service operated, the children 
over 12 years of age, would hang at the door, watching the younger children with envy. 
I was afraid to let them in, in case we had a spot check and they were caught. Vacation 
care was particularly bad, as there was not any organized sport during the holidays, 
and parents were at work. The teenagers were bored and looking for fun.396  

4.113 A number of submissions provided examples of school holiday programs which are 
suitable for children and young people in this age range. These include the FRESH 
Program, the Airds/Bradbury Koori Holiday Program, as well as programs conducted 
by the City of Sydney and Waverley Council.  

4.114 The FRESH school holiday program for 8-12 year olds was developed as a 
partnership project. It was initiated by Anglicare Family Support Service, Marrickville 
and involved a range of local organisations and a school. The program had a number 
of activities that were set to run each day, with afternoons consisting of a flexible 
program with concurrent activities, such as craft, mural painting, pool, air hockey and 
Xbox.397 This model had an ongoing family work component, and had a broad impact 
on the family as a whole:  

This program has a positive impact on the community of offering children and families 
an alternative to spending time on the streets and from boredom at home and providing 
activities that engage them and are fun. The program also helps them learn how to 
share, respect one another and adults, honour boundaries and guidelines, through fun 
activities and games and interaction with young adult volunteers and community service 
workers. It is often a mentor relationship that is one of the most vital parts of growing 
up. There was evidence of these types of relationships throughout the week, in 
particular between the girls and some of the young women volunteers.398  

4.115 Surry Hills OOSH Centre offers a youth room to Year 6 participants, with their 
involvement increasing as they move towards the age bracket where they can access 
youth services. During summer school holidays, prior to entering Year 7, participants 
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398  ibid., p. 4. 



Committee on Children and Young People 

Out of School Hours Care 

82 Parliament of New South Wales 

are able to attend their choice of either OOSH school holiday programs or youth 
services school holiday programs.399  

4.116 Waverley Council runs age specific holiday programs. Although ages may be 
advertised as 7-12, 10-14 or 9-13, the programming is specifically aimed at meeting 
the needs of middle children. Activities have included: surfing workshops, drama, hip 
hop dancing, acrobatics, cartooning, CSIRO Science Workshops, reading groups, 
and environmental craft. Randwick and Woollahra Councils have also begun to run 
some age specific holiday programs for middle years children.

 

                                           

400  

4.117 The Airds/Bradbury Koori Holiday Program was a vacation care program operated by 
UnitingCare Burnside South Campbelltown Family Centre in partnership with local 
public schools. The program was funded by the Aboriginal Child, Youth and Family 
Strategy in the DoCS, and was developed as an early intervention program for 
children aged 5 to 13 years living in Airds who were at a high risk of abuse or neglect. 
It used recreation and cultural activities as a non-threatening means of assisting 
children to build on their social and interpersonal skills, and establish positive 
friendship networks. The Airds/Bradbury Koori Holiday Program was formally 
evaluated: 

The Program ran in school holidays between 2003 and 2005. An evaluation in 2005 
reviewed the effectiveness of the program over 9 holiday periods, with 278 children 
from 123 families attending. The Program had a high return rate, with 78% of children 
returning for one or more holiday Program and 63% attending all Programs. 

The evaluation found that there were significant benefits for individual children, families, 
and the community as a result of the program. For example, teachers and principals 
reported that children who attended the program had decreased challenging 
behaviours, decreased suspension rates and increased school attendance.401  

4.118 Although the program was not re-funded in 2006 due to funding constraints, 
UnitingCare Burnside considers that it remains a viable model for vacation care 
programs in disadvantaged communities.402  

4.119 One of the major issues that vacation care services face in providing services to this 
age group is obtaining funding. Ms Frances Trimboli of YWCA NSW discussed with 
the Committee the difficulty of obtaining funding for a holiday program for children 
who are seven to 12 years old: 

… holiday programs are not funded or easy to get funds, other than for the support of 
local government, Department of Housing, a little bit here and there, but really we have 
had to have a cap in hand approach because it does not fit a criteria for funding. Our 
program that we have been running for the last seven years currently has no funding 
and we are trying to find ways to continue that program.403  

Children with a disability 
4.120 Vacation care services may face particular difficulties in providing services to children 

and young people with disabilities, as noted by Ku-ring-gai Council: 
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400  Submission no. 53, Waverley Council, p. 4. 
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Mainstream vacation care services are sometimes challenged to cater for children with 
disabilities as additional staff and training is sometimes required. Additional resources 
can be required to integrate children with disabilities in vacation care activities 
especially excursion programs. Children with disabilities require mainstream and 
customised services … during the school holidays. Article 23 of the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child states children’s right to special care and support to live a full and 
independent life.404  

4.121 The main issue for families with children and young people with disabilities is around 
the quality of vacation care, and ensuring that the special needs of their children are 
met. According to an assessment of vacation care needs in Fairfield and Liverpool, 
parents of children with special needs and difficulties expressed concern about the 
need for staff with skills and experience in supporting and providing care and in 
managing challenging behaviour. Services just do not have the resources to provide 
the level of care required for children with moderate to high support needs.

 

                                           

405  
4.122 One response to this is that approved vacation care services attract the Inclusion 

Support Subsidy, which supports them to include children with ongoing high support 
needs into quality care. The subsidy helps build the capacity of childcare services to 
successfully include children with ongoing high support needs, such as children with 
a disability, and provides funding towards the cost of extra staff, releasing staff for 
inclusion training and specialised equipment.406  

4.123 These services can also attract a wide range of Inclusion Support under the 
Commonwealth Government’s Inclusion and Professional Support Program (IPSP) 
that is part of their wider Child Care Support Program. Specialist Inclusion Support 
Facilitators are experienced in helping services build their capacity to include children 
with ongoing high support needs, including children with a disability.407  

4.124 Approved vacation care services also have access to a specialist equipment pool 
which is designed to enable children with high physical support needs to access and 
participate in services. The pool includes equipment such as specialist seating, 
standing, positioning and toileting equipment, visual aids etc.408 Access to school 
holiday/vacation programs may serve a number of important functions, including in 
meeting parents’ needs for childcare. With respect to parents of children with a 
disability, it can also meet needs for respite care.  

4.125 Provision of quality school holiday/vacation care also reduces risks associated with 
lack of supervision of this age group in the school holidays, and provides important 
developmental opportunities for children and young people, particularly those from 
disadvantaged communities. Evidence provided by UnitingCare Burnside about the 
Airds/Bradbury Koori School Holiday Program indicates that well designed vacation 
care programs can have a positive impact on a variety of outcomes for children at 
risk of abuse and neglect.  

 
404  Submission no. 57, Ku-Ring-Gai Council, p. 5. 
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Committee comment 
4.126 The Committee notes that there is the potential for vacation care/school holiday 

programs to be expanded in disadvantaged communities as part of programs 
discussed in other sections of this Report, including through Schools as Community 
Centres for middle years students or extended schools (see Chapter 17), or as a 
component of a Brighter Futures-type program for 9-14 year olds (see Chapter 12). 
Additional school holiday programs could also be developed through non-government 
organisations or local government, however additional funding would be required. 

4.127 While there is some evidence of the effectiveness of school/holiday vacation care 
programs on improving outcomes for disadvantaged children and young people, the 
Committee notes that there is a need to review the existing research in this area, and 
to build an evidence base in relation to the effectiveness of these programs.  

4.128 The Committee considers that it is appropriate to develop and evaluate school 
holiday/vacation care programs specifically designed as an early intervention strategy 
for 9-14 year olds in disadvantaged communities in New South Wales, in order to 
identify models of best practice and to build the evidence base about the 
effectiveness of these programs in improving outcomes for this age group. This 
should be undertaken with the view to funding school holiday programs in 
disadvantaged communities more widely as a core component of a state-wide 
funding stream for 9-14 year olds. 

4.129 Given that the provision of vacation care serves a number of functions, including 
facilitating the participation of parents in the workforce and that a number of different 
sectors are involved in the provision of school holiday/vacation care programs, the 
Committee supports a whole-of-government approach to expanding the provision of 
school holiday programs/vacation care. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 14: The Committee recommends that the NSW 
Government adopt a whole-of-government approach to expanding the 
provision of vacation care/school holiday programs, particularly in 
disadvantaged communities. 

The Committee further recommends that the Commissioner for Children and 
Young People be consulted on any proposed whole-of-government approach. 
 

RECOMMENDATION 15: The Committee recommends that the Minister for 
Community Services develop and evaluate school holiday/vacation care 
programs for 9-14 year olds specifically designed as an early intervention 
strategy in disadvantaged communities. 

The Committee further recommends that the Commissioner for Children and 
Young People be consulted on the proposed development and evaluation of 
school holiday/vacation care programs for 9-14 year olds. 
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Chapter Five -  Technology 
 

We start thinking about going to university and getting a good job earlier and earlier. We 
need to know that we have libraries, internet connection and specialised subject areas 
that will assist us in getting the jobs we want in the future. We don’t all have internet 
access at home so we need to be able to go to public areas where we can study and 
get the information we need for our learning. Lifelong learning is the focus at our 
school.409

Introduction 
5.1 While communications technology provides many educational and entertainment 

benefits for young people in the middle years, access is not always equitable. This is 
particularly the case for young people in disadvantaged families or for those who live 
in regional or remote areas. The media, internet and other communications 
technologies are a primary influence on the behaviour and values of children 
approaching adolescence. This chapter considers some of the issues relating to 
responsible use of communications technology and the important role of schools in 
guiding young people in avoiding the pitfalls. The chapter also discusses the future 
introduction of a dedicated free-to-air children’s television channel which can provide 
appropriate programs for specific age groups of children and young people. 

The impact of technology 
5.2 Technology clearly plays an increasingly important role in the life of children and 

young people aged 9-14 years: it is used as a tool to support learning, to facilitate 
communication and for recreational purposes. Technology is also constantly 
changing and children and young people rapidly embrace new forms as they come 
onto the market, often acquiring skills hitherto unknown to previous generations, 
particularly their parents:  

We need to acknowledge and accept that young people operate out of a completely 
different paradigm to any other generation. This is the first generation that has known 
nothing by [but] hyper speed change. Older generations tend to not cope well with 
change, but for young people, change is a given. The result of this difference in 
generations is that neither group feels like the other understands them. Older 
generations should make every effort to completely engage and consult with young 
people.410

The use of technology 
5.3 The NSW Commission for Children and Young People (the Commission) discussed 

children’s relationship with technology in its submission: 
Today children in the middle years are living in a world markedly different to that of ten 
years ago, let alone the world their parents grew up in…Many children in the middle 
years are likely to use mobile phones, MP3 players, instant messaging or online social 
networking sites such as Myspace and Facebook almost everyday. Children have 
greater access to information, as well as a broader range of influences and more 
opportunities to communicate, through the internet and globalisation of the media.411

 
409  Submission no. 96, Hebersham Public School, pp. 1-2. 
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411  Submission no. 90, NSW Commission for Children and Young People, p. 3. 
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5.4 In its research report Click and connect: young Australians' use of online social 
media, the Australian Communication and Media Authority (ACMA) noted that  

Children and young people aged eight to 17 use the internet to find information, for 
academic purposes and social networking. Exposure to the internet and social 
networking services increases with age, starting predominantly with game-related 
websites at younger ages, leading into regular and proficient use of social networking 
services from high school age upwards (12+ years). 412

5.5 A 2007 ACMA report, Media and communications in Australian families, noted that 
many of the technologies now used by young people - the internet, email, instant 
messaging, chat rooms, video sharing, mobile phones, and portable music players -
were barely present in the home a decade ago, if at all. Traditional services of 
television, radio, and video games remained central to families’ media use today, but 
the biggest change to children’s and teenagers’ discretionary activities had been the 
internet.413 

5.6 The NSW Department of Education and Training (DET) also noted in its strategy 
paper entitled Our Middle Years Learners – Engaged, Resilient, Successful, An 
Education Strategy for Years 5 - 9 that: 

For many students the use of mobile phones, MP3 players, video games and the 
Internet are not just tools, but a way of life. Through technology, many have developed 
their own language and social networks. The role and importance of technology in 
learning will be a major factor in the way Middle Years’ students learn and define 
themselves.414

5.7 Whilst many parents recognise the benefits of technology for their children, the rapid 
uptake of the new technology has brought with it several challenges in terms of 
equitable access and the need for controls, either parental or regulatory, to minimise 
potential harm. Concerns were raised in evidence to this Inquiry about safety issues 
arising from exposure to inappropriate content on the internet and television, and the 
possible impact that these may have upon children’s behaviour and sexualisation. 
Other concerns were raised about the lack of access to technology for children from 
lower socio-economic backgrounds or those living in rural and remote areas.  

Access to technology for families from low socio-economic backgrounds 
5.8 According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), in the 12 months to April 

2006: 
• 96.6 per cent of 9 to 11 year olds and 98.1 per cent of 12 to 14 year olds had 

used a computer; and  
• 75.6 per cent of 9 to 11 year olds and 88.7 per cent of 12 to 14 year olds had 

accessed the internet either during or outside of school hours.415  
5.9 The majority of children who accessed a computer did so either at their school or at 

home: 416 
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Location of usage 9 to 11 year olds 12 to 14 year olds 
at school 93.5 % 94.8% 
at home 89% 92% 
at someone else's home 38.8% 46.9% 
a public library 12.9% 17.1% 
at another place 2.5% 3.5% 

 
5.10 A 2008 ABS study revealed that domestic internet access was dependent on a range 

of factors such as affordability, service reliability and socio-economic characteristics, 
including family composition, educational attainment and income. The study also 
found that higher levels of income were associated with higher rates of household 
internet access, whereas people in households in the lowest income quintile were the 
least likely to have access.417  

5.11 Similarly, ACMA research indicates that home internet access appears to be 
correlated to household income: 

…broadband internet is present in 91 per cent of households with incomes of more than 
$100,000, down to 50 per cent of those on less than $35,000. Similar trends are seen 
with households where the parent did not finish secondary school, and with single 
parents.418

5.12 Evidence to the Inquiry also raised the problem of lack of access to technology for 
children from disadvantaged communities. For example, the City of Fairfield in 
Western Sydney has one of the lowest take-ups of home computer usage and 
internet usage in Sydney,419 and only about one third of the students in stage 2 at 
Hebersham Public School had access to a computer at home: 

The only access at the moment is Mount Druitt library and they have 10 computers with 
internet access …They are having 20 put in in the next couple of weeks and we are 
starting to do a program for five weeks where parents can go and get support in 
technology and their children go with them to learn how to use the computers and how 
to search the library. It is a joint venture, which is really exciting for us. 420

5.13 Moreover, the cost associated with accessing the internet in venues such as libraries 
is an additional problem for low-income families. 421  

Rural, regional and remote communities 
5.14 According to the NSW Legislative Assembly Standing Committee on Broadband in 

Rural and Regional Communities (the Broadband Committee), large parts of rural 
and regional New South Wales do not have access to broadband at the same speeds 
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and for the same price as people in the city.422 Similar concerns were raised in 
several submissions to the Inquiry: 

The tyranny of distance is of particular concern for young people in areas where there is 
no broadband internet access. Communication, lifestyle and education are all adversely 
affected for these young people; they grow up in a different era to their city peers.423

5.15 Brewarrina Shire Council commented that, although the internet has made the world 
a smaller place, youth in rural and remote communities where average wages are 
lower than the Australian average, do not generally have domestic internet access, 
and so access the internet at youth centres, libraries and schools.424 

5.16 The ABS notes that the internet has become increasingly important in recent years 
as a way of accessing information, communicating and buying goods and 
services,425 with many support services now delivered via technology. However, 
families in rural, regional and remote communities continue to have limited access to 
such on-line services. The Northern Territory Government noted that this results in 
limited usage of online education, health services and other general information-
based services which contribute positively to the development and wellbeing of 
children and young people.426 

5.17 Indigenous families living in rural and remote communities face particular problems, 
as outlined by BoysTown in its submission: 

The issues that have been identified through the calls from Indigenous children in NSW 
highlight the need for parent support and access to services to improve the quality of 
life for children in these communities. It is essential that mainstream services such as 
Parentline provide culturally appropriate health, counselling and parenting support. The 
lack of telecommunication and online infrastructure is a barrier to access these support 
services for parents as well as young people in rural and remote communities in 
NSW.427

5.18 Problems of lack of access to technology in some regional areas are being 
addressed at the local level. For example, Port Stephens Council advised the 
Committee of a range of services and programs put into place specifically aimed at 
enhancing the social, emotional and cultural wellbeing of children and young people. 
These included library services, which provided equitable access to technology and 
online resources including play stations, internet and email facilities; and the Port 
Stephens Telecentre, where users could access high-speed broadband in an internet 
café environment.428 

5.19 Access to digital education services is particularly important for children and young 
people in rural, regional and remote areas, as primary and secondary education 
services are now delivered through video streaming as an extension of the old school 
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of the air. Students who cannot access particular subjects in their local school attend 
classes at another school by video link, and study materials are distributed online.429  

5.20 The Committee notes that the Commonwealth Government has recently announced 
several initiatives to improve internet access across Australia, including the Digital 
Regions Initiative, which will co-fund innovative digital enablement projects with state, 
territory and local governments to improve the delivery of education, health and 
emergency services in regional, rural and remote communities.430 Central to the 
implementation of these projects is the National Broadband Network, which aims to 
deliver superfast broadband to Australian homes and workplaces.431 However, as the 
Broadband Committee notes, although the roll-out of the National Broadband 
Network is meant to bring high-speed broadband services to 98 per cent of the 
population, gaps will still remain in rural and regional New South Wales.432  

5.21 Other positive developments include the Commonwealth Government’s National 
Secondary School Computer Fund to provide for new or upgraded information and 
communications technology for secondary schools with students in Years 9 to 12 (the 
Digital Education Revolution Initiative);433 the Fibre Connections to Schools program, 
which will provide access to reliable, affordable, high-speed broadband connections 
for students, parents and teachers;434 and the NSW Government’s announcement 
that $11.6 million will be spent over five years in the Community Broadband 
Development Fund to develop community based wireless networks for small 
communities in rural and remote New South Wales.435  

5.22 The Committee considers that Commonwealth government initiatives such as the 
National Broadband Network will assist in making the internet more accessible to 
children and young people in rural, regional and remote areas. Nonetheless, some 
disadvantaged families will still face access problems in their homes, due to the cost.  

5.23 The Committee considers that the provision of computer and internet services should 
be an essential component of the funding for NSW Government programs that reach 
children and young people in the middle years, such as programs provided by 
neighbourhood centres, youth services and Indigenous organisations. The 
Committee believes that children and young people should also be consulted to 
determine other appropriate venues. 
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Safety 
5.24 While the use of technology can have many benefits for children and young people, it 

also brings with it the potential for harm through exposure to ‘predation’ or ‘cyber-
bullying’. Statistics from the National Association for the Prevention of Childhood 
Abuse and Neglect (NAPCAN) highlighted the potential dangers in using the internet 
and mobile phones: 
• 50 per cent of young people surveyed had been approached by someone they felt 

was not who they said they were; 
• 71 per cent reported receiving messages online from someone they don’t know;  
• 45 per cent have been asked for personal information by someone they don’t 

know;  
• 30 per cent have considered meeting someone that they’ve only talked to online; 

and 
• 1 in 7 young internet users received unwanted sexual solicitations.436 

5.25 Cyber-bullying was identified as an area of particular concern.437 

5.26 Recent research by ACMA found that children and young people have a high 
awareness of cybersafety risks and can identify risky behaviour, and that children 
and young teenagers were more inclined to identify contact with a predator as an 
online risk than older teenagers. ACMA felt that this was the result of parents 
identifying and discussing this risk with younger children, as well it being a focus of 
school cybersafety educational programs.438 

5.27 The research also indicated that the way in which parents monitored online use and 
discussed risks with their children varied with age. Younger children were watched 
more closely, whereas parents were relatively trusting for older teenagers and often 
relied at most on filters and occasional monitoring. Parents of eight to 10 year olds 
focused their discussions with them on the risks of viruses and unsuitable content. 
When children began to use social networking websites, at around 11 years, parents 
discussed not giving personal details to others and avoiding contact with those they 
did not know, reiterating this as the children grew older. 439 

5.28 According to the Commission, there are social, peer and educational pressures on 
children to use technology, which then translate into pressures on parents to buy that 
technology. Many parents are concerned that their own unfamiliarity with the new 
technology limits their ability to limit or guide their children’s usage.440 The 
Commission also noted that technology gives children and young people the 
opportunity to be the expert at something, to show or teach their parents something 
they don’t know:  

It can also be a great opportunity for parents to take the time to ‘share the learning’ so 
they can better understand the technology in their kids’ lives. 
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At the same time, kids can be a bridge or pathway for their parents to overcome their 
own inhibitions around the challenges presented by the rapidly changing nature of new 
technologies.441

5.29 Apart from parental control, there are also other ways of managing inappropriate use 
of technology. NAPCAN uses the internet to capture the attention of children and 
young people, through the Smart Online Safe Offline initiative <www.soso.org.au>. 
The initiative is embedded in popular networking sites, and uses children’s language 
to raise awareness about online threats such as predation, grooming, cyber-bullying 
and identity theft. The first campaign in late 2008, focused on predation and reached 
1.7 million children and young people between 9 and 15 years. An evaluation of the 
program indicated that: 
• 96 per cent of kids said they now would not meet an online stranger;  
• 87 per cent said they are more aware of dangers of giving personal information;  
• 83 per cent of kids surveyed said they understood the message clearly that giving 

too much information may put you at risk; and 
• 60 per cent said they are more aware of the dangers of meeting online strangers 

because of the campaign.442 
5.30 ACMA also manages the Cybersmart program <www.cybersmart.gov.au>, as part of 

the Commonwealth Government’s commitment to promoting online safety for children 
and young people. Cybersmart is a national cybersafety education online program 
that aims to enable children, parents, carers, teachers and library staff to manage 
online risks, so that the experiences of children and young people are safe and 
positive.443 

5.31 The Committee notes that the school curriculum also provides an opportunity for 
teaching children and young people about inappropriate technology use. In its 
submission, the Regional Youth Development Officers Network supported 
implementation of safety education in the use of internet and technology as part of 
the school curriculum in the subject areas of Information Technology and Personal 
Development, Health and Physical Education for years K to 12.444  

5.32 The Catholic Education Commission also commented on the importance of school 
programs as facilities for guiding the use of technology by children and young people: 

Schools are increasingly becoming involved in providing guidance to young people 
through the development of policies addressing issues such as cyber bullying and 
sexualised behaviours. Often such guidance is provided through programs in pastoral 
care, values education and financial literacy.445

5.33 While evidence to the Inquiry has identified some benefits of increased access to 
technology for children and young people, there are also risks including through 
exposure to cyber-bullying and predation. The Committee considers that programs 
which educate children, young people and their parents in the safe use of technology 
through schools should be encouraged. In particular, teachers could encourage 

                                            
441  NSW Commission for Children and Young People website. A new year brings new technologies – a time 

for a new approach?  
442  NAPCAN. 2009. Safety online - its child’s play, media release, 8 February 2009. 
443  Australian Communications and Media Authority website, About cybersmart. 
444  Submission no. 48, Region Youth Development Officers Network (RYDON), p. 8.  
445  Submission no. 81, Catholic Education Commission, p. 2. 
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students to use websites such as <www.soso.org.au> or <www.cybersmart.gov.au> 
to further enhance their understanding about the need for online safety. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 16: The Committee recommends that, pursuant to 
s 11(d) of the Commission for Children and Young People Act 1998, the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People consult with the Department of 
Education and Training to ensure schools are providing adequate safety 
education for middle years students in the use of internet and other 
technology. 
 

Children’s television 
5.34 Despite the increase in media choices, television (free-to-air and subscription) 

remains the most time-consuming leisure activity for children and young people, with 
an average time spent watching television of just under two hours per day.446  

5.35 The need for a dedicated children’s television channel was noted in evidence to the 
Inquiry. Specific concerns related to current program scheduling practices by free to 
air channels at times when children were most likely to be watching television, which 
is between five pm and eight p.m. The Australian Children’s Television Foundation 
(ACTF) advised the Committee that much of the existing free to air television 
programming at this time is inappropriate for children.447 The ACTF supported the 
introduction of a dedicated children’s television channel, because it considers that 
providing children with audiovisual media created especially for them has a number 
of benefits: 
• educational programming can prepare children for different stages of school. Film 

and television can be powerful learning tools as they teach while engaging 
viewers’ minds, senses and emotions;  

• children’s film and television are effective ways of studying sensitive issues such 
as puberty, bullying and conflict with parents. Children are willing to openly 
discuss what is happening to a television character without feeling exposed to 
their peers;  

• children’s programming has proven to be an effective way of connecting with 
otherwise unengaged students; and  

• children’s programs with pro-social messages can increase social capacities such 
as cooperation and tolerance of others. 448 

5.36 According to the ACTF, a dedicated children’s channel would also supplement the 
Commonwealth Government’s Digital Education Revolution Initiative: 

... when you have a children's channel and a lot of content being created, a use for that 
content … would be to make it available to schools in an ongoing way so that they are 
able to use that content but also for children to expand their own skills and develop 

                                            
446  Australian Communications and Media Authority. 2007. Media and communications in Australian families 

2007, report of the media and society research project, p. 3. 
447  Ms Jennifer Buckland, Australian Children’s Television Foundation, Transcript of evidence, 11 June 2008, 

p. 40. 
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http://www.soso.org.au/
http://www.cybersmart.gov.au/


Children and Young People Aged 9-14 Years in NSW: The Missing Middle 

Technology 

 Report No. 5/54 – September 2009 93 

content and send that to the children's channel to showcase their work and their 
expertise.449

5.37 The Committee welcomes the Commonwealth Government’s recent announcement 
that it will provide the Australian Broadcasting Corporation with $136.4 million in new 
funding to support an advertising-free, digital children’s television channel. This 
channel will offer high-quality educational, commercial-free viewing options for 
Australian families and will provide a high level of age-appropriate, Australian 
entertainment and educational material during peak television viewing times and 
online.450  

Sexualisation 
5.38 Concern was also expressed to the Inquiry about the sexualisation of children in the 

media. According to the Network of Community Activities:  
This marketing is often intrusive and stereotypes teenagers and the image they should 
try to maintain. 

Other more overt marketing often sexualises children and the presence of products on 
the market that influence negatively the innocence of childhood need to be addressed 
by Government. Network believes that unless this is addressed we as a State are 
contravening one of the recognized human rights of children.451  

5.39 The Committee notes that Senate Standing Committee on Environment, 
Communications and the Arts recently conducted an Inquiry into the sexualisation of 
children in the contemporary media. The Senate Committee considered that the 
inappropriate sexualisation of children in Australia is of increasing concern, and that 
the onus is on broadcasters, publishers, advertisers, retailers and manufacturers to 
take account of these community concerns and take steps to address this issue.  

5.40 The Senate Committee made a number of recommendations, including:  
• the establishment of a dedicated television children’s channel;  
• the need for the Commonwealth to commission a major longitudinal study into the 

effects of premature and inappropriate sexualisation of children; and  
• a review of the effectiveness of the operation of the Australian Association of 

National Advertisers Code for Advertising and Marketing Communications to 
Children. 452 

5.41 The Senate Committee also recommended that state and territory governments, not 
only consider the introduction into all Australian schools of comprehensive sexual 
health and relationships education programs which are inclusive of both young 
people and parents, but also of adopting a consistent national approach to the 
question.453 The Committee notes that students in NSW high schools already study a 

                                            
449  Ms Jennifer Buckland, Australian Children’s Television Foundation, Transcript of evidence, 11 June 2008, 

pp. 41-2. 
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Personal Development, Health and Physical Education syllabus in Years 7 to 10 that 
includes sexual health issues.454  

Committee comment 
5.42 It is evident that telecommunications technology has an important and essential role 

to play in the lives of children and young people in the middle years in the 21st 
Century. This technology has numerous benefits, but also some associated risks. 
The Committee considers that greater access to technology is of particular 
importance for children and young people from disadvantaged families as well as 
those who live in rural, regional and remote communities.  

                                            
454  NSW Board of Studies. 2007. Years 7–10 syllabus course descriptions, p. 28. 
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Chapter Six -  Transport 
Public activities for kids are needed and changing the activities so they do not seem to 
be not cool. Number two is transport, the ability to get to places and home, that is very 
important. 455  

Introduction 
6.1 While children and young people 9-14 years continue to travel with their family, 

friends or other people, they often begin to travel more independently. Much of this 
travel is to attend secondary schools, which are further away from home than their 
local primary schools. When young adolescents begin to travel more independently 
they generally rely on public transport, and the need for increased public transport 
availability, or the limited access to public transport, was noted in a considerable 
number of submissions to the Inquiry.  

6.2 This chapter considers the provision and cost of public transport used by young 
people in travelling to activities and events. It examines those difficulties experienced 
by young people highlighted in evidence, and considers available assistance 
schemes. Some innovative transport programs for young people within particular 
local communities are also discussed. 

Availability of transport 
6.3 Limited access to transport has an impact on entire families, and is a particular issue 

in rural areas and outer metropolitan areas. In some locations there is no public 
transport other than school buses. RYDON’s submission noted that in places such as 
the Upper Hunter, Port Stephens, Cessnock, East and West Lake Macquarie, and 
Dungog there is limited or no access to public transport. 456 In other cases the 
services are infrequent and poorly coordinated: 

Bus services are quite limited in terms of frequency and routes. Port Stephens is 
serviced by three separate private bus operators, which due to their respective 
contractual agreements with the NSW Ministry for Transport, bus routes and timetables 
are quite disjointed. This not only impedes upon being able to adequately access 
education, training and employment, it also has implications on the safety of children 
and young people. For instance, some school children and young people who have to 
travel to/from school on more than one bus… are accustomed to waiting at the roadside 
in remote locations to board the next bus service to reach their destination.457  

6.4 The lack of transport linkages in regional areas impacts on the ability of children and 
young people to access social and recreational activities; education, training and 
employment options; and support services.458 Indeed, Richmond Valley Council 
argues that access to transport is so important to this age group, that where it is 
unavailable young people are not able to fully participate as members of society.459  

 
455  Mr Ahri Tallon, Young People Big Voice, Centre for Children and Young People, Transcript of evidence, 6 

August 2008, p. 9. 
456  Submission no. 48, RYDON, p. 4. 
457  Submission no. 10a, Port Stephens Council, p. 2. 
458  Submission no. 48, RYDON, p. 4. 
459  Submission no. 14, Richmond Valley Council, p. 2. 
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6.5 Lack of suitable transport to access before and after school care may also be a 
problem, especially where there are few school-based venues.460 The NSW 
Teachers Federation submission identified that this is particularly relevant in the outer 
suburbs of Sydney and other large regional centres, as well as in more isolated rural 
areas.461  

6.6 Evidence to the Inquiry identified that there are difficulties in relation to the school bus 
pass system, as it does not cover the cost of transport from school to after-school 
care: 

If the out-of-school-hours service or after-school activity is not on [the school route], the 
child cannot use the school bus pass. To go to an after-school-care program many 
parents have to pay extra to get the children transported on the school bus route… it is 
not only child unfriendly but also family unfriendly. That bus pass system is one issue. 
The other issue is that there is no transport subsidy for places that are a little bit off the 
beaten track that needs to be accessed.462

6.7 The Committee considers that the school bus pass system should be altered to 
include free transportation from the school to an out-of-school hours care service. A 
provision could be introduced which is similar to that which allows for children of 
separated parents with dual custody to travel to two different home addresses. In this 
case, it would be the address of the out-of-school hours provider and the home 
address. As parents are required to collect their children from out of school hours 
care, there would not be any additional free travel from an out-of-school hours care 
venue to the home.  

 

RECOMMENDATION 17: The Committee recommends that, pursuant to 
s 11(d) of the Commission for Children and Young People Act 1998, the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People consult with the Minister for 
Transport about changing the conditions of use of the school bus pass system 
to allow children and young people to use their bus pass to travel free of 
charge to out of school hours care. 
 
6.8 Children and young people may also experience difficulties accessing vacation care 

or activities during school holidays due to lack of suitable affordable public transport. 
Public transport is often an unrealistic alternative for young people in rural and 
regional areas, so that attending social events is simply not possible: 

Disadvantage is … far worse for young people who live in isolated areas. There are 
young people who are members of local sports and social clubs who cannot attend 
meetings due to transport concerns and cannot know what happened at meetings 
because they do not have access to the internet to receive minutes/ photos etc.463  

6.9 The lack of safe, regular and affordable transport for young people was stressed as 
an important issue for this age group, especially those in high school. The Committee 

                                            
460  Brown, M. 2005. The Better Futures Inner and Eastern Sydney pre-teen research report, Waverley 
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461  Submission no. 68, NSW Teachers Federation, p. 4. 
462  Ms Robyn Monro-Miller, Network of Community Activities, Transcript of evidence, 17 March 2009, p. 13. 
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is particularly concerned that, as those in the age group 9-14 have to rely on others 
for transport in rural areas, they often resort to hitchhiking between social events. 
There is a growing population of children, particularly young girls, in this age group 
who hitchhike alone, or with just one other person.464  

6.10 Mr Ahri Tallon, of the Centre for Children and Young People, discussed the 
importance of transport to get to places and home again: 

In years 8 and 9 I went through a stage where I was a bored youth. I am now in year 12. 
There was not much to do in Lismore so I hitchhiked to Byron and stayed overnight and 
probably got into trouble. I would have slept somewhere not very nice. Basically it has 
to do with bored youth, that is number one. Public activities for kids are needed and 
changing the activities so they do not seem to be not cool. Number two is transport, the 
ability to get to places and home, that is very important. 465  

6.11 The submission from Gloucester Youth Advisory Service also identified the danger 
posed to young people in the 9-14 age group travelling unsupervised with older 
friends who are inexperienced drivers.466  

Cost of transport 
6.12 In addition to unavailability, costs associated with travel to activities and events can 

be prohibitive. When travelling with adults, the cost of transport and access to 
suitable venues can make out of school hours recreation unaffordable in parts of rural 
and regional areas such as the NSW North Coast:  

Hon Catherine Cusack MLC: You really do live an hour away from the best beaches in 
the world. How would a kid in that age group be able to get to the beach?  

… 

Ms Caldwell: They used to go down by train or we would try to organise a bus to take 
get them down. But then we would all put together and throw in, but you know, it comes 
back to that funding again. A lot of kids love to go to the beach. When kids say they are 
going to the beach they all want to go, you know.  

Hon Catherine Cusack MLC: But they cannot get there. Is it right to say that they just 
cannot get there?  

Ms Caldwell: That is right and some of the parents that have not got cars, you know, 
other parents will take them. This is a big thing in Casino we have not got a vehicle or a 
bus to do that, even to get our kids over there to Lismore to go indoor sports, bowls or 
whatever.467  

6.13 These problems have been exacerbated by the high cost of petrol. Mr Jeffrey 
Richardson, of the Dharah Girinj Aboriginal Medical Service commented that: 

…we do not have the money to put petrol in cars. Once again, this is not just for 
Aboriginal kids. That whole lower socioeconomic group approached me and say they 
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have economic problems where it is just very difficult to whip over to Ballina with the 
kids for the weekend.468  

6.14 Cost also has a detrimental impact upon the ability of children and young people to 
access quality vacation programs and other activities: 

Our vacation programs… are hard for a lot of families to access… Non-working parents 
are lowest priority so it goes working parents, studying parents then non-working. 
Therefore we very seldom have any children from non-working families so therefore 
those children miss out on all the activities, excursions and learning activities and social 
activities that the others are getting at our vacation care program. That is a concern 
because the parents cannot afford to take them to things, even as simple as the zoo or 
the aquarium or sometimes even on a train. We have a lot of children who have never 
been on a train and would not know how to catch a train. So we try to do that for the 
older children rather than take them on a bus.469  

6.15 Lack of appropriate transport options negatively impacts on children and young 
people’s opportunities to develop resilience through connections with other people, to 
expand their experiences in the broader world and to try out new social and 
recreational activities. It limits their opportunities to develop lifelong skills such as 
social skills, and their opportunities to achieve in areas outside of the formal 
education process. 

6.16 Several submissions proposed the development of a school holiday travel pass 
similar to a Seniors Card, to improve access of children and young people to school 
holiday activities. Network of Community Activities provided the most detail in its 
submission:  

Transport accessibility could be supported and enhanced with the introduction of a 
“Juniors Card” for 9-16 year olds available for use during the school holiday periods. 
The card would provide the same style of service as the Seniors Card currently offers - 
a flat rate low cost fee for transport and discounted access to exhibitions and displays. 
Its aim would be to encourage children to use public transport during their holiday 
periods in order to access local and city events and to develop confidence and 
independence.470  

6.17 Likely benefits to accrue to children and young people using a Junior Card would be 
the development of self-help skills as they independently accessed public transport, 
and a reduction in feelings of isolation.471 

6.18 The NSW Department of Ageing Disability and Home Care administers the NSW 
Seniors Card, a state-wide concession scheme designed to promote healthy ageing 
and encourage older people to lead active lifestyles. It offers a range of NSW 
government-funded transport concessions and private sector discounts. Included in 
this is a pensioner excursion fare that entitles NSW Seniors Card holders to all day 
travel on the Sydney suburban transport network for $2.50. This Seniors Card 
scheme raises revenue for the NSW Department of Ageing, Disability and Home 
Care, in 2006-07 the revenue from advertising and other sources totalled $1.5 
million.472 
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6.19 In July 2009 Arts NSW introduced the Kids’ Adventure Passport,473 which offers 
primary school children free entry to a select number of participating museums, 
galleries and cultural institutions on weekends and school holidays. The Kids 
Adventure Passport scheme will continue until January 2010.  

6.20 The Committee considers that the Kids’ Adventure Passport scheme could be 
expanded to offer a greater range of public transport concessions and discounted 
activities on weekends and school holidays. A nominal flat rate for travel on public 
transport by children and young people, similar to that offered to Seniors 
Cardholders, would be a welcome addition to the scheme. Discounts for additional 
public and private sector attractions and activities should be pursued, and the 
scheme should be expanded to include children and young people in the early years 
of high school.  

 

RECOMMENDATION 18: The Committee recommends that the NSW 
Government expand the Kids’ Adventure Passport scheme to include children 
up to the age of 15 and offer greater public transport concessions and greater 
access to discounted activities in school holiday periods. 

The Committee further recommends that the Commissioner for Children and 
Young People be consulted on any proposed expansion of the Kids’ Adventure 
Passport scheme. 
 

Existing programs  
6.21 The NSW Government advised in its submission that a range of its programs 

recognise that particular groups require assistance to access the transport system, or 
that the public interest is served by supporting particular groups. Young people are a 
key target of these endeavours.474 There is already a range of benefits for children of 
various ages, including free travel for under-4s, and half fare concession for under-
16s. When travelling to and from school, students can receive free public transport 
based on their age and distance (either radial or by best walking route) from home, 
and the Private Vehicle Conveyance Scheme can provide a subsidy to parents for 
transporting children to school in cases where there is no public transport.475  

6.22 Other programs that may directly or indirectly affect children and young people 
include:  
• travel concessions;  
• the Community Transport Program;  
• the Area Assistance Scheme; and  
• regional transport coordinators.  

6.23 The Area Assistance Scheme is administered through the NSW Department of 
Community Services, facilitates and supports community development and the 
integrated provision of services in regions undergoing rapid urban growth or change. 
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The Ministry of Transport is involved in evaluating projects under the program, and in 
funding successful transport projects. Indirect benefits to children in the target age 
group come through improved community and neighbourhood facilities.476 Currently 
the scheme operates in the Western Sydney, Macarthur, Hunter, Central Coast, 
Illawarra and North Coast Regions of New South Wales.477  

6.24 Eleven regional transport coordinators work on practical and viable transport 
solutions aimed at addressing local transport disadvantage. According to the NSW 
Government submission, many of the recent grants have targeted youth in rural, 
regional and remote communities such as the Far West, Orana and North Coast, 
enabling them to travel to a range of activities.478 

6.25 The Community Transport Program aims to address transport disadvantage at the 
local level through community transport solutions and particularly focuses on people 
or communities who experience disadvantage as a result of mobility, age or isolation. 
This includes young people up to 17 years of age who need to travel more than 1.6 
km to community facilities and resources which are not available within the hours of 
conventional public transport operation.479 

6.26 However, the Committee notes that the Community Transport Program has not 
received growth funding for many years,480 is unable to meet community demand,481 
and much of the funding is directed towards providing assistance to frail older people, 
younger people with disabilities and their carers, as well as non-emergency health-
related transport services,482 rather than funding youth transport projects.483 

6.27 The NSW Ministry of Transport funds some innovative programs for young people 
through its Local and Community Transport Program, including youth transport 
schemes on the Far North Coast of New South Wales. One of these, Tweed, Byron 
and Ballina Community Transport BAT Bus, provides affordable transport to the 
youth of Byron Shire, and has been operating for approximately 17 years. The 
program operates under the auspices of Tweed Byron and Ballina Community 
Transport. Currently, the service also has some funding from the Ministry of 
Transport to assist young people to attend sports events, although this is not 
currently ongoing funding. In the last three years the service has transported between 
2,500 and 3,000 people per annum. This translates as 5,000 to 6,000 passenger 
trips, as most outings are return travel.484  

6.28 The service does not own a bus, and consequently does not have to fund the 
purchase, maintenance and insurance of a vehicle. Instead, BAT Bus hires different 
types of vehicles to suit the size of the group of young people. Over 50 per cent of 
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passengers must be 12-25 year olds, with a minimum of eight people for a local trip 
and 10 people for longer distances. The service will go to venues such as movies, 
theme parks, alcohol free concerts, whale watching, bushwalking and canoeing, 
youth group outings and other places, and is well-used by sporting groups.485  

6.29 A similar innovative youth transport service called Youth on Wheels Ink (YOWI) 
operates in the Lismore, Kyogle and Richmond Valley Shires. In the 2008 financial 
year YOWI provided 5,260 trips, of which 1,118 trips were for Aboriginal youth. YOWI 
has informed the Committee of the number of benefits of such youth transport 
services in the region:  

To begin with, availability of travel, as taken for granted in non rural areas, is highly 
valued by rural youth and their families. Where parents’ vocations already require long 
distances be covered it is often the youth who will miss out due to time, vehicle and 
financial restraints on parents…The long distances needing to be traversed are 
prohibitive also, particularly due to the rise in fuel prices resulting in families prioritizing 
youth sporting and social commitments at the bottom of the scale. Equity for country 
areas to be well represented in sporting endeavours will often result in participants 
earning recognition for skills that would otherwise go unnoticed. The other issues 
include safe travel on country roads; it is much safer for groups of youth to travel to and 
from events in the comfort of a bus, there have been too many youth deaths on country 
roads. 486

6.30 Evidence to the Inquiry identified benefits in having youth transport officers and 
Aboriginal Transport Development Officers (ATDO) co-located in Community 
Transport Organisations. BAT Bus informed the Committee of the benefits of working 
with ATDOs: 

…transport is an essential service for Aboriginal people to have equity in our society. It 
makes sense to co-locate service providers so that they can share resources and 
information. Having an ATDO available to support the provision of information out to 
Aboriginal youth in the region, assist in developing culturally relevant services, educate 
staff and volunteers, nurture fledgling projects, support Aboriginal volunteer 
programmes and assist to troubleshoot complex transport issues (funeral transport, 
homework clubs, young mothers groups, mens groups) is invaluable in redressing 
community disparity.487

6.31 BAT Bus also noted that as many Aboriginal people on the NSW North Coast do not 
have driver’s licenses, or cars, and there is very limited public transport available, 
many Aboriginal people rely on Community Transport to be able to access basic, 
day-to-day needs.488 

6.32 The Committee has been informed that, in some cases, although Home and 
Community Care (HACC) funded buses are not being used on weekends, the buses 
are not currently available for general community use, thereby under-utilising a 
potentially valuable resource for the 9-14 year age group. Ms Alison Peters of the 
Council of Social Service of New South Wales (NCOSS) discussed this problem with 
Committee: 

…the local Aboriginal community in Kempsey had organised to have a local surf life 
saving club train young people for their bronze medallion. Everyone thought that was a 
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fantastic idea. It was all lined up but, of course, the beach is 40 kilometres from 
Kempsey and they had no capacity to get there. A community transport bus was locked 
up in a yard every weekend, but because that bus was provided under the Home and 
Community Care [HACC] program, which is for older people or people with a disability, 
it was not available for a more general community use.489

6.33 Some services have identified that they do access HACC funded buses during low 
use periods, with BAT Bus noting that that doing so is one of the ways in which the 
service keeps its operating costs low. However, YOWI has noted that the youth 
service is still required to pay the standard bus hire fee of 90 cents a kilometer to 
covers repairs, petrol and bus replacement. According to YOWI, this can be a 
prohibitive cost for a youth group with no income, even if volunteer drivers are 
used.490  

6.34 Evidence to the Committee suggested that, in some cases, Home and Community 
Care (HACC) funded buses are not being used by this program on weekends, yet are 
not currently available for general community use, including youth transport. The 
Committee considers that allowing community transport buses under the HACC 
program to be used for youth transport initiatives at low use times is an appropriate 
use of scarce resources in rural and regional New South Wales. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 19: The Committee recommends that, pursuant to 
s 11(d) of the Commission for Children and Young People Act 1998, the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People consult with the Minister for 
Ageing and Disability Services about reviewing policies to allow community 
transport buses under the Home and Community Care program to be available 
for youth transport initiatives on weekends and other low use times. 
 

Committee Comment 
6.35 The Committee considers that innovative youth transport programs such as the 

Tweed, Byron and Ballina Community Transport BAT Bus provide a valuable service 
to young people in areas with limited public transport at a minimal cost, and would 
strongly support an expansion of such programs across New South Wales. The 
Committee also sees benefits in expanding the provision of Aboriginal Transport 
Development Officer positions to service Aboriginal communities. 

6.36 The provision of adequate transport for young people, particularly in rural and 
regional areas enables young people to participate in sport and recreation activities 
and access relevant services. Improved access to transport is relevant to a number 
of Government Departments including Health, DoCS, Department of the Arts, Sport 
and Recreation and the Attorney-General’s Department. The Committee considers 
that there is a need for a whole-of-government approach to improving access to 
public transport for young people.  

 

RECOMMENDATION 20: The Committee recommends, that pursuant to 
s 11(d) of the Commission for Children and Young People Act 1998, the 
                                            
489  Ms Alison Peters, Council of Social Service of NSW, Transcript of evidence 17 March 2009, p. 22. 
490  YOWI (Youth on Wheels Ink), Correspondence in response to questions, 22 April 2009, p. 3. 
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Commissioner for Children and Young People consult with the Minister for 
Transport about making provision for: 

• additional innovative youth transport programs across New South Wales; 

• adequate long-term funding for existing youth transport programs; 

• allowing existing youth transport programs to be extended to include a 
younger age group where appropriate; and 

• Aboriginal Transport Development Officers in all Community Transport 
Organisations based in areas with Aboriginal communities. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 21: The Committee recommends that the Ministry of 
Transport work with other government departments to ensure a whole-of-
government approach to youth transport, in consultation with relevant non-
government organisations. 

The Committee further recommends that the Commissioner for Children and 
Young People be consulted on the proposed whole-of-government approach to 
youth transport. 
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Chapter Seven -  Mental Health 
I think it is true that we are recognising depression and anxiety in particular, as well as 
other mental health problems in younger children than was the case previously. There 
is a worldwide trend towards mental health problems becoming the number one burden 
of disease, which means that many, many people are affected by mental health 
problems. The implication of that trend is that we actually need to start building 
resilience and mental health at a much earlier age than we have been.491

Introduction 
7.1 The transition from childhood to adolescence can be a time of significant emotional 

distress for many young people. Responsive intervention to help young people 
experiencing prevalent age-related mental health problems such as anxiety and 
depression can prevent complications in later years. This chapter considers the types 
of mental health disorders experienced by young people, as well as those groups 
who are most vulnerable.  

7.2 To date, mental health services for young people have mainly given priority to crisis 
cases. This chapter considers the availability of counselling services for all vulnerable 
young people, both in and outside of school. It also looks at the types of programs 
and services which would be user-friendly for 9-14 year olds and best suit their 
needs. 

Extent and type of mental health issues 
7.3 In 2004-05, seven per cent of children aged less than 15 years were reported to have 

some form of mental or behavioural problem as a long-term health condition, with 
rates rising from very low levels among children aged under five years, to 10 per cent 
of children aged 10-14 years.492 

7.4 The prevalence of mental health problems rises substantially during adolescence. 
For young people aged from 12 to 17 years, estimates have been shown to be as 
high as 20-25 per cent.493 Data on the social and emotional characteristics of more 
than 10,000 Australian students spanning thirteen years of schooling reveal large 
percentages of students experiencing social and emotional difficulties: 
• four in ten students say they worry too much; 
• three in ten students say they are very nervous/stressed; 
• two in ten students say they have felt very hopeless and depressed for a week 

and have stopped regular activities; 
• a third of all students say they lose their temper a lot and are sometimes quite 

mean to other people; 
• four in ten students say they have difficulty calming down.494 

7.5 High levels of emotional distress are evident among school students accessing 
school counselling services. The NSW Government submission referred to evidence 

 
491  Professor David Bennett, NSW Centre for the Advancement of Adolescent Health, Transcript of evidence, 

17 March 2009, p. 8. 
492  Australian Bureau of Statistics. 2007. Health of children in Australia: a snapshot, 2004-05, p. 3. 
493  Submission no. 87, NSW Government, p. 7. 
494  Bernard, M. et al. 2007. ASG student social and emotional health report, Australian Council for 

Educational Research, p. 5. 
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in the National Survey of Mental Health and Well-being that indicated that 70 per cent 
of the clients attending school-based counselling services were experiencing high or 
very high levels of emotional and behavioural problems.495  

7.6 This aligns with the findings from a 2008 Mission Australia survey which noted issues 
of concern to Australian 11-14 year olds including bullying/emotional abuse, alcohol 
use, family conflict and physical/sexual abuse. All of these concerns have the 
potential to directly impact on mental health.496  

 
Issues of Concern to Young People, 11-14 Years 

 Indigenous % Non Indigenous % 
Body Image 28.4 23.4 
Alcohol 29.0 22.4 
Bullying/ emotional abuse 25.4 23.6 
Drugs 28.6 31.3 
Family conflict 24.3 26.6 
Suicide 23.3 25.3 
Physical/ sexual abuse  25.8 22.9 
Personal safety 18.5 23.6 
The environment  21.2 20.0 
Coping with stress 14.3 17.2 
School or study problems 15.2 17.5 
Sexuality (relationships, health, identity) 14.5 11.6 
Depression 13.7 14.8 
Self Harm 14.0 13.3 
Discrimination 12.0 11.5 

 
7.7 The submission from Mission Australia identified an increasing number of children 

presenting with mental-health related problems: 
We have seen an increase in the number of children who present with low self-esteem, 
mental health problems, and the desire to inflict harm upon themselves. Research 
indicates that there has been an increase of children and young people experiencing 
anxiety and depression, correlating with a rise in the rates of adolescent suicide, and 
substance abuse. This trend is reflected in our Adolescent and Family Counselling 
Program which has seen an increase in the number of referrals for children as young as 
9 years old experiencing family breakdowns, withdrawal from support networks, and 
displaying risky behaviours such as sexual activity and alcohol and drug use.497  

7.8 Mission Australia identified a number of risk factors that, in their experience, 
significantly relate to mental health problems in young people. These include: 
• low self-esteem; 
• depression and mental health problems; 
• lack of social skills; 
• isolation as a result of a lack of family and social support; 
• peer pressure;  

                                            
495  Submission no. 87, NSW Government, p. 7. 
496  Mission Australia. 2008. National survey of young Australians 2008, Mission Australia, p. 25. 
497  ibid. 
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• conflicts with peers; 
• smoking;  
• substance use and abuse; 
• suicide and self-harming practices; 
• complex sexual situations involving pressure, drinking and drug use, relationships 

that are moving too fast for them to handle; pregnancy, and sexual abuse; 
• violence and assault;  
• lack of resilience.498 

7.9 According to the beyondblue submission, family risk factors such as poor parenting, 
family conflict and marriage breakdown strongly influence children’s risk of 
developing mental health problems. The submission noted specifically that the lack of 
a warm positive relationship with parents; insecure attachment; harsh, inflexible or 
inconsistent discipline practices; inadequate supervision of and involvement with 
children; marital conflict and breakdown; and parental psychopathology (particularly 
maternal depression) increase the risk that children will develop major behavioural 
and emotional problems, including depression and conduct problems.499  

7.10 A number of submissions discussed the types of mental health problems experienced 
by children and young people in this age group. These included anxiety, depression, 
suicide, drug and alcohol misuse. 

7.11 According to Mental Health Association NSW, studies show that approximately 10 
per cent of children experience serious difficulties with anxiety to the point where it 
begins to interfere in their school, social and family life. Other studies indicate that 
children who struggle with anxiety perform less well in their academic and social life, 
than other children, despite having the ability to do well. Without treatment, up to 50 
per cent of anxious children continue to experience severe difficulties 2-8 years after 
their symptoms first appeared.500  

7.12 Children and adolescents with anxiety disorders are at risk of developing other 
problems, such as depression and substance abuse.501 Anxiety is closely related to 
the development of depression in adolescence, as is discussed in the submission 
from beyondblue: 

Anxiety experienced by young people in their early and middle years is a pathway to 
depression in later adolescence. The school arena is a key setting for social and 
emotional development. Anxiety can increase dramatically during the transition from 
primary school to secondary school, and is a known marker for a large increase in 
emotional problems. Furthermore, recurrent bullying or victimisation in Year 8 also 
predicts symptoms of depression and anxiety in Year 9, especially for girls. 502

7.13 Low self-esteem is also predictor of adolescent depression. Research shows that 
children who perceive themselves as academically, socially, or physically 
incompetent are more vulnerable to depression than are children who perceive 

                                            
498  Submission no. 83, Mission Australia, pp. 1-2. 
499  Submission no. 72, beyondblue, p. 1. 
500  Submission no. 39, Mental Health Association NSW Inc., p. 2. 
501  Submission no. 87, NSW Government, p. 7. 
502  Submission no. 72, beyondblue, p. 2.  

See also, Submission no. 39, Mental Health Association NSW Inc., p.2. 
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themselves as competent. Such beliefs develop during middle childhood and early 
adolescence and arise from feedback children receive from their parents, teachers 
and peers.503  

7.14 Life events involving loss are specifically associated with depression. Depressing life 
events can include exposure to family or community violence, chronic poverty, child 
physical and sexual abuse, bereavement, or parental divorce or separation.504  

7.15 Adolescent depression is one of the most frequently reported mental health problems 
in Australia. Depression has its peak incidence in mid-to-late adolescence. Therefore, 
significant investment is required in the prevention of depression, anxiety and 
emotion problems in the 9-14 year age group.505 

7.16 Brother Peter Carroll of Trinity Catholic College, Lismore told the Committee about 
the increasing prevalence of depression at younger ages, and noted the essential 
need to support students develop the ability to cope with setbacks and to cope with 
transitions in life and challenges. 506  

Access to Services 
7.17 The unmet demand for mental health and counselling services for children and young 

people as well as gaps in services, has been widely identified. For example, the 2006 
Senate mental health report noted as follows: 

Only one in four young people with mental health problems receive help and even 
among those with most severe mental health problems, only 50 per cent receive 
professional help. Family doctors, school-based counsellors and paediatricians provide 
the services that are most frequently used by young people with mental health problems 
but even then young people are under-represented in the number of general practice 
visits as a percentage of the population. Of greater concern, they are also under-
represented in visits for mental health issues, even though this issue provides the 
highest morbidity in this age group.507

7.18 Data from Kids Helpline, a national telephone and online counselling service for 
children and young people between the ages of five and 25 reveals a large 
underlying level of demand for counselling. During 2007, Kids Helpline spoke with 
almost 310,000 children and young people, responding to 290,835 calls and 19,112 
web contacts. This represented 59 per cent of all attempts to reach Kids Helpline, 
and included more than 48,000 in-depth counselling sessions.508  

7.19 Many submissions and some evidence given to the Inquiry identified gaps in 
counselling services outside of schools and/or mental health service provision for this 
age group. Gaps in counselling in this age group were identified in the Hunter,509 the 
Blue Mountains 510 and the Northern Rivers.511 

                                            
503  Submission no. 72, beyondblue, p. 1. 
504  ibid., p. 2. 
505  ibid., p. 1. 
506  Brother Peter Carroll, Trinity Catholic College, Transcript of evidence, 6 August 2008, p. 18. 
507  Senate Select Committee on Mental Health. 2006. A national approach to mental health – from crisis to 

community, first report, Canberra, section 15.7. 
  Boystown, 2008. Boystown annual report 2008. p. 12. 508

509  Submission no. 48, RYDON, p. 7. 
510  Submission no. 74, Blue Mountains City Council, p. 4 
511  Brett Paradise, Northern Rivers Social Development Council, Transcript of evidence, 6 August 2008, p. 24. 
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7.20 For example, the submission from the Blue Mountains City Council commented on 
the lack of counselling for children over 12 outside the school setting: 

Youth suicide is an issue for over 12 year olds. There is lack of counselling for children 
that age outside school setting, and adolescent and family counselling services are only 
available for young people aged 12 years an older. There are only two services in the 
Blue Mountains LGA to cover the whole area and this does not offer an adequate 
spread. Allied health services offering counselling are still not affordable for young 
people even after the introduction of the Medicare mental health scheme (counselling 
practitioners charge over the scheduled fee). There needs to be free or low cost access 
to psychological counsellors.512  

7.21 In its submission, the Richmond Valley Council expressed a need for counsellors for 
local young people:  

…access to a counsellor would increase resilience amongst these young people and 
decrease crime rates. A number of young people in this town have expressed the need 
to have access to a counsellor. There have been some deaths amongst the young 
people but there was little to no formal and ongoing counselling offered and there are 
extremely limited counselling options available externally for these young people.513  

7.22 The need for counselling services was also reflected in a submission from St Luke’s 
Grammar School: 

The majority of students (72%) said they thought the government should introduce more 
resources or organisations to help young people cope with anxiety and 58% said they 
felt that more government counselling services were needed in the local area. 44% of 
students surveyed thought there should be more promotion of government helplines 
and counselling services for young people, in the local area.514  

7.23 Service provision for non-emergency situations was identified as a particular gap in 
several submissions. Barnardos Australia identified a lack of targeted and 
preventative mental health services, noting that many children over 12 are reporting 
anxiety and available mental health counselling is reserved for extreme cases.515 In 
its submission, Saint Mary’s High School also noted that children and young people 
between 9-14 years of age on the NSW North Coast do not receive the support they 
need to prevent them from reaching crisis point.516  

7.24 In discussing the lack of family counselling services, Community First Step made the 
following comments about making referrals to service providers with long waiting 
lists: 

Many young people are unable to access counselling services within the required time, 
or at all, unless it is deemed an emergency. As a result, youth workers are required to 
take on the role of crisis counsellors, placing extra strain on staff and resources.517  

7.25 Community First Step identified an opportunity to provide more counselling services 
to deal with serious cases that are not emergencies. Such services are in a position 

                                            
512  Submission no. 74, Blue Mountains City Council, p. 4. 
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to identify issues early and to provide support for children dealing with family and 
youth issues.518  

7.26 Ms Louise Voigt of Barnardos Australia discussed with the Committee the 
inadequacy of mental health service provision for Aboriginal people in general and for 
children in particular: 

There is a whole range of reasons why there are very poor services. One is cultural 
appropriateness. Many Aboriginal people feel alienated from a system. They also have 
serious difficulties of transport, of getting there. Outpatient appointments are hard to 
make if you do not have a working car and you live a long way away…There is the 
issue of adults and their parents but there is also the real issue for children. Many 
medical health services find it very difficult to work with acting out children in particular, 
conduct disorder children…In this State we need to have a closer relationship between, 
for example, the Department of Community Services and mental health services for 
children because it is too simple to say, "We can't do anything for this child. They have 
conduct disorder."519  

7.27 The submission from beyondblue also commented on the limited services provided 
for Indigenous children: 

The depression, anxiety, and substance use problems encountered in remote 
communities and cities represent a significant challenge for all governments and 
service providers. Complex and endemic social problems (e.g. unemployment, poverty, 
lack of education) coupled with limited service delivery approaches warrants urgent 
work into the mental health needs of Indigenous children.520

7.28 A substantial gap in counselling service provision for children who have experienced 
domestic violence was identified in the submission from NSW Women’s Refuge Child 
Support Workers:  

Currently it is virtually impossible to secure counselling for this age group unless the 
parent has the means to pay for it. It is a major oversight by the Department of Health 
that children do not have counseling available for the trauma that is due to their 
experience of domestic violence. The Department of Health is more likely to send 
mothers to groups that are expected to assist her to modify her children’s unacceptable 
behavior and ignore the fact that children want to be heard.521  

7.29 The Youth Unit of the NSW Synod of the Uniting Church in Australia also identified 
the need for counselling and support groups to be readily available to any 
disadvantaged young person, particularly young people from broken families and 
young people questioning their sexuality.522 

Types of programs and services required 
7.30 There was some evidence given to the Committee about the types of counselling and 

other mental health services required for this age group. One possibility would be to 
train people in the community who are close to young children, rather than limit the 
process to professional counsellors: 

Mr R: I also think that with little issues or small, overwhelming incidents a person may 
think it is not necessary for them to see a counsellor and that they are wasting that 
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person's time. So it may be better if money spent on training counsellors is spent on 
training people in the community who are close to young children to have a small 
amount of counselling so that they know what to do and how to help them. So instead 
of making it a big deal and going to see a certain person, young people can talk to 
someone they know and it will make them feel like they are not interfering with everyone 
and make them feel a bit better.523

7.31 The submission from Freeman Catholic College noted the importance of anonymous 
counselling services such as Kids Helpline, as many students feel confident that they 
are anonymous and can seek help without serious repercussions.524 Similarly, 
UnitingCare Burnside noted the importance of offering counselling services not only 
at school, within a family-based framework, but also in community locations, easily 
accessible for students by public transport.525  

7.32 The submission from St Mary’s High School proposed a model for counselling 
centres within local neighbourhoods, which children and young people could ‘drop in’ 
to seek support from qualified counsellors on their way home from school and on the 
weekends: 

Such centres would aim to be the equivalent of the ‘wise old man or woman’ that 
children and young people may have once visited in their local neighbourhood, when 
families were more community orientated and not so obsessed with individualism and 
independence.526  

7.33 UnitingCare Burnside identified the middle years as a key early intervention period for 
mental health issues. Their submission also noted that the middle years are an 
effective early intervention period for improving immediate and future mental health 
and substance abuse outcomes.527 This is of particular importance given that the rate 
of mental health problems increases substantially during adolescence. 

7.34 Practically, Mission Australia suggested that a review of the age criteria, for services 
such as the Adolescent and Family Counselling Program, to expand the client group 
to include 9-16 year olds could be beneficial. Implementing early intervention 
strategies for children and young people at an earlier age may reduce risky behaviour 
and mental health problems.528 

7.35 The submission from beyondblue discussed the need for early intervention based on 
shifting modifiable risk and protective factors: 

This approach may target individual factors, but usually aims to influence broader social 
determinants, specifically the settings in which young people spend their time. 
beyondblue supports strong school based, parenting, family and community 
connections throughout its prevention and early intervention projects. For example, the 
KidsMatter initiative provides a capacity for schools to engage in preventative strategies 
to support the specific mental health and wellbeing needs of their student population.529

7.36 Evidence to the Inquiry commented on the need to increase access to mental health 
early intervention for this age group. In addition, the importance of anonymous 
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counselling services such as Kids Helpline was noted. It was also suggested that 
people in the community who are close to children and young people could be trained 
to have some counselling skills and to provide assistance. The Committee considers 
that the provision of a range of mental health and counselling services is essential to 
increase access of children and young people to support. 

Policy and funding 
7.37 The National Action Plan on Mental Health 2006-2011, agreed to by the Council of 

Australian Governments (COAG) identifies a series of initiatives to be developed over 
a five-year period, comprising significant investment from state, territory and 
Commonwealth Governments. COAG has committed $56.9 million to funding 
telephone counselling, self-help and web-based support programs through non-
government organisations that run similar services. Importantly, the Plan echoes the 
significance of prevention: 

Promotion, prevention and early intervention are critical to enabling the community to 
better recognise the risk factors and early signs of mental illness and to find appropriate 
treatment. Growing evidence suggests that when identified and treated early, mental 
illnesses are less severe and of shorter duration, and are less likely to recur.530  

7.38 The Commonwealth Government is in the process of developing a fourth national 
mental health plan which will be an agenda for action in mental health from 2009-
2014. A draft of the whole-of-government plan contains a focus on prevention and 
early intervention which includes children and young people.531 

7.39 One of the major funding commitments for New South Wales is the expansion of 
early intervention services for youth aged 14-24 years ($28.6 million) as well as the 
expansion of community-based professional mental health services, including child 
and adolescent services ($14.3 million).532 Early intervention services for youth were 
recently piloted in the Northern Sydney/Central Coast region,533 and have been 
progressively implemented in all NSW Area Health Services.  

7.40 In its submission, the NSW Government provided details of 14 national and state 
policy and planning frameworks for mental health that also make reference to 
addressing the needs of child and adolescent mental health.534 However, the 
Committee notes that the last NSW child and adolescent mental health strategy was 
drafted ten years ago.535 The NSW Department of Health has recognised in its recent 
NSW Community Health Strategy 2007-2012 that there is no consistent approach to 
child and adolescent mental health programs across all New South Wales. Services 
have instead developed ad hoc to address local needs. In response to this, the NSW 
Department of Health has developed MH-Kids, a state-wide unit of the new Mental 
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534  Submission no. 87, NSW Government, p. 24. 
535  NSW Health. 1999. NSW strategy: making mental health better for children and adolescents. Reprinted 

April 2002. 



Committee on Children and Young People 

Mental Health 

112 Parliament of New South Wales 

Health Drug and Alcohol Office responsible for developing child and adolescent 
mental health service policies.536 

7.41 A NSW Child and Adolescent Mental Health Service (CAMHS) Plan is currently being 
developed for the enhancement of child and adolescent mental health services in 
New South Wales. According to the NSW Government submission, the Plan should 
improve the mental health of children and adolescents, to help them, their families 
and others caring for them to optimise their development and to build a secure base 
for their futures. The Plan acknowledges: 
• the growing prevalence and complexity of mental health problems in children and 

adolescents;  
• the earlier age of the onset of disorders;  
• opportunities to minimise multi-risk trajectories and adverse outcomes; and  
• historic barriers and over-emphasis on adult mental health services, as well as 

Area versus state-wide priorities for limited resources.537  
7.42 The 2008 Report of the Special Commission of Inquiry into Child Protection Services 

in NSW (the Wood Inquiry Report) has made recommendations regarding the 
establishment of integrated, multi-disciplinary and co-located services, wherever 
practicable. The report states that the types of services provided should include 
counselling and school counsellors.538 The NSW Government has supported the 
recommendation of the Wood Inquiry Report regarding such integrated and co-
located services.539 

7.43 In relation to funding, the Special Commission of Inquiry into Acute Care Services in 
NSW Public Hospitals (the Garling Inquiry) identified that the treatment of mental 
illness in children and young people in New South Wales is an area that is grossly 
under-resourced. The Inquiry’s 2008 report states that each of the Area Health 
Services should be spending 15 per cent of their mental health budget on child and 
adolescent health. However, in practice, child and adolescent mental health gets, at 
best, only four per cent.540  

7.44 Ultimately, the Garling Inquiry recommended the establishment of a children and 
young people’s health authority – ‘NSW Kids’ - and that one of the principal purposes 
of this authority would be to ensure that there are adequate services and facilities for 
the provision of mental health care for children and young people.541  
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Committee comment 
7.45 Evidence to the Inquiry has identified that the mental health of children and young 

people 9-14 years is an area of major concern. Investment in quality early 
intervention and service provision for this age group is critical, particularly as rates of 
mental health problems rise substantially during adolescence. However, there are 
substantial areas of unmet demand for services and gaps in services, which reflect 
an area of health that has been under-resourced.  

7.46 The Committee considers that an expansion of counselling services and early 
intervention programs for this age group is required. Additional programs and 
services for children and young people 9-14 years should be established in a range 
of locations including: conveniently located youth-friendly environments (such as 
youth health services and youth mental health services); as part of child and family 
services; and as part of the NSW Government’s commitment to developing 
integrated co-located child and family centres as proposed in the Wood Report.  

7.47 Evidence to the Inquiry also suggests that there is a need for a variety of models of 
service delivery, ranging from more informal support, through, for example, peer 
support and mentoring to formal counselling services. The Committee also notes the 
importance of anonymous services such as online and telephone counselling, given 
barriers to accessing counselling services such as fear of repercussions and 
concerns about confidentiality. In planning for additional service delivery, children and 
young people in this age group should also be consulted about appropriate venues 
and models of service delivery. 

7.48 The Committee considers that providing counselling services and early intervention 
programs in areas where there a high numbers of Indigenous children and young 
people should be a priority.  

 

RECOMMENDATION 22: The Committee recommends that NSW Health 
expand the provision of counselling services and mental health early 
intervention programs for children and young people, with services for 
Aboriginal children and young people as a priority. 

The Committee further recommends that the Commissioner for Children and 
Young People be consulted on any proposed expansion. 
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Chapter Eight -  Alcohol and Other Drugs 
 

Many young people are first exposed to alcohol, tobacco and illicit drugs at this age. It 
is known that smoking, drinking alcohol and cannabis use increase with age from 12 
years onwards. For some, the habits picked up at this age can have devastating and 
long-term effects.542

Introduction 
8.1 Health damaging behaviours such as drug and alcohol misuse are a very significant 

risk for young people during the middle years. Relationships with parents, school and 
peers are critical in helping young people to be responsible. This chapter examines 
the main risk and protective factors causing and preventing inappropriate use of drug 
and alcohol by young people. As well, it considers the availability of prevention, early 
intervention and treatment programs suitable for 9-14 year olds and their families. 

Extent of the problem 
8.2 Data from the 2007 NSW School Students Health Behaviours Survey indicated that, 

of students aged 12-15, in 2005:  
• 79 per cent reported having ever had an alcoholic drink;  
• 55.9 per cent reported having had an alcoholic drink in the previous 12 months;  
• 31.4 per cent reported having had an alcoholic drink in the previous 4 weeks; and  
• 19.7 per cent reported having an alcoholic drink in the previous 7 days.543  

8.3 Amongst those school students who had consumed alcohol in the seven days prior to 
being surveyed, 29.3 per cent had done so at a party; 26.7 per cent at their own 
home; 15.6 per cent on school grounds after hours; 8.5 per cent at a beach park or 
recreational area; and 7.4 per cent at a friend’s home.544 While there has been a 
decrease in recent years in the prevalence of alcohol use within this age group, there 
has been a significant increase in harmful drinking, with 21 per cent of drinkers 
consuming harmful amounts. About one-third of 12-15 year olds reported drinking in 
the month prior to being surveyed.545 

8.4 The survey also found that among students aged 12-15 years, 19.5 per cent were 
considered to be risk drinkers according to the Australian Alcohol Guidelines, and, of 
that, 2.9 per cent were considered to be high-risk drinkers.546 The submission from 
Clarence Valley Council linked increasing alcohol use with crime. It noted a growing 
incidence of alcohol abuse by young people, in particular binge drinking. According to 
the submission, “The abuse of alcohol exacerbates street vandalism and poor 
behaviour, further damaging the perception of young people by others in the 
community.”547 

                                            
542  Submission no. 16, Council of Social Service of NSW, p. 2. 
543  Centre for Epidemiology and Research. 2007. New South Wales school students health behaviours 

survey 2005 report, NSW Department of Health, pp. 141-164. 
544  ibid. 
545  Submission no. 87, NSW Government, p. 7. 
546  Centre for Epidemiology and Research. 2007, New South Wales school students health behaviours 

survey 2005 report, NSW Department of Health, pp. 141-164. 
547  Submission no. 84, Clarence Valley Council, p. 3. 



Children and Young People Aged 9-14 Years in NSW: The Missing Middle 

Alcohol and Other Drugs 

 Report No. 5/54 – September 2009 115 

8.5 The Brewarrina Shire Council submission commented about the acceptance and 
accessibility of alcohol within the family.548 Disturbingly, the submission from the 
Federation of Parents and Citizens’ Associations of NSW stated that children arrive 
at parties with a six-pack at 15 years of age.549 Barnardos Australia also noted that 
alcohol is sometimes supplied by parents and alcohol is often consumed at friends’ 
houses with parents present.550 

8.6 This observation is reflected in the research conducted by the NSW Commission for 
Children and Young People, who surveyed young people aged 13-20. Many of the 
young people said they obtained alcohol through their parents, older siblings or 
friends, or by stealing it (either from their parents or from shops). Young people also 
said it was common to ask older strangers to buy alcohol for them,551 The Federation 
of Parent and Citizens’ Associations of NSW similarly noted that children under age 
can easily obtain alcohol by simply asking someone over 18 to purchase it for 
them.552  

8.7 Research clearly illustrates a much higher risk for young people who misuse alcohol 
with respect to antisocial delinquent or criminal behaviours, either as victims or 
perpetrators.553 Harms associated with alcohol misuse can also include travelling 
with an intoxicated driver, conflicts with parents, suffering injury, getting into fights 
and unwanted/unsafe sex.554 Moreover, due to its availability, alcohol is the main 
substance abused by children and young people.555 Longitudinal data from New 
Zealand demonstrate that the commencement of alcohol use in early adolescence 
increases the likelihood of the subsequent development of high risk use, independent 
of other influences.556 

Illicit drugs  
8.8 Mission Australia’s 2008 National survey of young Australians found that drugs were 

a major concern for young people 11-14 years in New South Wales, with about one 
third of the group indicating it was a concern, compared with less than 20 per cent of 
15-24 year olds. In addition, 22.7 per cent of 11-14 year olds in New South Wales 
were concerned about alcohol.557 

8.9 The NSW Government submission refers to Australian data indicating that 15 per 
cent of secondary school students aged 12 to 15 reported trying at least one illicit 
drug.558 In 2005 amongst 12-15 year olds from New South Wales, 16.9 per cent had 

                                            
548  Submission no. 67, Brewarrina Shire Council, p. 4.  
549  Submission no. 36a, Federation of Parents and Citizens’ Associations of NSW, p. 3. 
550  Submission no. 21, Barnardos Australia, p. 4. 
551  NSW Commission for Children and Young People. Ask the children: young people talk alcohol, Surry Hills 

NSW, p. 2. 
552  Submission no. 36a, Federation of Parent and Citizens’ Associations, p. 4. 
553  NSW Health. 2002. Youth alcohol action plan 2001-2005, p.15.  
554  ibid., p. 21. 
555  Andrew McCallum, Association of Children's Welfare Agencies, Transcript of evidence, 11 June 2008, p. 

3. 
556  Hayes, L., Smart, D., Toumbourou, J. & Sanson A. 2004. Parenting influences on adolescent alcohol use, 

p. 14. 
557  Mission Australia. 2008. National survey of young Australians 2008, pp. 46-47. 
558  Submission no. 87, NSW Government, p. 7.  



Committee on Children and Young People 

Alcohol and Other Drugs 

116 Parliament of New South Wales 

used inhalants in the previous 12 months; 8.3 per cent had used marijuana or 
cannabis; 6.7 per cent had used sedatives or tranquillisers; and 2.3 per cent had 
used amphetamines. Smaller numbers had used ecstasy, hallucinogens, cocaine, 
steroids or heroin.559 However, there have been reductions in the use of substances 
over time by this age group.560 

8.10 The prevalence of drugs was commented upon in evidence to the Committee. Casino 
Family Support Service informed the Committee that among its clients are 11 and 12 
year olds who are binge drinking, and using marijuana and heroin.561 The Committee 
also heard that there is a substantial drug culture in the NSW Northern Rivers region:  

Lots and lots of people do recreationally use marijuana and other illicit drugs. I think it is 
pretty obvious why that has a negative effect.”562  

Tobacco use 
8.11 New South Wales data indicates that amongst school students aged 12-15 years, 

26.1 per cent had ever smoked tobacco; 16.2 per cent had smoked in the 12 months 
prior to being surveyed; while 8.3 per cent had smoked in the previous 4 weeks. Of 
the students surveyed, 3.3 per cent said they were current smokers; 4 per cent were 
occasional smokers; and 3.1 per cent were ex-smokers.563  

8.12 Trends in tobacco smoking indicate that there has been a reduction in smoking 
amongst this age group: 

In 1984, 65.6 per cent of 12-15 year old students had ever smoked tobacco compared 
to 26.1 per cent in 2005. In 1984, 25.7 per cent of students 12-15 years were current 
smokers compared to 7.3 per cent in 2005.564  

8.13 However, high smoking rates are found amongst disadvantaged groups, including 
single mothers (46 per cent), Aboriginal people (50 per cent), young vulnerable 
people (65 per cent), and people with schizophrenia (62 per cent).565 Accordingly, 
children and young people living in these environments are at an increased risk of 
exposure to environmental tobacco smoke. Most people who become long-term 
smokers start smoking in their teenage years, with earlier uptake statistically 
associated with heavier smoking and greater difficulty in quitting.566  

                                                                                                                                                   
See also White, V., & Hayman, J. 2006. Australian secondary school students’ use of alcohol in 2005. 
Monograph Series No.58, Commonwealth Department of Health and Ageing, Canberra,. 

559  Centre for Epidemiology and Research. 2007. New South Wales school students health behaviours 
survey 2005 report, NSW Department of Health, p. 239. 

560  ibid., p.257. 
561  Mr Tony Butcher, Casino Family Support Service, Transcript of evidence, 5 August 2008, p. 14. 
562  Mr Ben Cooper, Young People Big Voice, Centre for Children and Young People, Transcript of evidence, 

6 August 2008, p. 9. 
563  Centre for Epidemiology and Research. 2007. New South Wales school students health behaviours 

survey 2005 report, NSW Department of Health, pp. 165-199. 
564  ibid., p.170. 
565  Note: Some of this data is taken from research or intervention studies with specific groups of this 

population. In these cases the smoking rates quoted are indicative and cannot be assumed to apply to the 
population group as a whole.  
Cancer Council NSW. 2008. Addressing smoking in community service organisations: a policy toolkit, 
report prepared by O’Brien, J. & Oakes, W., p. 4. 

566  Griffin, M and Eyeson-Annan, M. 2008. ‘Tobacco smoking among secondary school students in NSW’, 
NSW Public Health Bulletin, vol. 19, no. 3-4, p. 75. 
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Risk and protective factors 
8.14 According to the Australian Drug Foundation submission,567 social disadvantage 

such as unemployment, poverty, homelessness or insecure housing are strongly 
linked to health damaging behaviours, including alcohol and drug use. There is also a 
whole raft of factors that act as risk or protective factors for harmful alcohol or drug 
use. More specifically, the key risk factors for children in the 9-14 years age group 
have been identified as:  
• parenting style;  
• relationships with teachers; 
• adjustment to school; and  
• experience with peers.568  

8.15 Environmental risk factors for drug and alcohol misuse include growing up in a 
community in which there is a high level of drug use, community disadvantage and 
disorganisation, ready availability of drugs, and positive media portrayal of drugs.569 

8.16 In contrast, protective factors include attachment to family, parents who are involved 
with their children, as well as good inter-family communication. School retention, 
success at school and involvement in sport are also recognised as protective 
factors.570 Professor David Bennett of the NSW Centre for the Advancement of 
Adolescent Health informed the Committee that there is strong evidence that happy 
and well-functioning families are protective against potential drug and alcohol misuse. 
Moreover, as schools are “the ideal place to have young people feel connected and 
valued”, they have a significant protective role to play as well.571 

8.17 The role of peers in adolescent alcohol initiation is generally accepted as crucial, as 
alcohol consumption remains a group activity.572 There is evidence of significant peer 
pressure placed upon Australian children and young people in respect of the uptake 
of drinking, and equally strong pressure on parents to condone this.573 Indeed, the 
role of parents is vital in establishing healthy attitudes amongst young people towards 
the use of both alcohol and tobacco.574 Accordingly, as the Australian Drug 
Foundation noted, “Resourcing and supporting parents and families to be positive 
role models, and to provide supportive environments for their children in relation to 
drug use is essential.”575  

8.18 Parenting programs for parents of children and young people may have a positive 
impact on alcohol and other drug use by this age group. Some parent or parent and 
child intervention programs have had positive long-term outcomes in relation to 

                                            
567  Submission no. 41, Australian Drug Foundation, p. 5. 
568  ibid. 
569  ibid. 
570  ibid. 
571  Professor David Bennett, NSW Centre for the Advancement of Adolescent Health, Transcript of evidence, 

17 March 2009, p. 8. 
572  NSW Health. 2002. Youth alcohol action plan 2001-2005, NSW Health Department, p. 20. 
573  Ministerial Council on Drug Strategy. 2006. National alcohol strategy 2006-2009, Commonwealth of 

Australia, p. 26. 
574  Submission no. 87, NSW Government, p. 10. 
575  Submission no. 41, Australian Drug Foundation, p. 6. 
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alcohol and other drug use,576 and the role of parent education was discussed in a 
2004 review of parenting influences on adolescent alcohol use in Australia: 

Parent education and family intervention programs should be supported in Australia to 
assist parents to gain skills for encouraging their adolescents to delay initiation to 
alcohol use and to adopt less harmful patterns of use. Intervention and prevention 
programs should receive best practice evaluations.577

8.19 In relation to alcohol, the impact of broader societal acceptance of its use and abuse 
alcohol was also raised with the Committee: 

If you come from a family that uses alcohol regularly, frequently and to excess, it is very 
difficult to tell a child from such a family that that is not a decent way to behave. So… 
the issue of alcohol use amongst young people is really an issue of alcohol use 
amongst adults, and how to use it in responsible and safe ways.578  

8.20 The National Alcohol Strategy 2006-2009 refers to the cultural acceptability of 
alcohol. The Strategy suggests that there are lessons to be learnt from other fields, 
such as the cultural changes that have accompanied a reduction in smoking in 
Australia, the acceptance of compulsory seat-belt wearing, and support for random 
breath testing.579  

Access to prevention, early intervention and treatment 
8.21 A number of submissions discussed the limited availability of alcohol and other drug 

services for this age group. For example, the Federation of Parents and Citizens’ 
Associations noted that almost all drug and alcohol services in the Lismore area are 
aimed at young people over 18.580 Similarly, the RYDON submission comments that 
there are no youth specific drug and alcohol detoxification or rehabilitation services in 
the Hunter region, the closest being a service based in Newcastle which supports 
young people aged 10-18 years who have a parent(s) with a drug and/or alcohol 
dependency.581  

8.22 Some evidence to the Committee stressed the importance of the dissemination of 
appropriate drug and alcohol-related information.582 As the Australian Drug 
Foundation noted, while information may not necessarily result directly in behaviour 
change, it is nonetheless “a critical element that feeds the process of change.”583 Ku-
ring-gai Council also commented on the need for information: 

The content of information changes as children move through the 9-14 year age 
timeline and their levels of independence, freedom and problem solving increases with 
their age. 

Education on Drug and Alcohol and Nutrition and Health is useful to be started early, so 
children are informed about issues that will confront them now and in the near future.584  

                                            
576  Hayes, L., Smart, D., Toumbourou, J. & Sanson A. 2004, Parenting influences on adolescent alcohol use, 

p. 75. 
577  ibid., p. xv. 
578  Ms Louise Voigt, Barnardos, Transcript of evidence, 11 June 2008, p.10. 
579  Ministerial Council on Drug Strategy. 2006. National alcohol strategy 2006-2009, Commonwealth of 

Australia, p. 26. 
580  Submission no. 36a, Federation of Parents and Citizens’ Associations of NSW, p. 4.  
581  Submission no. 48, RYDON, p. 5. 
582  See, e.g. Ms Louise Voigt of Barnardos Australia, Transcript of evidence, 11 June 2008, p. 10. 
583  Submission no. 41, Australian Drug Foundation, p. 6. 
584  Submission no. 57, Ku-ring-gai Council, p. 4. 
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8.23 The Committee notes that the Centre for Youth Drug Studies conducts research into 
factors that influence young people’s drinking and drug use, the findings of which 
feed directly into developing more effective responses.585 However, in the course of 
gathering material relevant to alcohol and other drug use, the Committee also 
identified a lack of research emphasis on lower age groups, including 9-14 year olds. 

Government responses 
8.24 The Mental Health and Drug and Alcohol Office of the NSW Department of Health 

has lead responsibility (including from a whole-of-government perspective), to 
develop, coordinate and monitor health policy and strategy and to prevent and 
manage alcohol and drug-related harm. The Youth Action Plan notes that a Youth 
Alcohol Action plan is to be developed.586 

8.25 Currently, education about alcohol and other drug issues is provided through NSW 
schools. Results from the 2005 NSW School Students Health Behaviours Survey, 
indicate that 91.7 per cent of 12-15 year olds had a lesson or part of a lesson about 
drinking.587 

8.26 The NSW Government submission identified a number of tobacco programs such as 
the Smoking. Don’t be a sucker program, which integrates non-smoking messages 
with a physical activity program, and is designed specifically for students in junior 
secondary schools. In 2006-07, this program was delivered to 51 schools in rural and 
metropolitan New South Wales. Another such program is the Car and Home: Smoke 
Free Zone marketing campaign, aimed at reducing the exposure of children and 
young people to environmental tobacco smoke. 588  

8.27 NSW Health also released Protecting children from tobacco: a NSW Government 
discussion paper on the next steps to reduce tobacco-related harm, which has a 
focus on protecting children from taking up smoking as well as from involuntary 
exposure to environmental tobacco smoke.589 The Committee also notes that the 
Public Health (Tobacco) Act 2008 provides for:  
• a ban on smoking in cars carrying children under 16 years from 1 July 2009;590 

and 
• with effect from 1 July 2010, tobacco products, non-tobacco smoking products 

and smoking accessories cannot be displayed where members of the public can 
see those products, from inside or outside the premises.591 

                                            
585  Submission no. 41, Australian Drug Foundation, p. 4.  

From 1995 to 2008 the Centre for Youth Drug Studies was the Australian Drug Foundation’s research unit. 
In 2008, the Foundation reviewed its strategic plan and identified a need to focus on research to practice 
and knowledge transfer. As such the Foundation ADF is currently working towards integrating research 
into its programs and policies across the organisation: see <www.cyds.adf.org.au/>. 

586  Youth NSW website, Youth action plan, p. 11. 
587  Centre for Epidemiology and Research. 2007. New South Wales school students health behaviours 

survey 2005 report, NSW Department of Health, p.138. 
588  Submission no. 87, NSW Government, p. 21. 
589  NSW Health website. 
590  Public Health (Tobacco) Act 2008 (NSW), s 30.
591  Public Health (Tobacco) Act 2008 (NSW), s 9.
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Committee comment 
8.28 Evidence to the Inquiry indicates that there have been substantial reductions in the 

use of some substances such as tobacco and marijuana amongst 12-15 year old 
students over time. However, alcohol misuse is still a major concern for this age 
group, as is substance misuse amongst disadvantaged children and young people. 
The middle years is a critical time as many young people are first exposed to alcohol, 
tobacco and illicit drugs at this age, and early uptake of some substances can be 
associated with more detrimental patterns of use subsequently. 

8.29 Knowledge about risk and protective factors in relation to alcohol and other drug use 
can be used to inform interventions. For example, the influence of parents as role 
models in relation to alcohol and other drug use, as well as the risk and protective 
factors associated with parenting, points to the potential of parenting programs to 
have an impact on alcohol and other drug use by children and young people.  

8.30 Evidence to the Inquiry also suggests that investment in well-designed and positively 
evaluated interventions that strengthen protective factors such as school 
connectedness/retention, and participation in sport should be a priority. The 
Committee notes that many of the protective factors in relation to alcohol and other 
drug use have been found to have an impact on outcomes in other areas such as 
involvement in crime, education and child protection. Common risk and protective 
factors in relation to health outcomes and implications for service delivery are 
discussed in detail in Chapter 9.  

8.31 As risk factors such as unemployment, poverty, homelessness and insecure housing 
are strongly linked to health damaging behaviours including alcohol and other drug 
use, interventions in disadvantaged communities should be prioritised. 
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Chapter Nine -  Other Health Issues 
 

While parents have the primary responsibility for children’s health, the middle years are 
often when children become more active in choosing foods, getting involved in physical 
activities and have direct encounters with health care professionals. The middle years 
are the ideal time in which to develop positive eating, health habits and help seeking 
behaviours.592

Introduction 
9.1 A range of other health issues were raised in submissions and evidence to the 

Inquiry including sexual health and sexuality, overweight and obesity, unintentional 
injury and access to health services by this age group. There is an array of 
Commonwealth and state health plans relating to different aspects of health of 
children and young people aged 9-14 years. 

9.2 This chapter examines barriers to healthy living, and discusses deficiencies in 
services which were identified in evidence. It highlights the importance of helping 
young people at the key transition point of the middle years to adopt and maintain 
healthy lifestyles to enhance their present and future quality of life. The chapter also 
considers the need for closer co-ordination between providers and for more strategic 
planning of programs and services. 

Sexual health and sexuality 
9.3 In relation to young people and sexuality, the submission from the Youth Unit of the 

NSW Synod of the Uniting Church in Australia commented on the importance of 
learning how to have a healthy and mature understanding of what it means to be a 
sexual being.593 This is not confined to the older part of the 9-14 age range, as 
several submissions identified that children and young people at the younger end of 
the 9-14 age range are sexually active. The Mt Druitt Blacktown Youth Service 
Network submission noted that some under twelve year-olds display adolescent 
behaviours, including being sexually active and taking drugs.594  

9.4 The need to start sexuality education at a young age was noted by Rosemount Good 
Shepherd Youth and Family Services: 

… Rosemount staff across programmes have seen 12 and 13 year old children who 
have not had exposure to sex education programmes, yet in some cases are 
already sexually active. Where programmes are available, there are concerns 
about how adequately they deal with contemporary issues. For example, staff 
are aware of quite young males having access to pornography via the 
internet.595

 

9.5 The submission from the Northern Territory Government provided details of Mooditj 
Program, a sexual health and positive lifestyle program for Indigenous youth aged 8-
14 years, run by a core group of about fifteen women in Maningrida. The Bawinanga 

                                            
592  Submission no. 90, NSW Commission for Children and Young People, pp. 8-9. 
593  Submission no. 22, Youth Unit of the NSW Synod of the Uniting Church pp. 3-4. 
594  Submission no. 80, Mt Druitt Blacktown Youth Service Network, pp. 1-2. 
595  Submission no. 85, Rosemount Good Shepherd Youth and Family Services, p. 2. 
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Aboriginal Corporation receives funding from the NT Department of Health and 
Families to provide the Mooditj Program.596  

9.6 Evidence to the Inquiry suggests that strengthening the provision of sexual health 
and positive lifestyle programs at a younger age may be appropriate, particularly in 
disadvantaged communities if it is identified that a number of children and young 
people are sexually active at a young age. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 23: The Committee recommends, that pursuant to 
s 11(d) of the Commission for Children and Young People Act 1998, the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People consult with the Minister for 
Health and the Minister for Education and Training, about increasing the 
availability of age-appropriate sexual health programs that encompass the 9-
14 age group, particularly in disadvantaged communities. 
 
9.7 Coming to terms with their sexuality is often a major issue for young gay men and 

lesbians. Several submissions discussed difficulties that can be encountered by 
young people with an alternative sexuality, and the need for support was raised in the 
submission of the Youth Unit of the NSW Synod of the Uniting Church in Australia:  

Although we use the term homosexual, we use it as an umbrella term to incorporate 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, transsexual, intersex and other sexual orientations. 
It can be particularly hard for people who identify in one of these ways to feel like they 
fit in or belong. Sadly, young people who identify in one of these ways are three times 
more likely to commit suicide. This is a problem that needs urgent attention.597  

9.8 Other research has identified that depression, self-harm, suicide and homelessness 
is significantly higher among young gays and lesbians than the general youth 
population.598 

9.9 Mr Ben Cooper of the Centre for Children and Young people, Southern Cross 
University gave the Committee first-hand evidence of his experiences as a young gay 
man, and the need for support groups: 

Also, being a gay man I found it very difficult growing up in the Northern Rivers. There 
are no youth groups. There are no groups for gay people to meet other gay people 
outside Sydney, Newcastle and Wollongong.599  

9.10 The submission from RYDON also pointed to the need for support in the Hunter 
region, both for young people and their families/parents. The submission noted that 
the AIDS Council of NSW [ACON], Hunter Youth Education Officer position is 
currently funded for only seven hours per fortnight. Although ACON Hunter provides 
services for the Newcastle, Central Coast and Hunter Regions, there is no other 
organisation in the Hunter Region providing support specifically to young gay and 
lesbian people. The RYDON submission recommended that the Hunter Youth 

                                            
596  Submission no. 104, Northern Territory Government, p. 5. 
597  Submission no. 22, Youth Unit of the NSW Synod of the Uniting Church in Australia, p.5. 
598  Youth Action and Policy Association & the Nepean Access Project Reference Group. 2006. Opening the 
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Education Officer position be fully-funded and the submission also recommended 
increased support for parents and families of children and young people who are 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender or queer.600 

9.11 The Children’s Hospital at Westmead and the Australasian Faculty Rehabilitation 
Medicine also noted that it is during this transition period of adolescence that the 
impact of sexual development and disability can become a concern for children, 
families, school and community:  

…for some children physical, cognitive, psychological, emotional and behavioural 
changes or difficulties may impact on sexual development or behaviour and their 
families, peers, school and community may require information and specialist support to 
help the young person make positive adjustments to these changes.601  

9.12 Evidence to the Inquiry suggests that there is a need for additional programs to 
support gay, lesbian, bisexual or transgender young people, particularly in areas 
outside of the Sydney metropolitan area. This is of particular importance, given the 
high rates of mental health issues reported amongst these young people.  

9.13 The Committee also considers that it is important that education and support is 
readily available for children and young people with a disability and their 
friends/family and peers about issues to do with sexuality. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 244: The Committee recommends that, pursuant to 
s 11(d) of the Commission for Children and Young People Act 1998, the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People consult with the Minister for 
Health about funding for non-government organisations providing support 
services for young people with sexuality/gender issues and young people with 
a disability. 
 

Oral health 
9.14 Dental decay has been estimated to be Australia’s most expensive diet-related 

disease and dental caries is the single most common chronic disease among 
children. Although children in Australia have better oral health than children in many 
other countries, due largely to fluoridated water,602 oral health problems in children 
are still evident. A recent report by the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 
(AIHW) found that: 
• when visiting a dentist, approximately 8% of 5-11 year olds had a tooth extracted. 

Among 12-17 year olds, prevalence fluctuated between a high of 15% in 1994 to 
a low of 9% in 2005; 

• about 30% of children aged 5-11 years and 25% of children aged 12-17 years had 
a filling.603 
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9.15 Evidence to the Committee suggested that dental problems for Indigenous children 
are particularly pressing. Mr Jeffrey Richardson of Dharah Girinj Aboriginal Medical 
Service informed the Committee of the impact of poor oral health: 

The other thing is, to be able to walk in and be confident about getting a job you need a 
set of teeth; you need to be able to smile at the world in that respect. Little kids are 
having full extractions; that is, full extractions in their mouth for the rest of their lives. 
People think that they are only baby teeth and they will grow back. They do grow back, 
but the jaw does not grow. It is a disfigurement for the rest of their lives. We have a 
school dental program that gets some of the kids. I have a dentist here who works two 
days a week, and we cover from here to Ballina. We are booked out till Christmas.604

9.16 The submission from RYDON noted the that poor oral health exacerbates the 
disadvantage experienced by homeless young people, “limiting their social networks 
due to shame and embarrassment, damaging their self-esteem and limiting their 
ability to secure meaningful employment.605 

9.17 As at December 2008, there were 25,439 children on waiting lists in the public dental 
system, with 18,353 on the waiting list for assessment and 7086 on the waiting list for 
treatment.606 Thus, while full-time students under the age of 18 years are eligible for 
public dental services in New South Wales the long waiting lists mean that prevention 
services are neglected, with a concentration on problems at the crisis stage, which 
escalates oral health problems associated with otherwise treatable conditions.607  

9.18 Children from lower socio-economic groups experience almost twice as many caries - 
holes in the teeth caused by tooth decay - as children in higher socio-economic 
groups.608 The NSW Commission for Children and Young People commented on 
cost as a barrier to children visiting the dentist, noting that in the 2005-2006 NSW 
Population Health Survey Report on child health of those children aged 9-15 years 
who had an oral health problem, 13.7 per cent of parents said their child did not visit 
a dentist due to cost.609  

Access to dental care among Australian children 610

Performance indicator Affluent Health card 
holders 

Perceived need for treatment 12.2 % 33.6 % 
Experienced a toothache in the last 12 months 3.9 % 8.4 % 
Visited dentist 2+ years ago 1.7 % 7.6 % 
Last visit was for a problem 18.5 % 30.2 % 
Avoided or delayed because of cost 5.2 % 11.8 % 
Waited more than 6+ months for appointment - - 
Cost prevented recommended treatment 4.5 % 3.8 % 
Received extraction in last 12 months 18.8 % 33.6 % 
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p.7. 
605  Submission no. 48, RYDON, p. 5. 
606  NSW Department of Health website. 
607  Submission no. 16, Council of Social Service of NSW, p. 3.  
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Received filling in last 12 months 4.3 % 8.9 % 
 
9.19 Children from disadvantaged population groups, such as Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islanders, those with disabilities and specific diseases, those living in rural areas and 
the children of refugees or migrants have more limited access to dental services and 
often lack the support and education programs necessary to develop skills in oral self 
care.611 

9.20 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children have around twice the caries rate seen 
in non-Indigenous children.612 The Aboriginal Health and Medical Research Council 
reported to the Legislative Council Inquiry about dental services in New South Wales 
that during a recent oral health check in one small town in the far west of New South 
Wales, 90 per cent of the mostly Aboriginal children had dental caries, and for most it 
was their first dental visit.613  

9.21 Rural children are over three times more likely to be admitted to hospital for dental 
care compared with their metropolitan counterparts.614 Evidence given to the NSW 
Legislative Council Standing Committee on Social Issues confirmed that children in 
rural areas have poorer oral health; that cases of extractions are higher in rural 
areas; and that the children are often on a waiting list for up to one year, resulting in 
many of them needing specialist treatment involving travel to the nearest regional 
centre.615  

9.22 A range of initiatives and programs has been developed in relation to improving oral 
health. Fluoridation of the water supplies is a preventative dental health strategy that 
includes all members of the community that have access to fluoridated water. In New 
South Wales, 94 per cent of children have access to fluoridated public water 
supply.616 Rates of hospitalisation for dental treatment under general anaesthetics for 
children living in unfluoridated parts of New South Wales are three times as high as 
those for children living in fluoridated areas.617  

9.23 The public dental system provides dental services to children and young people. All 
children aged 0-5 years and those children less than 18 years of age involved in full 
time study, or who hold a concession card in their own right, are eligible for free 
public dental care on a needs basis.618  

9.24 There are also a number of oral health programs that focus on school aged students 
in New South Wales, including dental therapists employed to provide general 
treatment in schools.619 However, with the difficulties faced by the dental therapist 
profession and an insufficient number of dental therapists, adequate and on-going 
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general treatment within the schools program is becoming less frequent, and a trend 
towards longer waiting lists for children is starting to emerge.620 

9.25 The Committee notes that in March 2008, the Commonwealth Government 
announced that it will invest up to $360 million over three years in a Teen Dental Plan 
to make it more affordable for families to keep their children’s teeth in good health. 
The Plan aims to assist one million Australian teenagers between the ages of 12-17 
with dental costs, as eligible families will be able to spend up to $150 towards the 
cost of an annual dental preventative check for each of their teenage children.621  

9.26 While the Teen Dental Plan may be used to obtain a dental check-up it does not 
provide a full course of treatment, which may lead to teenagers who require 
treatment having to move back on to public sector dental waiting lists.622 Moreover, it 
has been estimated that the fee for a comprehensive dental check-up is $290, 
significantly higher than the maximum rebate of $150 proposed under the scheme. 
Although the plan will allow dentists to bulk bill, it is not clear how many would chose 
to use this option.623  

9.27 According to Fairfield City Council, the Teen Dental Plan is a ‘bandaid solution’, as 
the cost of treatment and the long waiting lists will continue to makes dental care 
beyond the reach of most children and young people aged 9-14 years.624 The council 
called on both the NSW and Commonwealth Governments to increase dental 
funding.625  

9.28 Indeed, many of the submissions to the 2006 NSW Legislative Council Standing 
Committee on Social Issues inquiry about dental services in New South Wales noted 
that New South Wales has the lowest per capita spending on oral health care out of 
all of the states and territories, being less than half that in Queensland and the 
Northern Territory.626 

Committee comment 
9.29 Data from the NSW Department of Health indicates there are substantial number of 

children on waiting lists for assessment and treatment through the public health 
system. Evidence to the Inquiry has identified that children from disadvantaged 
groups such as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders, children in rural areas, and the 
children of refugees and migrants, have more limited access to dental services, 
contributing to poor oral health. 

9.30 The Committee notes that the Commonwealth Government has recently established 
the Teen Dental Plan627 and has committed to funding the Commonwealth Dental 
Health Program. However, given the waiting lists for children and young people in the 
public dental system, the Committee considers that substantial additional resources 

                                            
620  Legislative Council, Standing Committee on Social Issues. 2006. Dental services, p. 113. 
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should be provided to improve access to public dental health services and programs 
for both children and young people. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 25: The Committee recommends that, pursuant to 
s 11(d) of the Commission for Children and Young People Act 1998, the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People consult with the Minister for 
Health about expanding innovative strategies to provide oral health prevention 
and treatment for disadvantaged children and young people. 
 

 Overweight and obesity 
9.31 Australia is one of the most overweight developed nations, with overweight and 

obesity affecting about half of Australian adults, and up to one in four children.628 
According to NCOSS, the prevalence of overweight and obesity peaks in the middle 
years:  

The onset of puberty has significant impacts on the children and young people’s health 
needs. In particular, the prevalence of overweight and obesity has increased markedly 
in school-aged children over the last 20 years. The NSW Schools Physical Activity and 
Nutrition Survey (SPANS) conducted in 2004 showed that … The prevalence of 
overweight and obesity peaked in the middle years. Among boys, the prevalence of 
overweight and obesity rose from 15.0% in Kindergarten to 31.6% in Year 6 before 
declining to around 26% in Years 8 and 10. There was a similar pattern in girls, but the 
peak of 30.1% appeared in Year 4 before declining to 18.9% in Year 10.629

9.32 There are a number of health impacts of being overweight or obese on children and 
young people, ranging from psycho-social problems, asthma, sleep apnoea and early 
development of risk factors for heart disease such as raised blood pressure. It has 
been noted that Type 2 diabetes, a chronic disease which has traditionally diagnosed 
only among adults, is now increasingly being detected among Australian children.630 
Moreover, obese children have a 25-50 per cent chance of progression to adult 
obesity and it may be as high as 78 per cent in older obese adolescents.631  

9.33 Weight gain and obesity develop when the energy intake from food and drink 
exceeds energy expenditure from physical activity and other metabolic processes.632 
The importance of physical activity is noted in the Strathfield Council submission: 

One of the contributing causes of obesity is lack of regular physical activity and 
increased amount of sedentary activities e.g. internet, online games, videos etc. There 
are many factors which discourage children and young people from regular involvement 
in physical activity such as fear of crime and safety reduces physical activities such as 
walking or cycling to school, shops or libraries, restricted private open spaces and lack 
of access to recreation and open spaces.633
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9.34 Parental obesity can increase the risk of adult obesity among their children, as 
parents and carers exert significant control over a child’s food intake and activity 
levels.634 Young people may not be inclined to participate in physical activity or eat 
well if their parents are not modelling healthy lifestyle behaviours themselves. Thus, 
targeting parental behaviours is an important aspect of promoting positive health 
behaviours and resilience in young people. This can include developing programs 
aimed at adults, such as diabetes prevention programs that support and empower 
adult participants to make positive changes to their diet and increase their amount of 
physical activity.635  

9.35 The submission from the Children’s Hospital at Westmead and the Australasian 
Faculty Rehabilitation Medicine commented that levels of obesity are higher in the 
population of young persons with a disability, which has a negative impact on their 
body image, physical participation in the community and associated morbidity, i.e., 
high cholesterol and type II diabetes.636 

Barriers to healthy living 
9.36 Cost has also been identified as a barrier to appropriate nutrition and levels of 

physical activity. Thus, Mr Jeffrey Richardson of Dharah Girinj Aboriginal Medical 
Service told the Committee: 

You feel so hypocritical when you go to a community and talk about eating five serves 
of vegetables a day. In most remote localities I can bet you that the price of fruit and 
vegetables is a lot higher than in the town. I can also bet you also that the price of 
cigarettes or a bottle of Coke or those sorts of things will be the same price as in the 
city. I will bet you that I can buy a Chiko roll cheaper than I can buy bananas.637  

9.37 In relation to physical activity, the Blue Mountains City Council submission 
commented that access to sporting facilities is often limited by the high cost of fees, 
and recommended subsidising such activities for low-income families.638  

9.38 The built environment can also impact on opportunities for physical activity. The 
submission from the NSW Government noted that research has been conducted 
examining the links between the built environment, nutrition and physical activity.639  

Policies and programs 
9.39 At the Commonwealth level, the Preventative Health Taskforce recently provided the 

National Preventative Health Strategy to the Minister for Health and Ageing. This 
Strategy will provide a blueprint for tackling the burden of chronic disease currently 
caused by obesity, tobacco, and excessive consumption of alcohol. It will be directed 
at primary prevention and address all relevant arms of policy and all available points 
of leverage, in both the health and non-health sectors, in formulating its 
recommendations.640  
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9.40 In November 2008, the states and the Commonwealth agreed to the National 
Partnership Agreement on Preventative Health, with funding of $448 million over four 
years, and $872 million over six years, starting from 2009-10. The Agreement will 
contribute to the following medium to long-term outcomes: 
• increase in the proportion of children and adults at healthy body weight by three 

percentage points within ten years; and 
• increase in the proportion of children and adults meeting guidelines for healthy 

eating and physical activity by 15 per cent within six years.641 
9.41 The Committee also notes that the recent House of Representatives Standing 

Committee on Health and Ageing inquiry into obesity in Australia has made a number 
of recommendations in relation to prevention and treatment for obesity, including that 
the Minister for Health and Ageing commission research into the effect of the 
advertising of food products with limited nutritional value on the eating behaviour of 
children and other vulnerable groups.642  

9.42 At a state level, improved health through reduced obesity is a priority in the NSW 
State Plan, with a target to stop the growth in childhood obesity at the 2004 level of 
25 per cent by 2010, then reducing levels to 22 per cent by 2016.643 

9.43 In June 2009, the NSW Government released the NSW Government Plan for 
Preventing Overweight and Obesity in Children, Young People and their Families, 
2009-2011, which is an across-government plan that enlists a range of agencies to 
tackle the problem of overweight and obesity, including health, education, planning, 
transport, children’s services and sport and recreation. The plan represents only a 
snapshot of activity to be undertaken between 2009-2011. Over the next two years 
the initiatives in the plan will be extended in innovative ways as funding from the 
Commonwealth/state prevention initiative creates new opportunities.644  

9.44 The NSW Government submission outlined a number of initiatives aimed at 
addressing childhood obesity. These include the Childhood Obesity Summit in 2002. 
One of the initiatives emerging from the Childhood Obesity Summit was the 
establishment of the NSW Centre for Overweight and Obesity645. This collaboration 
between public health research groups addresses the growing and serious problem 
of overweight and obesity, with particular emphasis on children and young people.646 

9.45 One of the major NSW Government initiatives is the Live Life Well@School initiative, 
a coordinated physical activity, healthy eating and sedentary activity program in NSW 
Government primary schools targeting students 5 to 12 years of age. This initiative is 
a joint initiative between the Department of Health and the Department of Education 
and Training Curriculum K-12 Directorate. The program adopts a whole-of-school 
approach; has a professional development component; incorporates community links; 
and provides strategies and resources for parents/carers. 647 
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9.46 According to the NSW Centre for Overweight and Obesity, the balance of evidence 
currently suggests that to be effective, obesity prevention programs need to be 
comprehensive and aim to influence individual behaviour and lifestyle, as well as the 
broader social and environmental factors that affect health. These might include the 
legal and regulatory environment such as standards for nutrient content, portion size 
and marketing of products to children; economic factors, such as subsidies to make 
fruit and vegetables more available; and prevention and treatment programs.648  

Committee comment 
9.47 The Committee welcomes the additional funding allocated to address overweight and 

obesity through the National Partnership Agreement on Preventative Health. Given 
the major health implications of overweight and obesity and the increasing 
prevalence of overweight and obesity amongst children and young people 9-14 
years, the Committee considers that the Commonwealth and NSW Government 
should continue to prioritise a whole-of-government approach with a major focus on 
children and young people in the middle years. 

Injury 
9.48 Injury is a leading cause of death and hospitalisation for children and young people in 

early adolescence, or the middle years. Unintentional injury data indicates that, on 
average, 22 young adolescents aged between 10 and 14 years, die in New South 
Wales each year, and more than 7,000 are hospitalised as a result of serious injury. 
In addition, many thousands receive minor injuries that are treated at home or by 
medical or other health practitioners.649  

9.49 Motor vehicle crashes account for about two-thirds of deaths, with those travelling as 
passengers and pedestrians particularly at risk. The next main mechanisms of fatal 
injury are drowning and suffocation.650 For those seriously injured, falls account for 
about 40 per cent of hospitalisations, with many of these injuries happening at school 
and while playing sport. On- and off- road motorcycle injury accounts for more than 
half of all motor vehicle transport injury hospitalisations. For this age group, bicycle 
injury increases greatly, with more young people being hospitalised as a result of 
bicycle injury than from passenger or pedestrian injury.651  

9.50 Injury risks associated with age do vary slightly within the 9-14 age group. According 
to the submission from Youthsafe, injuries occur more often outside of the home, and 
as children move through this age span. Passenger casualties actually decrease as a 
proportion of motor vehicle casualties, while pedestrian and cycle casualties 
increase. This reflects the fact that as children move into adolescence they look more 
for opportunities to be out and about and unsupervised; however, they are often 
underprepared for this and do not yet have the skills to be safe in the traffic 
environment without adult supervision. During adolescence children become much 
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more vulnerable to pedestrian injury, particularly during school travel times, and 
travel after school has proven particularly risky.652  

9.51 Gender is an important risk factor in all the main settings in which children and young 
people are injured. Boys are about twice as likely to be fatally injured or hospitalised 
due to serious injury than are girls. Boys are very significantly overrepresented as 
cyclist casualties and, to a lesser extent, as pedestrian casualties. Boys also account 
for about two-thirds of drowning deaths. Research suggests that this 
overrepresentation is explained both by higher levels of exposure to risky activities, 
and a propensity among boys for risk taking behaviour.653 

9.52 Research has long shown that socio-economic disadvantage is an important risk 
factor for injury, though the reasons for this are not yet fully understood. It is likely 
that children and young people in less affluent families may have less access to 
protective equipment, such as bike helmets, and use older equipment or equipment 
that may not be well maintained, and therefore less protective. A range of other 
possible factors are discussed in the Youthsafe submission, including the role of 
adult supervision which is the most important protective factor for reducing the risk of 
injury. Injury rates may be higher in sole parent families because there are fewer 
opportunities for parental supervision, and because support networks of family 
members and friends who can play a supervisory role tend to be less available.654  

9.53 Adult supervision, especially from parents, is a very important factor in reducing risky 
behaviour and the likelihood of injury among young people. However, as the amount 
of time adolescents spend by themselves, or with their peers, increases so does the 
likelihood of serious injury.655 The Youthsafe submission elaborated further: 

It is important for parents to ensure that before children are independent of adults they 
have acquired and demonstrated the necessary skills to handle situations without 
supervision, for example, travelling alone on journeys for school or sport, taking up 
casual work, or supervising younger children. Adolescents often feel that there isn’t 
anything much they cannot do and are therefore unlikely or reluctant to ask for help or 
advice.656  

9.54 Youthsafe contends that, an important focus should be given to injury among older 
adolescents, when rates of injury, especially fatal injury, increase. However, it is also 
important that unintentional injury among young adolescents is addressed, as this is 
a time when many behaviours are established. From a prevention perspective, it is 
very important that these young people are adequately prepared, not just to deal with 
the injury risks to which young adolescents are vulnerable, but also are prepared for 
the risks that older adolescents face.657  

9.55 In relation to the prevention of unintentional injury among this age group, Youthsafe 
identifies three main areas that should be addressed to help meet the needs of 
children and young people. These are: 
• involvement of parents in young people’s supervision and boundary setting at a 

time when levels of independence are increasing; 
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• greater awareness among parents and the wider community of how early 
adolescent characteristics are associated with increased injury risk; and 

• increased awareness of the role that researchers and practitioners can play in 
reducing early adolescent unintentional injury.658  

9.56 Youthsafe noted that, by increasing the awareness of professionals working with 
adolescents about key risk factors for unintentional injury during adolescence, these 
professionals would be well placed to support young people and their families in 
recognising the injury risks associated with key adolescent transitions for this age 
group.659  

9.57 Youthsafe also identified that evidence-based and coordinated initiatives, with 
appropriate funding, should be directed to this important area of injury prevention in 
young people. These initiatives could:  
• build on existing school based health and safety strategies that are embedded in 

the education syllabus;  
• incorporate print and on line resources targeting families and professionals; and 
• support research into effective and evidence based interventions as to how injury 

prevention can best meet the needs of young adolescents.660  
9.58 As bringing about changes in young people’s attitudes and behaviours is a complex 

process, particularly given the range of risk factors that come with adolescence, a 
multi-strategic and coordinated approach is considered most likely to be successful 
here.661  

9.59 In its Annual Report 2007-2008, the NSW Commission for Children and Young 
People identified plans to facilitate and broker a multi-lateral agreement with relevant 
agencies to develop and implement a coordinated plan for reducing childhood injury 
from falls from a building or structure, and from off road use of motor cycles or other 
vehicles; as well as for improving safe socialising and transport options for young 
people.662 

9.60 The Committee strongly supports a coordinated approach involving the Commission, 
government and non-government agencies to reduce childhood injury. The 
Committee also notes the importance of parents in supervision and boundary setting 
in relation to risk of injury and considers that there may be synergies with the 
provision of parenting programs that address parenting skills in general, which are 
discussed in Chapter 11. In relation to safe socialising and safe transport, a number 
of recommendations made in Chapter 6 of this Report are relevant. 

Access to health services 
9.61 Children and young people have specific healthcare needs and specific barriers to 

accessing health services. The submission from RYDON made the following 
comment about their health needs: 
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It is important to remember that children and young people are a unique population with 
specific healthcare needs and… these needs are not being prioritised or recognised for 
their significance. Some of these include mental health and wellbeing, drug and alcohol, 
sexual health, reproductive health and dental health.663  

9.62 The submission went on to note that the 9-14 year old age group have limited to no 
specific health services available to them in the Hunter region.664  

9.63 Research conducted by the NSW Centre for the Advancement of Adolescent Health 
has identified a number of significant barriers preventing young people from seeking 
help with health concerns. A needs analysis based on interviews including groups of 
adolescents in-school and out-of-school (aged 12-14 years; 14-16 years; 16-17 
years) found that: 

… the most significant of young people’s barriers to seeking help were concerns about 
confidentiality and trust in terms of the patient/provider relationship and having to deal 
with embarrassment and shame in disclosing concerns. Also significant were young 
people’s lack of knowledge of what services were available, what they provided, the 
competencies/skills of the providers and how to access them. Socio-economic status 
appeared to be unrelated to the barriers identified except for cost of access in rural 
areas and the possibility of private access amongst private school young people.665

9.64 In relation to out-of-school adolescents, the researchers reported that: 
Out-of-school young people also chose not to access services unless they were in crisis 
or had heard ‘positive word on the street’ about the service, although they knew of more 
services than in-school young people. Their barriers to accessing services were the 
same as those expressed by in-school young people with additional reasons including: 
self-esteem; drug use; and being perceived by service providers as “street rats”.666

9.65 Several submissions discussed the availability and/or funding of youth specific health 
services. The Canterbury City Council submission stated that there is a need to 
maintain youth health services locally.667  

9.66 The NSW Centre for the Advancement of Adolescent Health has identified that most 
area health services have very few youth services, and some have no specific youth 
health services that are part of either Community Health or non-government services 
(including Headspace).668 Although the 1998 youth health policy recommended that 
all area health services create Youth Health Coordinator positions, this either did not 
occur or positions were subsequently lost.669 The RYDON submission also supported 
the creation and ongoing funding of permanent Youth Health Coordinator positions in 
all Area Health Services to assist in coordinating and developing youth-focused 
initiatives.670  
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9.67 Research conducted by the NSW Centre for the Advancement of Adolescent Health 
in 2006 identified that, while Youth Health Coordinator positions were relatively new 
at the time of the research, initial achievements of these positions appear to have 
been the creation of new services and cohesive networks. This was the case in 
certain rural areas where geographically separated services, previously fragmented 
and working in isolation from each other, had developed valuable linkages and 
partnerships. 671 

9.68 In New South Wales, most youth health services source their major funding from the 
NSW Department of Health and are managed through their local area health service 
as part of Community Health. The Innovative Health Services for Homeless Youth 
(IHSHY) funding, which is a state and Commonwealth joint funding agreement, 
makes up a significant portion of this funding.672  

9.69 The NSW Centre for the Advancement of Adolescent Health has previously noted 
that IHSHY funding has eroded over time, and that there has been no significant 
injection of funds into youth health services managed by Community Health since 
they were established 10-15 years ago.673 Southern Youth and Family Services also 
discussed funding of adolescent health services in its submission: 

Adolescent health services also are inadequate and need urgent attention...The 
Commonwealth funded program Innovative Health Services for Homeless Youth 
(IHSHY) is managed by the State Area Health Services. The Commonwealth State 
Agreement ran out in June 2007, was temporarily extended till October 2007, then to 
December 2007, then to June 2008 and now only till December 2008. This is highly 
unsatisfactory, shows no commitment whatsoever to disadvantaged young people and 
means a loss of staff and an inability to plan by community agencies. Adolescent health 
services in the area of primary health, dental health, mental health, sexual heath, 
smoking, positive health behaviours and attitudes and many other areas of health must 
be funded and expanded.674  

9.70 From 1 July 2009, funding from the IHSHY program was to be rolled into a new 
broadbanded National Healthcare Agreement as part of COAG’s National Healthcare 
Agreement. 

9.71 Evidence was also given to the Committee about difficulties for children and young 
people needing access to allied health services in rural areas including access to 
speech pathology,675 occupational therapy676 and physiotherapy.677 Moreover, allied 
health services in rural areas tend to be “very inconsistent and spasmodic.”678 

9.72 Speech Pathology Australia discussed the need for state government funding for 
youth health and mental health services to employ speech pathologists specifically 
within those settings.679 According to their submission, in addition to students with 
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communication disorders being at risk of mental health problems, there is also a high 
prevalence of language impairment for those students presenting for psychiatric 
treatment. NSW Youth Health and Mental Health services frequently do not have 
speech pathologists working within their teams, or at best have limited access to 
consultative services. 680 

9.73 Speech pathologists also have role in addressing communication disorders. As 
discussed in Chapter 15 there is a significant prevalence of communication disorders 
in primary and secondary school students in New South Wales,681 and there are 
strong links between these disorders and literacy problems as well as learning 
difficulties.682  

9.74 According to Speech Pathology Australia, best practice in supporting students with 
communication disorders is when speech pathology services are embedded in 
schools. However, they noted that embedded speech pathology services within 
schools in New South Wales are “extremely limited for upper-primary school students 
and are virtually non-existent in secondary school settings.”683  

9.75 In addition, evidence to the Wood Inquiry also identified gaps in service provision, 
with access to allied health services, citing speech pathology amongst the services 
most frequently cited as deficient. 684 The NSW Government has supported the 
recommendation of the Wood Inquiry regarding the establishment of integrated co-
located services, which would include allied health services such as speech 
pathology and mental health services.685 This is discussed in more detail in Chapter 
12, Safety and Security. 

9.76 In rural areas, transportation issues also impede access to health services for 
children 9-14 years. The submission from Port Stephens Council noted that the 
combination of waiting lists, lack of proximity to services, inadequate public transport 
coupled with the costs of accessing this care are a major impediment to local young 
people and families in accessing appropriate health care.686  

9.77 In terms of a model to address health issues for children and young people 9-14 
years, RYDON has proposed a comprehensive one-stop shop children and youth 
health services. These would be strategically located in areas of need, or even co-
located with schools and/or other youth services in areas such as Maitland, 
Muswellbrook, Port Stephens, Cessnock, and Lake Macquarie.687 The RYDON 
submission noted that such one-stop shop youth health services are currently in 
existence, such as the High Street Youth Health Service in Sydney. This is an 
integrated health service for young people who are at risk and homeless, within a 
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682  Submission no. 8, Discipline of Speech Pathology, University of Sydney, p. 1,  
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primary health care framework which also develops, implements and evaluates a 
creative drop-in program, outreach and other community based activities.688  

9.78 This type of facility is particularly important in socio-economically disadvantaged 
areas. As the NSW Government submission noted, young people in such areas are 
at greater risk of poor health outcomes both in the short and longer term:  

Having a low income can affect a young person’s access to nutritional food and medical 
care, increases their risk of injury, impacts on their level of stress and anxiety, and 
impacts on the quality and stability of their care. Each factor increases their risk of poor 
physical and psychosocial health outcomes.689

9.79 Given that young people have specific barriers to accessing services and particular 
health and developmental needs, the Committee considers that access to youth 
specific health services should be a priority, especially in disadvantaged 
communities. The limited access to allied health services such as speech pathology 
is of concern, particularly as problems in these areas can impact on a range of areas 
including literacy and learning difficulties.  

 

RECOMMENDATION 26: The Committee recommends that the Department of 
Health establish additional youth health services across New South Wales and 
enhances the capacity of existing youth health services, with priority given to 
areas with a substantial Indigenous population. 

The Committee further recommends that the Commissioner for Children and 
Young People be consulted on any proposed expansion of youth health 
services. 
 

RECOMMENDATION 27: The Committee recommends that, pursuant to s 
11(d) of the Commission for Children and Young People Act 1998, the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People consult with the Minister for 
Health about the feasibility of establishing youth health coordinator positions in 
each Area Health Service in New South Wales. 
 

Co-ordination and planning 
9.80 As identified previously in this section, there is an array of state and Commonwealth 

plans relating to different aspects of the health of children and young people 9-14 
years. Some of these are specific to youth; some are general plans which focus on 
children and young people to varying degrees; some are whole-of-government plans; 
and some are plans for the health sector. 

9.81 The NSW Centre for Advancement of Adolescent Health has been commissioned by 
the NSW Department of Health to develop a new youth health policy for New South 
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Wales.690 The NSW Government through the proposed ‘NSW Kids’ has undertaken 
to develop a strategic service delivery plan for the health care of children and young 
people.691  

9.82 From a recent review of the literature, the NSW Department of Health identified a set 
of key principles for the development of strategies and services to improve the health 
outcomes of children and young people. These principles promote a focus on the 
following: 
• a health and wellbeing perspective; 
• enhancing protective factors and building resilience; 
• population health approaches, which focuses on outcomes, influencing the 

determinants of health, and strategies that have wide population coverage; 
• whole-of-government and community approaches where partnerships are 

fostered and responsibility is shared; 
• equity and social justice with commitment, effort and strategies (universal and 

targeted) weighted to address the needs of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities and other priority groups; 

• initiatives that are sustainable and have long term commitment; and 
• age-appropriate evidence based strategies, based on the best available evidence, 

and where the strategies adopted are designed to address multiple health issues 
and determinants and result in multiple outcomes.692 

9.83 In relation to the last principle, a range of evidence-based strategies may lead to 
multiple outcomes in health and other areas for children and young people. The NSW 
Centre for the Advancement of Adolescent Health advised the Committee about one 
such project, the Gatehouse Project, which had a dual focus on improving emotional 
wellbeing and learning outcomes: 

This intervention comprised a school-based adolescent health team, the identification of 
risk and protective factors in each school’s environment from student surveys and the 
implementation of strategies to address these factors. Strategies varied between 
schools according to the students’ perception of need, but the curriculum generally 
included problem-solving training.693  

9.84 The project resulted in improved outcomes, with lower rates of substance use, 
antisocial behaviour and early initiation of sexual intercourse reported four years after 
the beginning of the intervention:  

Marked health risk behaviours were reported by approximately 15% of students in the 
intervention school group after the intervention, compared with 20% of those in the 
control group, an overall reduction of a quarter. This difference arose from lower rates 
of substance use, antisocial behaviour, and early initiation of sexual intercourse by 
students in the intervention schools. 694
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Committee comment 
9.85 The previous three chapters have shown that the middle years are an important 

period with regard to a range of health issues. Mental health problems may become 
apparent in this age range and their prevalence continues to rise substantially 
throughout adolescence. Many young people are first exposed to alcohol and 
tobacco at this age. It is also a period when young people may become sexually 
active for the first time. Among school-aged children, the prevalence of overweight 
and obesity peaks in the middle years. However, evidence to the Inquiry indicates 
that children in this age group have limited or no specific youth health services 
available to them in many regions of New South Wales. 

9.86 Evidence to the Inquiry indicates that there are individual programs/approaches 
designed to impact on multiple outcomes that have been effective in improving a 
number of health outcomes. In line with the principles developed by NSW Health, the 
Committee considers that a whole-of-government approach where the strategies 
adopted are designed to address multiple health issues and determinants, and result 
in multiple outcomes is of utmost importance.  

9.87 This is refIected in the Committee’s recommendation in Chapter 19 to develop a 
whole-of-government planning process that would identify key programs/approaches 
that are likely impact on multiple outcomes for children and young people 9-14 years, 
such as health and educational outcomes. 
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Chapter Ten -  Homelessness 
The housing situation has had a huge impact on people... Some families are coming in 
who are paying more rent than they are actually getting in income because they have 
nowhere to live other than what is available. That has a huge impact on a family, how 
they function and survive.695

Introduction 
10.1 The majority of homeless children and young people in this age group are homeless 

due to the homelessness of their parents. Alternatively, they become homeless after 
leaving their family or state care. According to census data, homeless families make 
up one quarter of the homeless population. On census night 2006, there were 7,483 
homeless families with children comprised of 26,790 people (10,608 parents and 
16,182 children).696 Disturbingly, the recorded number of homeless families with 
children increased by 16.8 per cent from the 2001 census to the 2006 census.697 

10.2 The Supported Accommodation Assistance Program (SAAP) is the major nationwide 
program providing support to people in the community who are homeless or at risk of 
imminent homelessness. SAAP data indicate that 14,200 10-14 year olds made up 
20.6 per cent of accompanying children using SAAP services in 2006-07.698 

10.3 This chapter examines recent Commonwealth and state initiatives to reduce 
homelessness and considers, in particular, the implications of homelessness for 
young people who leave home because of family problems, or who are in out-of-
home care. The chapter considers some deficiencies in service provision identified in 
evidence and suggests how these needs might be addressed in future service 
planning. 

Causes of homelessness 
10.4 A major cause of homelessness for families is domestic violence. SAAP data from 

2006-07 indicates that the most common reason why SAAP clients with children seek 
assistance is to escape domestic violence.699 According to the submission from the 
Immigrant Women’s Speakout Association, one of the most devastating 
consequences of domestic violence is that the woman’s home becomes the unsafe 
place for her and often for her children, forcing them to leave the home. As a result 
many women and their children become homeless in order to access safety. The 
experience of domestic violence and is inextricably linked to women’s 
homelessness.700  

10.5 The submission from the NSW Women’s Refuge Child Support Workers points out 
the risk of homelessness and impact of domestic violence on families with children: 

It means families are likely to have very poor physical and mental health whether or not 
it is diagnosed. They need to know they are likely to have no personal belongings or 
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necessities to establish a new home. That they are likely to have severe disruption to 
education as children may have been to 8 or more schools in the past as their situation 
proved unsafe or unaffordable. That they have little or no family support due to the 
violence they experience being a risk for extended families if they remain involved. That 
they have no long-term links into any community and often this prevents children from 
being involved in sports or activities that assist their well being and development. Those 
women who have no links into a particular community, rarely take advantage of the 
resources available or even learn what is available to assist them or their children.701  

10.6 Other reasons for families becoming homeless include increasing difficulty in finding 
accommodation in the private rental market, lack of sufficient income and lack of 
access to employment. In its submission, NCOSS noted that problems in school and 
other areas of a child or young person’s life may be compounded by a lack of stable 
affordable housing. Stability is vital for children in the middle years to maintain 
schooling, develop community connections, and retain access to support networks. 
Stability in accommodation is threatened by: 
• falling affordability and the consequent movement of people to less expensive 

areas; 
• short term leases in the private rental market; and 
• mortgage stress where it leads to repossession.702  

10.7 Children and young people in the 9-14 age group may become homeless after 
leaving their family or state care. In 2002-03, 1800 children aged under 15 years 
presented unaccompanied at a SAAP service. Among these, 24.9 per cent indicated 
that the most common reason for seeking assistance was relationship/family 
breakdown. For a further 17.1 per cent, the main reason for seeking assistance was 
time out from a family or other situation, and for another 10.7 per cent it was 
domestic violence.703 

10.8 The Gloucester Youth Advisory Committee submission described negative family 
situations that can lead to homelessness: 

…vulnerable young people beginning adolescence…may actually have parent/s 
residing in a house, often find themselves in a dysfunctional family situation such that 
these young people would rather wander the streets for a large proportion of the day 
and evening rather than be at home. 

They have a house that is not really a home, lacking a place of love, care, safety, 
support, comfort, food and respect for each other.704

At Risk Groups 
10.9 Types of young people who are at increased risk of homelessness, are Indigenous 

young people, young people leaving juvenile justice institutions and young people 
who are, or have been, in state care. 

10.10 Children and young people in care are at increased risk of homelessness. In the 
2006 census of homeless school students, some 15 per cent of students had been in 
care and protection. Forty three per cent of people who became homeless before the 
age of 18 had been in state care. A RMIT study found that 42 per cent of young 

                                            
701  Submission no. 19, NSW Women’s Refuge Child Support Workers, p. 11. 
702  Submission no. 16, Council of Social Service of NSW, p. 3. 
703  Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. 2005. A picture of Australia’s children 2005, p. 62. 
704  Submission no. 71, Gloucester Youth Advisory Committee, p. 2. 



Children and Young People Aged 9-14 Years in NSW: The Missing Middle 

Homelessness 

 Report No. 5/54 – September 2009 141 

adults and other adults in SAAP had been in care and protection.705 Moreover, there 
is evidence that youth homelessness can be the beginning of long-term 
homelessness. A 2008 analysis of 4000 people who experienced homelessness in 
Melbourne found that more than 1600 had been homeless before they turned 18. Of 
these, 40 per cent had spent time in state care.706  

10.11 In 2005-6, 12 per cent of SAAP clients reported they had spent time in the criminal 
justice system. Young adults are particularly vulnerable as they may not have 
completed their education before imprisonment and may lack skills to obtain paid 
work.707 

10.12 Indigenous Australians continue to have higher rates of juvenile detention and 
placement in out-of-home care, and are also more likely to experience homelessness 
than other Australians. Overall, 2.4 per cent of people were identified as Indigenous 
at the 2006 Census, but nine per cent of the homeless were Indigenous.708 As 
NCOSS noted, Indigenous young people have worse health, lower educational 
attainment, greater rates of incarceration and greater rates of homelessness than 
non-Indigenous young people.709  

Impact of Homelessness 
10.13 The negative impact of homelessness on children and young people has been well-

documented. A review of a well-established body of research reveals a profound and 
cumulative effect on the development of children, leading many to repeat the cycle of 
homelessness as adults.

 

                                           

710  
10.14 Children are particularly vulnerable to the traumatic effects of homelessness. It 

disrupts schooling and other important opportunities to build resilience that come, for 
example, from participation in sporting and cultural activities. Poor education is a risk 
factor in the future episodes of homelessness. Children who have been homeless are 
more likely to experience emotional and behavioural problems such as distress, 
depression, anger and aggression.711 

10.15 Family homelessness has a negative impact on the capacity of parents to care for, 
and meet the needs of their children.712 The NSW Government commented about the 
importance of housing stability for children in its submission:  

Housing stability and the conditions in which children live can have a life-long impact on 
their experiences as a consequence of such things as academic achievement and 
mental health. A safe environment provides the much needed stability that assists 
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young people to work through complex emotional and physical changes, and changing 
social needs that arise during their middle childhood. 713  

Existing programs 
10.16 As noted earlier, Australia’s primary policy and program response to homelessness is 

the Supported Accommodation Assistance Program (SAAP). SAAP is a national 
system of homelessness services that was conceived as, and continues to be, a last 
resort safety-net for homeless Australians or those at risk of homelessness. It is 
jointly funded by the state/territory and Commonwealth Governments, as shown in 
the table below.714 

2007-08 Government funding for homelessness programs 
 $ million 
Commonwealth SAAP contribution  186 
State and territory SAAP contribution  184 
Commonwealth: other initiatives specifically targeting homelessness, 
including Reconnect, HOME Advice 

 91 

State and territory: other initiatives specifically targeting homelessness1 179 
Total  640 

 
10.17 In December 2008, the Commonwealth Government released a White Paper, entitled 

The Road Home: a National Approach to Reducing Homelessness, outlining a 
national approach to reducing homelessness. The White Paper identified that the 
new National Affordable Housing Agreement provides $6.1 billion over the five years 
from 2008–09 on measures including social housing; assistance to people in the 
private rental market; support and accommodation for people who are homeless or at 
risk of homelessness; and assistance with home purchasing. Under this agreement, 
COAG has approved additional funding of $1.2 billion over the next four years as a 
down payment on the 12-year reform agenda outlined in this White Paper.715 The 
White Paper sets goals and targets that are highly relevant to children 9-14 years, 
including: 
• the number of people exiting care and custodial settings into homelessness be 

reduced by 25 per cent; 
• the number of families who maintain or secure safe and sustainable housing 

following domestic or family violence be increased by 20 per cent; 
• the number of people exiting from social housing and private rental to 

homelessness be reduced by 25 per cent; 
• the number of young people who are homeless or at risk of homelessness with 

improved housing stability and engaged with family, school and work be 
increased by 25 per cent; and 
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• the number of children who are homeless or at risk of homelessness provided 
with additional support and engaged in education be increased by 50 per cent.716 

10.18 The NSW Government released A way home:reducing homelessness in NSW; NSW 
Homelessness Action Plan 2009-2014 [NSW Homelessness Action Plan] in August 
2009.717 The plan sets the direction for state-wide reform of the homelessness 
service system to achieve better outcomes for people who are homeless or at risk of 
homelessness. The Plan includes actions funded through the NSW Implementation 
Plan for the National Partnership Agreement on Homelessness. 

Deficiencies in service provision 
10.19 While there are a range of programs in place to address family and individual 

homelessness, a number of submissions to the Inquiry identified deficiencies. 
According to the Public Interest Advocacy Centre (PIAC), there are inadequate 
accommodation options for children and young people involved in the court system: 

Detention should not be used as crisis accommodation. The best interests of the child 
will rarely dictate that a child should be held in custody. Accommodation, including crisis 
accommodation, is needed for young people leaving court in circumstances where 
medium- or long-term accommodation is not available. Accommodation should provide 
the young person and carers with an opportunity to assess their care needs and 
arrange access to a range of services, e.g., education, mental health, or drug and 
alcohol services.718  

10.20 The Queensland Commission for Children and Young People noted that its 
monitoring activities had shown that there are children and young people aged 
between 9-14 years who are homeless and unable to access essential support 
mechanisms. The Commission conducted a Self-Placement Audit of children and 
young people who had left home or an approved alternative placement without 
obtaining permission between 1 July 2007 and 31 December 2007. The audit 
provided insight into young people's experiences of homelessness and revealed that 
the age threshold is a particular barrier for some vulnerable young people trying to 
access support services. This is an essential service gap for this age group.

 

                                           

719 

10.21 Many children and young people come to the attention of SAAP youth services in the 
9-14 age group. However, these services are not funded to provide support to 
children and young people of this age. According to the report of the National Youth 
Commission Inquiry into Youth Homelessness, relevant sections of the 
Commonwealth Supported Accommodation Assistance Act 1994 imply that homeless 
young people below school leaving age are not the responsibility of SAAP funded 
organisations, but are the responsibility of state and territory governments’ child 
protection authorities.720 

10.22 Anecdotal evidence indicates that many of these young people have come to the 
attention of the DoCS, and may have been supported in the OOHC system, but for 
various reasons their placements have failed. For others, the SAAP service may be 

 
716  Commonwealth Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs. 2008. The 

road home: a national approach to reducing homelessness, pp. viii - xiii.  
717  NSW Government. 2009. A way home: reducing homelessness in NSW. 
718  Submission no. 13, Public Interest Advocacy Centre, p. 7. 
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the first organisation to bring to the attention of the DoCS that a young person is at 
risk. However, as NCOSS noted: 

…when SAAP workers contact DoCS seeking assistance and support for under age 
children and young people they are meet a lack of support from the departmental 
officers. The National Youth Commission Inquiry into Youth Homelessness cited 
evidence from SAAP services that lower priority is given to children and young people in 
a SAAP service because they are not at immediate risk. The SAAP service becomes 
the only option available.  

Clearly, there is a need for a new approach to homeless children and young people 
who are not eligible for SAAP support without an accompanying adult (parent or 
carer).721

10.23 There is added pressure on the SAAP system, as many young people who should be 
in the Out-of-Home Care (OOHC) system cannot access it due to inadequate 
assessment, and therefore remain in SAAP unnecessarily. Whilst SAAP services do 
a good job of bolstering the OOHC system, SAAP is not designed to meet the needs 
of this younger and more vulnerable target group.722 Both ACWA and Network of 
Community Activities identified the need for refuges for this age group, with ACWA 
suggesting considering extending SAAP and Reconnect programs to include 9-14 
year olds.723  

10.24 The impact of homelessness on children and young people 9-14 years who have left 
home can be exacerbated by lack of income. In its submission, Southern Youth and 
Family Services comment on this issue: 

Regardless of whether a young person aged 14 years should be out of home or not, the 
reality is there are many who are out of home, and to deny them adequate income 
support measures only pushes them into other lifestyles which are unacceptable eg 
crime such as stealing, prostitution etc. Income levels for young people are too low for 
them to be able to meet even their basic needs if not residing in the family home.724  

10.25 According to the National Youth Commission Inquiry into Youth Homelessness, a 
youth protocol sets down who is responsible for the homeless young people under 
the age of 15. But, in practice, many 12-15 year olds do not receive priority attention 
from their state or territory care and protection services, and duly turn up in SAAP 
services. The only income support from Centrelink for young people aged under 15 
years of age is Special Benefit, which is even more difficult to obtain than Youth 
Allowance or Newstart.
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10.26 The National Youth Commission Inquiry recommended that the emergency special 
benefit be payable to young people under the age of 15 years and their carers, until a 
determination of child protection issues and placement can be made and as well as 
decisions about the most appropriate place for that young person.726 

 
721  Submission no. 16, Council of Social Service of NSW, p. 8. 
722  See Submission no. 54, Southern Youth and Family Services, p.13. 
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inquiry into youth homelessness, p. 305. 
726  National Youth Commission. 2008. Australia’s homeless youth: a report of the National Youth Commission 

inquiry into youth homelessness, p. 313.  
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Committee comment 
10.27 Evidence to the Inquiry indicates that the existing systems are not adequately 

catering for children and young people 9-14 years who are homeless due to leaving 
home or out-of-home care. The Committee notes that the NSW Government has 
committed to implement many of the recommendations of the Wood Report which 
aims to enhance the ability of the child protection system to work with children and 
young people and their families, across the continuum from early intervention to out-
of-home care. However, there is a need to ensure that there is an adequate focus on 
9-14 year olds and that there is appropriate accommodation and support for those 
members of this age group who are currently accessing SAAP services.  

 

RECOMMENDATION 28: The Committee recommends that pursuant to 
s 11(d) of the Commission for Children and Young People Act 1998, the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People consult with the Minister for 
Community Services, the Minister for Housing and the relevant Commonwealth 
Ministers about strategies to address the need for appropriate accommodation 
and support for children and young people under fifteen years who are 
currently accessing SAAP services. 
 

Early intervention programs for young people at risk of homelessness 
10.28 Some early intervention programs have been found to be particularly effective in 

preventing individual homelessness amongst children and young people. In particular 
evidence was provided about the Reconnect program, which is an early intervention 
program for children and young people aged 12-18 who are at risk of homelessness. 
This federal government initiative works to reconnect children and young people with 
their families, with school, work and with the community.727  

10.29 The submission from Southern Youth and Family Services considered the Reconnect 
program to be a good model:  

Reconnect funding from the Commonwealth also provides an excellent example of a 
model program for early intervention with young people. It provides funding to support 
families and young people to remain at home, or to re-engage them at home, or in 
education, training and community at the earliest opportunity. Services such as 
Reconnect could be increased and engaged at the assessment stage to reduce the 
need for court involvement.728  

10.30 Program evaluations, sector studies and data analysis demonstrate that the program 
is meeting its key outcomes to improve the capacity and resilience of young people 
and their families and to increase the social and economic participation of young 
people. For example, in 2005–06: 
• the program supported 5,040 young people; 
• more than 90 per cent were in stable accommodation at the end of the 

intervention; 

                                            
727  Submission no. 54, UnitingCare Burnside, p. 16. 
728  Submission no. 54, Southern Youth and Family Services, p. 11-12. 
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• 79 per cent of young people reported that their overall situation had improved; 
and 

• 69 per cent reported improvements in their family relationships.729  
10.31 The number of homeless youth aged 12 to 18 (alone) decreased from 22,600 in 2001 

to 17,891 in 2006, a decrease of 21 per cent.
 

 

                                           

730 Chamberlain and MacKenzie in their 
analysis of census data conclude that early intervention accounts for most of the 
decrease in youth homelessness since 2001. Chamberlain and MacKenzie noted that 
early intervention included the establishment of the Reconnect program in 1999. By 
2003, there were 98 Reconnect services across the country, most with two or three 
early intervention workers.731  

10.32 Chamberlain and Mackenzie also commented that since the late 1990s most state 
and territory governments have expended additional funds to increase the number of 
welfare staff in schools and to improve assistance to young people and families in 
crisis. In many schools welfare staff use early intervention strategies to facilitate 
family reconciliation. Many youth SAAP services also contribute to early intervention 
and there are significant state-funded early intervention programs in both Victoria and 
Queensland.732 

10.33 Reconnect programs only cover the age range of 12 to 18 years. Several 
submissions commented about extending the program to include a younger age 
group.733 Other evidence to the inquiry,734 expressed reservations about extending 
this program to a younger age group. 

10.34 The Commonwealth Government’s White Paper on homelessness entitled The Road 
Home: a National Approach to Reducing Homelessness notes that the Reconnect 
program is an effective early intervention model. The White Paper includes a 
commitment to providing additional services for up to 9000 young people aged 12 to 
18 years at risk of homelessness to remain connected with families, education, 
training and employment. The Committee strongly supports this expansion of 
services in the area of early intervention. 

Committee comment 
10.35 Evidence to the Inquiry indicates that the Reconnect program is a particularly 

effective early intervention program. There was some support in evidence to the 
Inquiry for extending the Reconnect program to work with children in late primary 
school. The Committee considers that consultations should be conducted with key 
stakeholders to assess whether Reconnect and other early intervention programs for 
young people at risk of homelessness should be extended to a younger age group or 
if other models would be more appropriate. 

 

 
729  Commonwealth Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs. 2008. 

Which way home: a new approach to homelessness, p. 38. 
730  Chamberlain, C. & MacKenzie, D. 2006. ‘Homelessness 2006’ Parity, vol. 21, no. 8, p. 4. 
731  ibid. 
732  ibid. 
733  Submission no. 17, Association of Child Welfare Agencies, p. 4; and  

Submission no. 76, UnitingCare Burnside, p.16. 
734  Ms Louise Voigt, Barnardos Australia, Transcript of evidence, 17 March 2009, p. 39; and  

Mr Dev Mukherjee, Council of Social Service of NSW, Transcript of Evidence, 17 March 2002, p. 22. 
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RECOMMENDATION 29: The Committee recommends that, pursuant to 
s 11(d) of the Commission for Children and Young People Act 1998, the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People consult with key stakeholders to 
assess the appropriateness of extending early intervention programs for young 
people at risk of homelessness to a younger age group. 
 
10.36 The Committee notes that, since the commencement of its Inquiry, initiatives at a 

Commonwealth level have provided a substantial focus on homelessness, with the 
release of The Road Home: a National Approach to Reducing Homelessness, and 
with increased funding through the National Partnership Agreement on 
Homelessness. The Road Home has set targets in a number of areas that are highly 
relevant to children and young people in the middle years, whilst enhanced funding 
has been committed at the Commonwealth level to expand early intervention 
programs for young people, including the Reconnect program.  

10.37 The recently released NSW Homelessness Action Plan735 includes a focus on 
providing safe, appropriate long-term accommodation and support to people 
experiencing domestic and family violence, relationship and family breakdown. The 
Committee notes that the plan is designed to be flexible and that there is scope for 
new projects and ideas as well as for learning from each year of the plan to the next. 
Thus the Committee anticipates that the evidence provided in this Inquiry can be 
used to inform future planning for homelessness services for children, young people 
and their families at a state level. 

 
 
 
 

                                            
735  NSW Government. 2009. A way home: reducing homelessness in NSW. 
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Chapter Eleven -  Parenting Support and Early 
Intervention 
 

Parents tend to be isolated when they have trouble with their children and do not speak 
to other people about their problems fearing being labelled as “bad parents.”736

Introduction 
11.1 Parents and carers of children and young people in the middle years may face a 

range of issues for which they require support. The Parent Line telephone 
counselling service ranked the main issues of concern to parents of 9-14 year olds in 
New South Wales in the following order:  
1. study/education (including bullying); 
2. violent behaviour of child; 
3. parent conflict (including separation issues); 
4. adolescent developmental issues (including running away and sexuality); 
5. general discipline and developmental issues.737  

11.2 Other issues of concern to parents may include basic difficulties communicating with 
their children:  

I think that some adults are really scared to talk to young people...What do you talk 
about to young people? It is okay to have conversations with a young person about 
themselves, about their own self-image, about what is going on for them and kids need 
to feel safe that it is okay to have those conversations.738  

11.3 This chapter examines the need which parents may have for formal, structured 
support in raising their 9-14 year old children, and looks at a range of programs which 
are currently available. It then considers how early intervention when problems arise 
with children and young people in this age group can be an effective means of 
building resilience and ensuring that these problems do not have long term adverse 
impacts on children and their families. 

Parenting programs and parenting support  
11.4 The importance of giving more support to parents trying to cope with difficult early 

adolescent behaviour was raised by a range of organisations.739 Ku-ring-gai Council 
has experienced a high level of interest from parents of teenagers seeking more 
information to help them improve their parenting competence.740  

                                            
736  Submission no. 57, Ku-ring-gai Council, p. 7. 
737  Submission no. 26, Parent Line, p. 8.  
 This data is based on an analysis of calls to the service from 2001-2008 that were received from parents 

in NSW relating to children aged 9-14 years. 
738  Ms Lee-Ann Emzin, Lismore City Council, Transcript of evidence, 6 August 2008, p. 21. 
739  Submission no. 57, Ku-Ring-Gai Council, p. 7;  
 Mr Roberto Kenk, Ballina Shire Council, Transcript of evidence, 6 August, p. 18. 
740  Submission no. 57, Ku-ring-gai Council, p. 7. 
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11.5 In some circumstances parents lack the skills required to assist their children, a 
particular cause for concern in families which are already seriously disadvantaged: 

In terms of families that come from a great deal of disadvantage, there is such a gap 
between the adults and the children now because the children are so knowledgeable 
and the parents feel they do not have a lot to offer. So that skills gap has an impact on 
those relationships and the seeking out of advice and support.741  

11.6 Parenting programs are particularly required for parents of children and young people 
who are eight years and over. The Committee heard evidence that most parents are 
frightened of the changes brought about by adolescence: 

They go from having a child who will generally follow directions to suddenly having a 
teenager who will say no and dig in their heels … We need something for the age group 
eight to 16 or 24, depending on the definition of a young person. Most parents lap up 
the information. Most parents—even those struggling with mental health or drug and 
alcohol issues—want the best for their young people.742  

11.7 Parenting education has great potential to give much needed help to parents who 
have particular difficulties, especially young parents, single parents and parents of 
children with behavioural problems. 

11.8 Single parents are also likely to face specific parenting challenges. Barnardos 
Australia informed the Committee that many parents in its programs feel that they 
have no control and influence over their own children, for example children taking no 
notice of curfew times. A significant percentage of their clients come from single 
female headed families and lack positive male role models, at a critical time for boys 
in the 9-14 age group in developing their identity and acceptable behaviour.743  

11.9 Parents of children with behavioural problems are also likely to benefit from parenting 
education and support.744 The submission from Lake Macquarie Adolescent Support 
(L.M.A.S.) identified that parenting styles employed by the parents of their students 
with special education needs745 have a significant impact on the children’s needs and 
the level of assistance they require from teachers.746  

11.10 Parents from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds may face particular 
parenting issues, such as intergenerational conflict when young people raised in 
Australia reject the traditional cultural values of their parents.747 Parents in these 
circumstances may feel powerless, especially as their children reach adolescence. 
Helping parents explore constructive ways to manage conflicting values within the 
family is key focus for community support services.  

11.11 The need for parenting support for Indigenous families was raised in the submission 
from BoysTown, which provides national telephone counselling for the 5.38 million 
Australian children and young people between the ages of 5 and 25 years through 
Kids Helpline. According to the Boystown submission: 

                                            
741  Ms Frances Trimboli, YWCA, Transcript of evidence, 6 August 2008, p. 24. 
742  Ms Julie Robinson, Marrickville Youth Resource Centre, Transcript of evidence, 11 June 2008, p. 55. 
743  Submission no. 21, Barnardos Australia, p. 3. 
744  Wood C. & Davidson J. 2003 ‘Helping families cope’, Family Matters, no. 65, Australian Institute of Family 

Studies. 
745  In relation to emotional and behavioural problems. 
746  Submission no. 59, Lake Macquarie Adolescent Support, p. 5. 
747  Submission no. 62, Immigrant Women’s Speakout Association, p. 16. 
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…calls from Indigenous children in NSW highlight the need for parent support and 
access to services to improve the quality of life for children in these communities. It is 
essential that mainstream services such as Parentline provide culturally appropriate 
health, counselling and parenting support. The lack of telecommunication and online 
infrastructure is a barrier to access these support services for parents as well as young 
people in rural and remote communities in NSW.748

11.12 Some of the evidence given to the Inquiry identified the type of issues that could be 
addressed in parenting programs. For example, Ku-ring-gai Council’s submission 
expressed the view that parent education could usefully cover topics such as youth 
services, teenage development, parenting workshops, statistics on young people and 
empowerment of parents.

 

                                           

749  
11.13 Ms Julie Robinson of the Marrickville Youth Resource Centre also commented on the 

content of parenting programs: 
…The programs I have been involved in have also looked at how do you survive having 
an adolescent, because it is challenging. Also, how do you communicate to the 
adolescent? Sometimes what happens with some parents is that they feel like they 
suddenly do not know what to say, and we talk to them about just asking questions. 

…It is about talking to parents about how do you survive, how do you keep your sanity, 
how do you put things in place, because I think building resilience comes also from 
parents at times.750  

11.14 Specific content may be required in parenting programs for parents from culturally 
and linguistically diverse backgrounds. Mr Jorge Aroche works with people who have 
been exposed to torture and trauma. He explained that, while parents are the primary 
source of support for refugee children, they have also been affected by trauma and 
torture, and are also dealing with the difficult process of linking into a new society. He 
considered that: 

…programs that can assist parents to understand some of the concepts, which we often 
take for granted and on which our society and educational system are based, are really 
important. Some of the assumptions are quite different, and therefore that often 
translates into problems in supporting kids in the best way, and the best ways to 
discipline kids and to help in what is a very difficult transition process.751  

11.15 Parent education can provide the opportunity for parents from culturally and 
linguistically diverse communities to exchange views about the difficulties they 
encounter raising children in their new country, and help prepare them for the new 
challenge of communicating with adolescents well before that stage occurs.752  

11.16 Parenting groups and programs provide a vital opportunity to connect with other 
parents: 

… If you are not connected into a school environment or you do not have friends who 
have teenagers around the same age as your own kids, you can kind of feel a bit 
isolated, so that was one of the things that they talked about; having someone else just 

 
748  Submission no. 65, BoysTown, p. 5. 
749  Submission no. 57, Ku-ring-gai Council, p. 7. 
750  Ms Julie Robinson, Marrickville Youth Resource Centre, Transcript of evidence, 11 June 2008, p. 59. 
751  Mr Jorge Aroche, STARTTS, Transcript of evidence, 8 August 2008, p. 18. 
752  See, e.g., Ms Vivienne Martin, Marrickville South Interagency, Transcript of evidence, 11 June 2008, p. 59. 
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to talk about "Hey, that is actually normal. What my child is doing is normal" was really 
quite affirming...753  

11.17 The Committee notes that parenting programs may also provide an opportunity to 
educate parents about potential risk and protective factors. For example, Youthsafe’s 
submission referred to the need for parents to undertake boundary setting, be 
involved when difficult decisions have to be made, and to help young people organise 
their time and priorities, in relation to injury prevention.754 These parenting strategies 
may also be effective in countering risks and strengthening protective factors in other 
facets of a child or young person’s life.  

Existing Programs 
11.18 Strategies for supporting parents have to date largely consisted of parenting courses, 

parent help-lines and more intensive early intervention for families identified as at 
risk. In the main, these approaches are directed towards parents of young children, 
and there are few supports specifically designed to assist parents through their 
children’s adolescence.755  

11.19 Evidence to the Inquiry from Professor Matthew Sanders identified that the transition 
to high school period provides an opportunity to engage parents: 

Having said that, I think there is clear evidence that there is another window of 
opportunity in engagement for parents around promoting good healthy, positive 
relationships with their children, and it is in the transition to the adolescent years. You 
can have parents who have been parenting their children well, with no major difficulties, 
and still go into a tailspin at the prospect of puberty and moving into adolescence, and 
there is another spike in interest by parents in accessing parenting programs. That 
window closes rapidly after probably the first or second term of high school.756

11.20 Information about existing parenting programs and support such as Teen Triple P 
and Parent Line, was provided to the Committee. Parent Line has operated in New 
South Wales since 1994, operated by Centacare Sydney and funded by the NSW 
Department of Community Services. It is staffed by skilled, professionally qualified 
counsellors and operates on a 24-hour 7 days per week basis.757 

11.21 Some non-government organisations provide parenting support. For example, 
Barnardos Australia has trialled parenting groups for families with children in the 9-14 
age group. Responses received from participants demonstrated the beneficial impact 
of parent education on parent/child relationships: 

The feedback we received from both parents and co-facilitators indicates that the 
program is very effective. The material offers constructive parenting support through 
hints, tips and ideas and enables parents to feel more confident about their parenting 
skills and the changes they can implement. It develops a sense of empathy between 
parents and their teenagers and provides insight and understanding into adolescent 

                                            
753  Ms Julie Ann Robinson, Marrickville Youth Resource Centre, Transcript of evidence, 11 June 2008, p. 59. 
754  Submission no. 44, Youthsafe p. 6.  
755  Commonwealth Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs. 2003. I'm 

looking at the future: evaluation report of reconnect - final report. 
756  Professor Matthew Sanders, Parenting and Family Support Centre, University of Queensland, Transcript 

of evidence 17 March 2009, p. 34. 
757  Submission no. 26, Parent Line p. 6. 
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behaviour. It also guides parents to reflect on their own behaviour and the impact this 
has on their relationships and parenting styles.758

11.22 In relation to particular parenting programs, the Committee received most evidence 
about the Triple P program. According to the NSW Department of Community 
Services, the Triple P program for 3-8 year olds is being rolled out across New South 
Wales as part of an election commitment by the government.759 

11.23 The Teen Triple P program is an extension of the Triple P program, developed as a 
multilevel system of intervention. When delivered as a transition to high school 
program, Teen Triple P would have a media and communications strategy, brief with 
tip sheets and videos that parents could access to do with common developmental, 
behavioural and emotional issues of teenagers.760 

11.24 According to Professor Sanders, there is a more intensive group and individual 
program where the parenting difficulties experienced are more complex. The most 
intensive form of intervention would be to families where parenting problems are 
complicated by other forms of adversity, such as depression and other mental health 
problems in the parent, drug and alcohol problems, marital discord, or relationship 
breakdowns. The level of intensity of the intervention is related to the level of need 
that that family has, as well as their interest and capacity to engage in what is being 
offered.761 

Evidence for 0-12 years 
11.25 The effectiveness of parenting programs was discussed in evidence to the Inquiry. In 

particular, substantial evidence is available in relation to the effectiveness of the 
Triple P program. Associate Professor Alan Ralph of the Parenting and Family 
Support Centre, provided a short summary of the types of outcomes that have been 
achieved through Triple P programs for the parents of 0-12 year olds: 
• significant decreases in disruptive child behaviour difficulties;  
• significant improvements in parenting practices;  
• improvements on measures of parental adjustment such as low parenting self-

efficacy, depression, stress and marital conflict, as well decreasing couple 
conflict, including for parents going through divorce; 

• reducing child problems for parents at risk of child maltreatment,  
• reducing in childhood overweight and obesity; and 
• reducing child behaviour problems and increase parenting competence in a range 

of cultural contexts, including Hong Kong, Japan, Germany, Switzerland, and New 
Zealand.762 

                                            
758  Submission no. 21, Barnardos Australia, p. 3. 
759  See Mr Paul Murphy, NSW Department of Community Services, Transcript of evidence, 2 July 2009, 

p. 30. 
760  Professor Matthew Sanders, Parenting and Family Support Centre, University of Queensland, Transcript 

of evidence, 17 March 2009, p. 34. 
761  Professor Matthew Sanders, Parenting and Family Support Centre, University of Queensland, Transcript 

of evidence, 17 March 2009, p. 34. 
762  Parenting and Family Support Centre, University of Queensland, Questions answered after hearing, 17 

March 2009, p. 4. 
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11.26 An economic evaluation has been conducted of the Triple P program, for parents of 
children up to the age of 12. Professor Sanders advised the Committee that the cost 
offsets are enormous when effective parenting programs are implemented: 

…you need to reduce one problem by only 1.5 per cent, which is a conduct disorder, 
and the whole multilevel system is paid for. The cost offsets are enormous when 
effective parenting programs are implemented. 

Stephen Scott from the London Institute of Psychiatry estimated… that the costs of a 
child developing a serious antisocial behaviour problem or conduct disorder are 10 
times greater to government - that is, the direct costs - than they would be for a child 
without such a disorder. We are talking about an investment in parenting that could lead 
to cost offsets to government of multiple millions of dollars. The economic analyses 
have been done.763

Evidence for teen programs 
11.27 Although there has been much less research in the area of teen parenting programs 

compared to parenting programs for parents of younger children, there are 
nonetheless a number of programs that have been trialled and shown to be effective. 
Examples given to the Committee by Professor Sanders are the Adolescent 
Transitions Program at the University of Oregon, and the Strengthening Families 
Program at the University of Iowa. There are also other programs which deal with 
complex problems where children and young people have become involved in the 
juvenile justice system.764 

11.28 Associate Professor Ralph identified that developments in prevention research 
suggest that a single well-designed intervention targeting risk factors and 
strengthening protective factors will significantly reduce the prevalence of a number 
of negative outcomes, particularly if they can be addressed earlier in adolescent 
development, such as the transition to high school. He noted that decreases in the 
occurrence of modifiable risk factors such as inconsistent parenting; harsh 
punishment; poor communication; inadequate parental monitoring and high family 
stress have been shown to be linked to less association with deviant peers, less 
antisocial behaviour, and less substance abuse.765 

11.29 Associate Professor Alan Ralph of the Parenting and Family Support Centre also 
commented on the importance of evaluating programs such as Teen Triple P: 

The gathering of data to confirm the benefits of adopting a program such as Teen Triple 
P is critical to the decision-making that should accompany discussions about whether to 
continue or discontinue such a program. It is therefore strongly recommended that an 
evaluation component be built in to the adoption of a program such as Teen Triple P.766

Effectiveness of Triple P for Teens 
11.30 Professor Sanders informed the Committee that - consistent with other evidence 

relating to the outcomes with Triple P - the outcomes of the teen version are that 
when parents learn to parent more positively, there are fewer behavioural and 
emotional difficulties with their children, and there is less coercive parenting taking 

                                            
763  Professor Matthew Sanders, Parenting and Family Support Centre, University of Queensland, Transcript 
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764  ibid., p. 36. 
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place in the home. Thus, there is less day-to-day conflict between parent and 
adolescent. There is also some evidence relating to improved mental health 
outcomes in the parent, particularly in the area of stress and depression.767 

11.31 Professor Sanders also noted that the other important piece of relevant evidence 
relates to the effects of parenting programs on parents' capacity to work. 
Interventions that have included both parents of teenagers and parents of young 
children have shown that if working parents are able to leave for work without having 
had significant conflict with a child about getting up, getting out and getting 
organised, they are significantly less likely to have a conflict interaction in the 
workplace.768 

11.32 A recent study with teachers as parents has demonstrated that when parents learn to 
parent positively their job satisfaction increases, and the level of occupational stress 
and burnout decreases. In other words, delivering Triple P can operate as an 
effective work-life balance strategy.769 

Lack of programs for parents of this age group 
11.33 Teen parenting programs are much less widely available than parenting programs for 

the parents of younger children. Professor Sanders suggested to the Committee that 
this is partly based on a set of assumptions relating to where investment in parenting 
is likely to lead to the greatest benefit to children, that being the early years.770  

Committee comment 
11.34 The Committee notes that the transition to adolescent years provides another window 

of opportunity to engage parents about promoting good healthy, positive relationships 
with their children. However, unlike programs for parents of younger children, teen or 
‘tween’ parenting programs are not widely available. There is a substantial body of 
evidence about the effectiveness of parenting programs for parents of 0-12 year olds, 
and a body of evidence is starting to develop in relation to the effectiveness of teen 
parenting programs in improving a range of outcomes for both young people and 
their parents.  

11.35 From the evidence provided, the Committee considers that well-designed parenting 
programs have an enormous potential to impact on the health and wellbeing of 
children and young people. It is important, however, to continue to build the evidence 
base about teen parenting programs through research and evaluation and to assess 
the most appropriate approaches for parenting interventions for different groups of 
parents, such as parents from low-socio-economic backgrounds. 

11.36 The Committee notes that parenting programs are a component of the Brighter 
Futures program for children 0-8 and considers that parenting programs could 
potentially be incorporated into a Better Futures-type program for 9-14 year olds. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 30: The Committee recommends that, pursuant to 
s 11(d) of the Commission for Children and Young People Act 1998, the 

                                            
767  Professor Mathew Sanders, Parenting and Family Support Centre, University of Queensland, Transcript of 
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Commissioner for Children and Young People consult with the Minister for 
Community Services about conducting a review of parenting 
programs/interventions for parents of teenagers, with a view to identifying and 
making available a range of programs for parents and carers of 9-14 year olds. 
 

RECOMMENDATION 31: The Committee recommends that, pursuant to 
s 11(d) of the Commission for Children and Young People Act 1998, the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People consult with the Minister for 
Community Services about the possibility of including parenting programs as a 
core component of a Brighter Futures-type program for children and young 
people 9-14 years. 
 

Early intervention 
Peer Support 
11.37 A number of submissions and other evidence to the Inquiry discussed peer support 

and mentoring programs. The term ‘peer support’ was often used to refer to older 
children and young people offering support to their younger peers. ‘Mentoring’ 
generally referred to adults giving guidance to children and young people. 

Rationale 
11.38 School peer groups can be a powerful protective factor for young people. Over 96 

per cent of young people believe that being connected to peers is an important 
protective factor in their own lives, and that friendships and socialising are the most 
important factors in enjoying their time at school. This suggests that, for young 
people who are alienated from their families, peer connectedness may be the most 
important protective factor.771 

11.39 The resilience literature has examined friendships and peer relationships in more 
depth. Feeling ‘connected’ is one factor shown to be prevalent amongst resilient 
students. Research has found that these students were not necessarily the most 
popular, but were good at developing and maintaining a few very close friends. 
Research has also found that informal relationships are the most significant ones in 
developing resilience: interactions with peers, teachers, relatives and other important 
adults in students’ lives support the development of resilient characteristics.772  

Disability 
11.40 Peer support may be particularly relevant to particular groups of children and young 

people, including those with a disability. Children and young people with a disability 
have the same basic needs to belong, to have friendships, to grow independence 
and to be valued. While they often need additional support to meet those needs, 
ideally some of that support should be provided by peers.773 This is to avoid the 

                                            
771  Submission no. 5, Peer Support Australia, p. 8. 

  Submission no. 5, Peer Support Australia, pp. 7-8. 772

773  Ms Belinda Epstein-Frisch, Institute for Family Advocacy and Leadership Development, Transcript of 
evidence, 11 June 2008, p. 23. 



Committee on Children and Young People 

Parenting Support and Early Intervention 

156 Parliament of New South Wales 

social isolation which can occur at school if a young person with a disability has to 
rely on the assistance of an adult carer: 

We have become very used to using an adult as support and as the teacher's aide and 
they provide an important role for many children. Sometimes they can also add a barrier 
to the real participation of children and young people because at that age if you have an 
adult velcroed to your side it can isolate you in the community. There are lots of 
examples of proper support for peer processes that bring other children from the class 
or older children in the school system to build a school community where the child with 
a disability is more supported.774

11.41 In its submission, the NSW Government similarly emphasised the importance of 
positive support networks for 9-14 year olds: 

The time of change during the target age group can be more profound socially for 
children with a disability. The need for both belonging and independence can strain 
interpersonal relationships and lead to children with disabilities being marginalised. 
Positive support is important as well as relationship guidance to help navigate this 
period.775

11.42 The Committee notes that the NSW Department of Ageing Disability and Homecare 
has allocated funding to three demonstration projects to establish peer support 
networks for children and young people with a disability including those with autism. 
These projects will focus on building social skills for effective interaction.776  

11.43 The middle years is a time when children and young people are gaining increased 
independence from their parents, and when peers correspondingly become very 
important. Children and young people with a disability may experience fewer 
opportunities to interact with peers due to difficulties accessing age-appropriate sport 
and recreational activities, as is discussed in Chapter 3. In some cases there may be 
barriers to interacting with peers due to the presence of an adult carer.  

11.44 Thus the Committee considers that the provision of different models of peer support 
for children and young people 9-14 years with a disability should be strongly 
encouraged. The Committee notes that it has recommended in Chapter 3 that the 
NSW Department of Ageing, Disability and Homecare continue to work with other 
government departments to develop appropriate new service models for children and 
young people 9-14 years with a disability. 

 

 

RECOMMENDATION 32: The Committee recommends, that pursuant to 
s 11(d) of the Commission for Children and Young People Act 1998, the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People consult with the Minister for 
Ageing, Disability and Homecare on evaluating its demonstration projects 
establishing peer support networks for children and young people with a 
disability. 
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Effectiveness of programs 
11.45 Some peer support programs have been positively evaluated. Evidence presented to 

the Committee indicates that participation in the Peer Support Program, developed 
by Peer Support Australia and funded over time within New South Wales by the NSW 
Department of Health, improved students' feelings about themselves, their ability to 
cope with pressure, their relationships with their peers and changed their attitudes 
towards bullying. A longitudinal study by the University of Western Sydney, published 
in 2003, assessed the efficacy of the secondary schools Peer Support Program, and 
the development of the key concepts espoused by Peer Support Australia. This 
research indicated that the Peer Support Program has positive long term benefits for 
both students and school communities.777 

11.46 This research involved 2,300 secondary students across New South Wales during 
2001-2002. Some of the findings demonstrated that the Peer Support Program: 
• assists students to successfully negotiate transition from primary to secondary 

school; 
• improves relationships with others - peers and teachers; and 

• successfully changes attitudes toward bullying behaviours.778 

11.47 Peer Support Australia suggests that these results indicate, in particular, the value of 
peer support as a means of countering aggressive behaviour, decelerating anger 
arousal and reducing bullying in schools.779 

Examples of peer support programs 
11.48 A number of examples of programs utilising peer support both within and outside of 

schools were provided to the Committee. Peer support is used in public schools as 
part of the NSW Department of Education and Training (DET) Middle Years Strategy. 
Ms Robyn McKerihan of DET told the Committee that the peer support of younger 
students by more senior students is a key factor for success: 

Through the middle years strategy there is a very strong mentoring program where 
students from SRCs in their partner high school will go in and work very closely with 
years 5 and 6 students in their partner primary schools to provide them with the 
assurance that when they make that transition from primary school to high school all 
those horrible things they have heard along the way will not happen to them. So the 
mentoring support for 9 to 14—our experience shows that support by peers, older 
peers, is very often much more successful than support from elsewhere.780

11.49 The Peer Support Program is operated by Peer Support Australia in over 1,400 
primary and secondary schools in New South Wales, Australian Capital Territory, 
Queensland and Tasmania.781 Peer Support Australia provides:  
• training and professional development for teachers and parents;  
• student leadership training and resources; and  
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• learning modules for students focusing on orientation, relationships, optimism, 
resilience, anti-bullying and values.782  

11.50 One of the distinctive features of the Peer Support Program is that it is an early 
intervention and prevention program which provides learning modules linked to 
various components of the curriculum. It promotes learning which is peer-led, skills-
based and experiential and which can be targeted to both children and young people. 

11.51 In primary schools, peer groups are facilitated by two Year 6 students with small 
multi-age groups from Kindergarten to Year 5. In secondary schools, the traditional 
approach is for Year 10 students to facilitate small groups for Year 7, to support them 
through their transition phase to secondary school. Both primary and secondary 
students are trained as peer leaders through a two-day leadership training program. 
Peer leaders work with students for approximately 30 minutes per week for eight 
sessions using Peer Support Australia modules.783 

11.52 Peer support programs are used in many New South Wales schools to build 
resilience. A student representative of Ashbury Public School described for the 
Committee how the program works at his school: 

We have a number of programs… designed specifically for building up resilience in 
children. First and foremost, we have the peer support program. This is run by year 6 
students. The peer support program teaches children how to deal with social and family 
problems -for example, how to deal with bullying, not only as a victim but also as a 
witness. The peer support program is also used to build up relations between students 
of different ages, kindergarten to year 6.784

11.53 Peer support may also take the form of ‘school mediation’ between students 
themselves. At Ashbury Public School, peer mediation is “where Year 5 students sort 
out minor problems in the playground.”785 

11.54 Peer support programs can also be provided by organisations such as youth centres 
and community groups. The Committee heard that Kyogle Youth Ventures, a 
program in which high school students mentor senior primary school students, came 
about in the wake of a tragic car accident in which three high school students were 
killed:  

Some people who were mentors in that project were young people at risk who have 
gone on to really good professions and given them confidence to do that. Also, they 
target other young people at risk in primary school. They are all at-risk young people, 
but through the guidance and through the structured program they can work together, 
giving confidence to the older at-risk, and giving skills to the younger.786

11.55 Young people with behaviour issues are selected to take part in the program, which 
includes a youth camp with a program of rigorous physical activities. The program 
clearly has an important role to play in supporting young people in the local 
community, and in helping parents and schools to manage difficult behaviour issues 
occurring in the adolescent years:  

…parents report that children who have had incredible social problems, after that time 
have much more esteem. That is the primary school aged children. They have a lot 
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more focus and a lot more self-restraint in a way. They have also teamed up with high 
school senior- or even middle-year high school students. So when they go to the high 
school they already know people, people who they can look up to. It works very well. 787

11.56 Peer Support is also fundamental to the way in which the scouting movement 
operates. Over the past 100 years the scouting movement in Australia has taught 
millions of young people resourcefulness, self-reliance, leadership, decision making 
and concern for their community and environment through peer-to-peer learning and 
support. There are 60,000 members Australia-wide between the ages of six and 26, 
including 17,000 children and young people in New South Wales.788 

11.57 Peer support lies at the heart of the Scouts Australia leadership and teamwork 
programs. As Mr Grant de Fries, Chief Commissioner, Scouts Australia, NSW 
explained to the Committee: 

The peer support relates to the fact that Scouts teach other Scouts their skills. The 
program is graded, particularly in this age group, in three different levels. It is a 
requirement that the people in the top two levels teach the people in the lower levels the 
skills they have learnt themselves. These are their peers and this is how they are 
taught. 789  

11.58 The Scouts Australia approach to youth development is particularly relevant to 9-14 
year olds, because it provides peer-to-peer support across the transition from 
childhood to young adulthood, through its Cubs (ages 7-10) and Scouts (10-15 years) 
programs. Ms Susan Metcalf of Scouts Australia NSW pointed out that: 

…one of the things that Scouts provides that is unique is an opportunity for mixed-age 
children to work together outside the school environment, so they are not in an age 
group team, they are not in an under-14s or an under 10s. They are in a group 
potentially of children between 8 and 11 and 10 and 15. That not only bridges 
appropriate age groups but also goes across the transition from primary to high school. 
It means that children have connections in their community and support outside their 
school environment across that transition. 790

11.59 Opportunities for young people to learn and develop socially as well as spiritually 
through peer support activities are often available through churches, across the 
denominations. In its submission to the Inquiry, Singleton Seventh Day Adventist 
Church noted that its Pathfinders program exposed children and young people to a 
range of fun and educational activities, similar to those provided by the scouting 
movement: 

An important aspect of Pathfinders is that of peer mentoring. Peer mentoring involves 
older group members assisting younger members with issues and decisions which are 
important to them. Studies have shown that mentoring is a successful and positive way 
to help young people in society. 791  

Funding 
11.60 Non-government organisations struggle to obtain the resources to provide and 

sustain worthwhile out of school activities such as peer support programs for young 
people. Kyogle Youth Ventures is an example of a youth program which owes its 
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existence to dedicated local community effort, and a small amount of formal support, 
such as from various levels of government. Margo Rutledge of Kyogle Council told 
the Committee that: 

Every year that group is struggling for money. They get $1,000 from council, they hold 
lamington stalls on the street, they have people knitting beanies. They really struggle to 
keep that program going, though it is recognised as a very valuable program that has 
been going for about five years. But they cannot get any funding that has longevity. 792  

11.61 Evidence to the Inquiry indicates that well-designed programs providing peer support 
can be effective and can have a range of positive outcomes. For example the Peer 
Support Program assists students to successfully negotiate transition from primary to 
secondary school, improves relationships with others - peers and teachers; and 
successfully changes attitudes toward bullying behaviours. The Committee considers 
that peer support programs for children 9-14 years should form an essential part of 
early intervention programs developed for this age group. 

Mentoring programs 
11.62 There are evaluations of individual mentoring programs that indicate that well-

designed mentoring programs can have an impact on outcomes for children and 
young people, such as use of illegal drugs or alcohol and truancy.793 Research, 
however, points to the fact that the structures and processes implemented to deliver 
mentoring have a significant impact on the quality of outcomes achieved.794 

11.63 The rationale for mentoring of school students at risk derives from the research on 
the importance of the development of a sense of connectedness and resilience in 
maintaining adolescent wellbeing, which in turn appears to be a strong indicator of 
personal and academic success. There is a significant body of research that 
demonstrates the importance of connectedness between young people and at least 
one person.795 For example, Hamilton and Darling (1989) found that 82 per cent of 
the adolescents in their study identified at least one unrelated adult as an important 
person in their lives. This attachment is important, because adolescence is a time 
when young people begin to seek to differentiate themselves from their parents, and 
so are more open to the influence of others.796 

11.64 Mentors ideally bring children and young people the opportunity to observe and 
practice other ways of relating to adults than their family or school has previously 
provided. Positive relationships are powerful in assisting in the development of 
qualities such as a positive outlook, high self-esteem, strong problem-solving skills 
and a sense of humour.797 

11.65 In a seminal longitudinal study into youth resilience, Werner and Smith (1982) found 
that youth who showed an ability to locate an adult, in addition to their parents, who 
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could help them cope with the world, were much better equipped to successfully 
overcome adversity.798  

11.66 Programs which include mentoring are particularly desirable for 9-14 year olds and 
their parents, as it is at this time that inappropriate behaviour begins to be an issue. 
The Committee was told that mentoring should be available in order to support the 
many sole parents who often find it difficult to deal with the inappropriate behaviour 
issues arising for boys and girls in this age group.799  

11.67 The important contribution mentoring can make to young people’s education was 
acknowledged in submissions by major non-government welfare organisations. 
UnitingCare Burnside noted the vital role mentors can play in the lives of children and 
young people who are at risk of disengaging from school, by providing an advocacy 
and mediation role on behalf of students between parents and teachers.800 Mission 
Australia identified that programs such as Big Brothers Big Sisters are of benefit to 
complement services such as their Adolescent and Family Counselling Program.801 
As the Association for Children’s Welfare Agencies (ACWA) pointed out: 

It is particularly important for children who experience social isolation due to disability, 
mental illness, developmental issues, or other factors, to have access to an adult they 
can trust and look up to, if such role model figure is not available within their natural 
environment.802

Need for Role Models 
11.68 Mentoring can occur formally through mentoring programs or informally through 

relationships with other people. Young people need guidance in order to mature into 
responsible adjusted adults. They need role models to look up to, and heroes, both 
real and fictional, in whose footsteps they wish to follow.803  

11.69 The Committee heard from young people themselves about their interest in being 
guided by role models in the wider community. Having opportunities to listen to 
motivational speakers headed the list of recommendations by students of St Francis 
de Sales Primary School, Woolooware: 

Motivational speakers are used widely in the corporate world to achieve results. We 
also found they are commonly used amongst athletes to inspire success. Although 
these companies and athletes are dealing with different issues to those we have 
highlighted, they are trying to achieve the common goal of resilience and persistence to 
achieve or overcome a great challenge. From our research we have discovered that 
motivational speakers create a better understanding among students by sharing 
experiences that can be compared to those commonly experienced by young children. 
They also encourage children to develop positive character traits by motivating them to 
set high standards for themselves by detailing how they overcome difficulties in their 
lives.804
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Examples of mentoring programs 
11.70 Mentoring programs have been initiated by Commonwealth, state and local 

government, non-government organisations and the private sector, and can be 
implemented in different settings such as school and out of school hours care. At a 
state government level, for example, DET has a variety of mentoring programs that 
are being implemented in schools. 

11.71 The Plan-It Youth Community Mentoring Program (Plan-It Youth) is a school-based 
program for students who are potential early school leavers. The program links 
community members with young people who may need extra support to continue at 
school, or to prepare for transition from school to work or further education.805 Plan-It 
Youth was initiated as a pilot program by the Dusseldorp Skills Forum in some 
secondary schools in 1999. DET assumed funding responsibility in 2002, and the 
program now operates in 77 schools in eight of the 10 DET regions across New 
South Wales. 806 

11.72 Various mentoring programs for smoother transition to high school have been 
developed. The submission from Waverley Council outlined a number of such 
programs: 

One excellent program at Millers Point Youth Service had Lend Lease workers teamed 
with year 6 primary school students soon going to Sydney Secondary College to assist 
with their transition to high school. Another developed at Pagewood OOSH, run by 
Botany Bay Council, has high school students, who were former OOSH participants, 
return to the service on set days to assist staff with running activities. They also are 
given encouragement to talk of their high school experience with the older OOSH 
children. AASC are working with Better Futures and two high schools to have their 
supervisor training occur in one of their schools for appropriate students over 16 in 
2008.807  

11.73 Evidence to the Committee showed that mentoring relationships can develop in 
programs run by community organisations, even though they are not mentoring 
programs as such. The Marrickville South Interagency 8-12 school holiday program 
provides an example:  

This program has a positive impact on the community of offering children and families 
an alternative to spending time on the streets and from boredom at home and providing 
activities that engage them and are fun. The program also helps them learn how to 
share, respect one another and adults, honour boundaries and guidelines, through fun 
activities and games and interaction with young adult volunteers and community service 
workers. It is often a mentor relationship that is one of the most vital parts of growing 
up. There was evidence of these types of relationships throughout the week, in 
particular between the girls and some of the young women volunteers.808  

11.74 One of the well-known best practice programs is Big Brothers Big Sisters, provided in 
New South Wales through YWCA NSW. This is a nationally accredited program 
providing children and young people with positive adult role models who offer support 
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and friendship, achieved through a trusting relationship with a professionally trained 
adult volunteer.809 

11.75 Police and Community Youth Clubs (PCYCs) also provide mentoring to young 
people. The submission from Newcastle PCYC described the role which mentoring 
programs may play when there are communications difficulties between parents and 
their children: 

…parents become vital actors in mentoring and assisting their child with common 
problems arising during adolescence, including peer pressure and self-esteem issues. 
For many parents this is a daunting experience, often feeling inadequately equipped or 
trained to provide the help and support their child needs. This is often picked up on by 
the child, which in turn makes them either embarrassed or unable to talk to their parent. 
This is when organisations such as the Newcastle PCYC provide youth with the 
mentoring facility to talk about issues or problems they are unable to speak about with 
peers or parents… this process can be made more effective and beneficial in assisting 
the needs of the child if parents are more actively involved.810  

11.76 Mentoring has a special role to play in the transition from primary to high school and 
the support that young people need when moving to a new school. In some cases 
non-government organisations work with local schools to develop mentoring 
programs for students transitioning to high school. Ms Frances Trimboli, Regional 
Manager of YWCA New South Wales explained how such a partnership might work: 

In our role in the community, we are doing some scoping consultation around in-school 
mentoring programs. We have done mentoring previously, but we feel it is paramount—
and from the evidence we are gathering now we would like to have a program to start in 
years 5 and 6 and transit the kids through to years 7 and 8. In year 8 the wheels tend to 
fall off. We will have that relationship with those students, instead of it being part-time 
counsellors or a counsellor who has to work with hundreds of children. If we have a 
presence we can work with the school counsellor and with the support of the school 
staff, we can identify the kids that potentially will have challenges with that transition. 
We can work with them in the longer term during the transition period when they do 
reach high school years. 811

11.77 Intergenerational mentoring is now widely recognised as a valuable intervention 
strategy in the early years to give children and families support and promote 
wellbeing. Volunteers who are older people not connected to the immediate family 
can often give valuable support to young people in safe environments. Such mentors 
can provide opportunities to strengthen children’s links with their parents’ or 
grandparents’ cultures.812 

11.78 The Commonwealth Government has recently acknowledged the value of 
encouraging intergenerational skills transfer. The Golden Guru mentoring concept of 
retired people acting as mentors in economic and social life arose out of the Prime 
Minister’s 2020 Summit in 2008. The Commonwealth Government has committed $5 
million over four years to establish a pilot volunteer mentoring program. This program 
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will give recently retired professionals and tradespeople the chance to pass on their 
knowledge and skills to secondary students in Australian schools.813  

Funding 
11.79 Access to funding for mentoring programs is a major issue which has been identified 

in Australian-based research, and in evidence to the Inquiry. In 2007, the Youth 
Mentoring Network surveyed the 107 programs registered with the Network. Based 
on responses received from 62 programs, over three quarters of programs that 
responded to the survey involve children aged 13 to 15 years old being mentored. 
This is followed by young people aged 16 to 18 years old (62 per cent), 19 to 24 
years old (24 per cent) and children 0 to 12 years old (22 per cent).814 

11.80 More than a third of mentoring programs had annual funding which ceased on 
31 December 2007. Only two per cent of programs had access to an ongoing funding 
arrangement. The majority of program practitioners believed that there were not 
enough resources and services accessible in their community for children and young 
people (74 per cent). Funding was the largest factor identified to assist in developing 
mentoring programs (26 per cent); followed closely by professional development and 
training (21 per cent); networking (13 per cent); and promotion of mentoring, 
including sponsorship (11 per cent). 

11.81 Evidence to the Inquiry indicates clearly that the funding situation for mentoring 
programs continues to be tenuous. For example, the Committee was told that that 
the Aunties and Uncles program in Lismore requires ongoing reliable and recurrent 
funding to ensure ongoing delivery of the program in local communities.815  

11.82 Aunties and Uncles has operated in New South Wales since 1974 as an early 
intervention mentoring program which aims to build a better life for children who face 
social or emotional challenges, by linking them to volunteer ‘aunts’ and ‘uncles’ who 
provide friendship and mentoring. In 1979 the program began receiving funding from 
the DoCS. Today it receives some funding from DoCS, but relies primarily on 
community groups, clubs and individuals for the balance of its funding 
requirements.816  

11.83 The submission from RYDON outlined the impact of time-limited funding on the 
viability of a mentoring program, using the example of MADMAP, a mentoring project 
servicing the Maitland and Cessnock Local Government Areas. This project built 
positive relationships between young people aged 9 to 18 (who are at risk, have no 
significant adult in their lives, are carers of the adult in their lives etc) and a 
community mentor offering opportunity to engage in recreation and lifeskills activities, 
as well as to receive support from local youth services and MADMAP coordinator. 
This was a three year funded project through Area Assistance Scheme funds. 
However, according to RYDON, there is no other service in the Local Government 
Areas to replace it.
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Committee comment 
11.84 A significant body of research indicates the importance of a connection between 

young people and at least one person. Having an unrelated adult as an important 
person in a young person’s life may be particularly important as this is an age when 
young people separate out from their parents. Well-developed mentoring programs 
have been successful in helping young people at risk to achieve a range of personal, 
social and economic outcomes. 

11.85 However, the funding situation for mentoring programs is particularly problematic, 
with extremely limited access to ongoing funding. There is a need for recurrent 
funding to allow for the sustainability and expansion of well-formulated and positively 
evaluated mentoring programs that include children and young people in the middle 
years.  

11.86 In relation to peer support, evidence to the Inquiry indicates that well-designed 
programs providing peer support can have a range of positive outcomes. The 
Committee considers that peer support programs for children 9-14 years should form 
an essential part of early intervention programs available for this age group. 

11.87 The Committee notes the importance of providing early intervention programs for the 
9-14 age group and this is further discussed in Chapter 19 of this Report. In Chapter 
20, the Committee recommends developing a whole-of-government plan that 
includes key programs/approaches that are likely impact on multiple outcomes for 
children and young people 9-14 years and that the plan should also include a focus 
on early intervention. The Committee also recommends that the NSW government 
provide a state-wide funding stream for programs and services for 9-14 year olds that 
would complement the focus on 9-14 year-olds within the whole-of-government 
plan.818 

Better Futures 
11.88 Better Futures is an early intervention program for children and young people 9-18 

years.819 The program is in the process of being rolled out in a number of areas 
across the State, with a 2007/08 budget of $4.6 million.820 Currently, about 50 
projects are funded across various regions in New South Wales. Mr Paul Murphy of 
DoCS described the program to the Committee: 

… early intervention means early in the transition or early in the life of a problem—it has 
a focus on transitions in this age range—the transition from primary to high school, the 
transition from childhood to adulthood, and the transition from secondary school either 
to work or to further training and education. In essence, the focus of the program is to 
reduce risk factors during these transition periods and to enhance protective ones. In 
doing this we have a particular focus on promoting direct participation from young 
people.821
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Commissioner for Children and Young People Appointed, media release, 5 August 2009. 

820  Special Commission of Inquiry into Child Protection Services in NSW. 2008. Report of the special 
commission of inquiry into child protection services in NSW, conducted by Hon James Wood, vol. 1, 
p.1006. 

821  Mr Paul Murphy, NSW Department of Community Services, Transcript of evidence, 2 July 2008, p. 26. 
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11.89 One of the roles of the program is to build an evidence base about what is effective 
for this age group, with the ultimate aim of guiding other funding programs, as well by 
trialling particular models of service delivery, whether with young people as 
individuals or in the context of their families.822 

11.90 The Better Futures Regional Strategy has used the evidence about factors known to 
enable children and young people to attain the requisite resilience to identify three 
fields of activity: 
• keeping young people at school and improving their educational attainment; 
• strengthening key protective factors for young people and reducing risks; and 
• supporting young people at very high risk.823 

11.91 Evidence to the Inquiry discussed both the strengths and weaknesses of Better 
Futures. Several submissions from organisations that had received Better Futures 
funding expressed support for the program: 

Better Futures has provided our council with funding to do some capacity building 
across the whole service sector working with schools and out-of-school-hours [OOSH] 
providers, which has been very useful. We have done some great integrated planning 
... With a fairly minimal amount of funding we have achieved some excellent outcomes 
by adopting an integrated planning approach to activity provision across a whole bunch 
of sectors that never really communicated that well with each other before.824

11.92 Strong support for the program was expressed to the Committee by Professor 
Bennett of the NSW Centre for the Advancement of Adolescent Health, who noted 
that Better Futures is: 

…based on the evidence that keeping kids connected with school is important to 
building resilience and wellbeing; a focus on positive youth development, which is about 
engaging young people in meaningful activity within their communities, but also within 
their school; and it also mentions the importance of responding better and in a more 
coordinated way to the health needs of young people at risk. The most disadvantaged 
young people have the least access to health and supportive care.825

11.93 Professor Bennett also noted that, Better Futures is the only program of which he 
was currently aware that supports youth development activity out of school hours.826 

11.94 However, Mr Reynato Reodica of Youth Action and Policy Association suggested that 
it is difficult to discern the overall effectiveness of Better Futures: 

…it is difficult to get a real picture of Better Futures across the board. Our feedback is 
that in certain regions, it works better than in others. If some of the intentions around 
good participation of young people, and participation through the creation and design of 
Better Futures funded projects occur, that tends to improve service generally across the 

                                            
822  ibid., p. 28. 

  NSW Centre for the Advancement of Adolescent Health, Questions answered after hearing, 17 March 
2009, p. 8.  

823

Also, see Wise, M., Bennett, D. L., Alperstein, G. & Chown P. 2003. Better Futures for Young People: A 
discussion paper. NSW Centre for the Advancement of Adolescent health.  

824  Ms Margaret Brown, Waverley Council, Transcript of evidence, 17 March 2009, p. 1.  
825  Professor David Bennett, NSW Centre for the Advancement of Adolescent Health, Transcript of evidence, 

17 March 2009, p. 6. 
826  ibid., p. 8. 
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board … a lot of my comments come from piecemeal anecdotes of different people who 
have engaged in different projects.827

11.95 Evidence to the Inquiry identified difficulties associated with the funding of the Better 
Futures program. According to Southern Youth and Family Services the program is 
poorly funded. Funding has been frozen since approximately mid-2006 and no 
additional funding has been provided (other than for the larger recurrent funded 
services) since early 2007.828 Similarly, NCOSS suggested that the limitations in the 
funding and scope of Better Futures lead to a lack of focus and 
comprehensiveness.829 

11.96 Indeed, Ms Pauline O’Kane of Network of Community Activities commented that 
“compared to Families First, which is the under-8 program, Better Futures is almost 
the Cinderella of funding.” She also suggested that since responsibility for Better 
Futures was relocated from the Premier's Department to the Communities Division of 
DoCS it has diminished in both priority and importance, and that there are difficulties 
in the coordination of the program across New South Wales.830 

11.97 In addition to the level of funding, the Committee was also informed that non-
recurrent nature of much of the funding of Better Futures projects inevitably impacted 
negatively on their effectiveness.831 Ms O’Kane expressed similar concerns to the 
Committee: 

…there are a lot of pilot projects and they are almost like pilots to nowhere. There is 
minimal funding to do a very low-cost project and three years down the track it is non-
existent again. If there is a real commitment to this age group…there needs to be a 
commitment to the coordination and the funding that goes with it in the same way that 
Family First and a lot of under-8 projects have with those programs.832

11.98 In its submission, Southern Youth and Family Services also expressed its concerns 
about cumbersome planning processes of Better Futures: 

The emphasis on local planning and whole-of-government involvement quite simply 
worked against developing services and improved responses for adolescents. 
Government Departments were meant to improve and demonstrate improved early 
intervention for adolescents in their Departments. Very little data or evidence was ever 
provided.833

Committee comment 
11.99 The Committee strongly supports the emphasis in the Better Futures program on 

addressing risk and protective factors and its focus predominantly on the 9-14 age 
group. Evidence to the Inquiry suggests that some of the Better Futures funded 
projects have resulted in positive outcomes. However, the scale of the program 
precludes addressing the need for programs for this age group in any systematic 
manner, and there is a pressing need for funding for projects for this age group. 

                                            
827  Mr Reynato Reodica,Youth Action and Policy Association, Transcript of evidence, 17 March 2009, p. 26. 
828  Submission no. 54, Southern Youth and Family Services, p. 11. 
829  Ms Alison Peters, Council of Social Service of NSW, Transcript of evidence, 17 March 2009, p. 21. 
830  Ms Pauline O’Kane, Network of Community Activities, Transcript of evidence, 17 March 2009, p. 14. 
831  See, e.g. Submission no. 54, Southern Youth and Family Services, p. 7. 
832  Ms Pauline O’Kane, Network of Community Activities, Transcript of evidence, 17 March 2009, p. 14. 
833  Submission no. 54, Southern Youth and Family Services, p. 11. 
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11.100 The Committee considers that a genuine commitment to children and young people 
aged 9-14 years requires coordination and funding. Given that one of the aims of the 
Better Futures program is to provide evidence and research to guide other funding 
programs, and given the paucity of evaluative data in relation to such programs for 
this age group, the Committee also considers that it is essential that Better Futures 
programs are evaluated and that the results of the evaluations are made publicly 
available. 

11.101 Such a review should include evaluation of individual projects, an assessment of the 
co-ordinating mechanisms and the appropriateness of the model. It should be 
informed by a review of recent literature, input from stakeholders and 
recommendations for a ‘way forward’.  

 

RECOMMENDATION 33: The Committee recommends that, pursuant to 
s 11(d) of the Commission for Children and Young People Act 1998, the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People consult with the Minister for 
Community Services about conducting a comprehensive publicly available 
evaluation of the Better Futures program. 
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Chapter Twelve -  Safety and Security 
Child protection 
Introduction 
12.1 In November 2008, the Report of the Special Commission of Inquiry into Child 

Protection Services in NSW (the Wood Inquiry Report) was released. As that report 
comprehensively examined the child protection system in New South Wales, this 
chapter will only focus on the major themes that arose in the course of that Inquiry, 
particularly as they relate to 9-14 year olds. It will address early intervention and gaps 
in service provision for this age group, as well as outcomes for children and young 
people in out-of-home care. 

Statistical overview 
12.2 In 2007-08 the NSW Department of Community Services (DoCS) received 303,121 

child protection reports. This represents an increase of about 90 per cent over the 
159,643 reports received in 2001-02.834 The Wood Inquiry Report provided data on 
the number of NSW child protection reports by age. According to preliminary data for 
2007-08, 24 per cent of child protection reports were for young people aged 12-15 
years: 

Child protection reports by age, 2006-07 and 2007-08835

2007-08 Age group 2006-07 
preliminary 

Per cent of total 

<1 year 26,853 30,432 10% 
1-2 years 33,072 35,778 12% 
3-4 years 32,995 34,804 11% 
5-11 years 106,710 112,959 37% 

12-15 years 70,978 73,207 24% 
16-17 years 11,983 12,778 4% 
Not stated 3,442 3,019 1% 

100% Total 286,033 302,977 
 
12.3 Information about the most common reported issues was provided in the Wood 

Inquiry Report. In 2007/08 (preliminary) the seven most common primary reported 
issues in order were domestic violence, followed by neglect, physical abuse, carer 
drug and alcohol issues, psychological abuse, carer mental health and sexual 
abuse.836 From 2005-06 to 2007-08 domestic violence consistently accounted for 
one quarter of all reports made to DoCS. Just over one third of all child protection 

                                            
834  Special Commission of Inquiry into Child Protection Services in NSW. 2008. Report of the special 

commission of inquiry into child protection services in NSW, conducted by Hon James Wood, vol. 1, 
p.119. 

835  ibid., p. 123. 
836  ibid., p. 170. 
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reports during this period have had domestic violence listed as at least one of the 
reported issues.837  

12.4 Data is also available about children in out-of-home care. As at March 2008, 43.4 per 
cent (6,182) of children in out-of-home care were aged 5-11 years and 25.7 per cent 
(3, 657) were aged 12-15 years. The pattern of children and young persons in care 
by age does not appear to differ greatly by reference to Aboriginality, as shown in the 
graph below. The numbers for both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal children and young 
persons in out-of-home care tend to increase with age until around seven years, and 
then flatten out until 15 years when a sharp decrease occurs.838 

 
 

12.5 Aboriginal children and young people are over-represented in the child protection 
system. The submission from the Aboriginal Child, Family and Community Care State 
Secretariat (NSW) commented that, although a complete statistical breakdown by 
age of the number of Aboriginal children and young people in care is unavailable, it 
can be assumed that the numbers this age group would be similar to the overall 
statistics available for children and young people 0-18 years.839  

12.6 An Aboriginal child or young person is 15 times more likely to be the subject to a child 
protection report than a non-Aboriginal children or young person; and 10 times more 
likely to be placed in the out-of-home care system than a non-Aboriginal child or 
young person.840 

12.7 Aboriginal children and young persons also continue to be over-represented in 
reviewable deaths and, more broadly, feature disproportionately in the deaths of all 
children in New South Wales. In 2006, the deaths of 123 children were reviewable; 
twenty-five were Aboriginal children.841  

                                            
837  Special Commission of Inquiry into Child Protection Services in NSW. 2008. Report of the special 

commission of inquiry into child protection services in NSW, conducted by Hon James Wood, vol. 2, 
p.698; based on preliminary figures for 2007-08. 

838  ibid., vol. 1, p. 598. 
839  Submission no. 86, AbSec, p. 5. 
840  ibid. 
841  Special Commission of Inquiry into Child Protection Services in NSW. 2008. Report of the special 

commission of inquiry into child protection services in NSW, conducted by Hon James Wood, vol. 2, 
p.744. 
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Early Intervention 
12.8 A number of submissions noted the need for early intervention initiatives for children 

and young people. Barnardos Australia commented that to prevent entry into out-of-
home care, young people need changes to legislation and administrative 
arrangements to ensure that adequate helpful services reach the families of children 
‘in need’. Barnardos Australia noted that families need locally provided services 
instead of a “forensic investigative child protection approach where resources are 
absorbed in classifying not assisting.”842 

12.9 The Wood Inquiry Report noted that in an ideal world, early intervention services for 
vulnerable children would “form the greater proportion of the child and family welfare 
service provided by the State.”843  

12.10 In its submission NAPCAN noted the funding imbalance between the prevention of 
child abuse and neglect compared with remedial statutory intervention in the 
following stark figures: 

Currently in Australia for every $300 spent on remedial statutory intervention for 
children who have already been harmed, only $1 is spent on prevention of child abuse 
and neglect.844

12.11 The NSW Commissioner for Children and Young People agreed that the current 
system in New South Wales overemphasises the statutory response:  

We do not have a public health approach to child protection at the moment … A public 
health approach shifts that and says that we need to look at the primary, secondary and 
tertiary levels of protecting children. At the moment I think we probably look a bit at the 
secondary prevention levels and primarily at the tertiary levels.845

12.12 She went on to describe primary, secondary and tertiary levels of protecting children: 
By that I mean primary prevention being promoting wellbeing … and generally trying to 
grow up children and support families in a wellbeing way. So, that would be providing 
child and maternal support services, providing paid maternity leave that enabled 
mothers to look after their infants and so on. The secondary prevention level is trying to 
identify families or children where risk is beginning to emerge and to reduce that 
vulnerability. So, that would be services like sustained nurse home visiting or, in the 
case of the nine to 14 year old it might be the drug and alcohol services that work with 
parents and children to reduce alcohol abuse and so on. Then, there is the tertiary 
level, which is the statutory child protection service and treatment services and the out-
of-home care services that are available. 

So, to shift our system from what we have currently to a public health model requires 
much greater investment in the primary and secondary levels of protecting children. 
That also means whole population measures with primary prevention and also quite 
targeted levels with disadvantaged groups or high-risk groups.846

12.13 In its submission, NAPCAN reported on a Victorian study which found that as it was 
underlying problems such as low income, substance abuse or mental health issues 

                                            
842  Submission no. 21, Barnardos Australia, p. 3. 
843  Special Commission of Inquiry into Child Protection Services in NSW. 2008. Report of the special 

commission of inquiry into child protection services in NSW, conducted by Hon James Wood, vol. 1, 
p.207. 

844  Submission no. 79, NAPCAN, p. 16. 
845  Ms Gillian Calvert, Commission for Children and Young People, Transcript of evidence, 2 July 2008, p.45. 
846  ibid. 
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which brought families repeatedly to the attention of child protection authorities, a 
more effective response was to address those problems at an earlier stage:  

The report noted that helping families to deal with these problems required more 
sustained and less intrusive support than the services usually provided by child 
protection authorities. It highlighted the need for strengthened prevention and early 
intervention services as well as improved service responses for children and young 
people with longer-term involvement in the child protection system.847

12.14 A particular issue for children in the middle years is the lack of availability of services, 
including prevention and early intervention programs. Ms Jane Woodruff of 
UnitingCare Burnside highlighted this in evidence to the Committee: 

This age group is the group for which there are almost no formal services ... In many 
areas we just have either nothing or we have so few people on the ground that 
effectively it makes very little difference. It is a little bit like the home support workers in 
education you were referring to earlier. If the numbers are so great in their caseloads or 
the people they have to work with, then they make very little impact indeed.848

12.15 The Wood Inquiry Report also noted that currently there is no integrated, evidence-
based, state-wide, targeted early intervention program for the 9-14 age group.849 

12.16 A number of submissions discussed the applicability of the Brighter Futures program 
to children and young people in the middle years. Brighter Futures is a voluntary, 
targeted program designed for low- to medium-risk families who are encountering 
problems impacting on their ability to care for their children. It provides a differential 
entry point for lower risk families with children aged under nine years. In practice, 
however, the DoCS generally limits entry to families with children aged under three 
years. 850 

12.17 The aims of Brighter Futures are to: 
• reduce child abuse and neglect by reducing the likelihood of family problems 

escalating into crisis within the child protection system; 
• achieve long term benefits for children by improving intellectual development, 

educational outcomes and employment chances; 
• improve parent-child relationships and the capacity of parents to build positive 

relationships and raise stronger, healthier children; 
• break inter-generational cycles of disadvantage; and 
• reduce demand for services that otherwise might be needed down the track such 

as child protection, corrective or mental health services.851  
12.18 Families must have at least one vulnerability that, if not addressed, is likely to 

escalate and impact on a parent’s or care-giver’s capacity to parent, or on the 
wellbeing of the child or children. Family vulnerabilities include: 
• domestic violence; 

                                            
847  Submission no. 79, NAPCAN, pp. 7-8. 
848  Ms Jane Woodruff, UnitingCare Burnside, Transcript of evidence, 11 June 2008, p. 15. 
849  Special Commission of Inquiry into Child Protection Services in NSW. 2008. Report of the special 

commission of inquiry into child protection services in NSW, conducted by Hon James Wood, vol. 1, 
p.252. 

850  ibid., p. 234. 
851  ibid., p. 233. 
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• parental drug and alcohol misuse; 
• parental mental health issues; 
• limited extended family or social support; 
• parent(s) with significant learning difficulties and/or intellectual disability; 
• child behaviour management problems; and 
• lack of parenting skills/adequate supervision.852 

12.19 Families participating in Brighter Futures are assessed as likely to need services of 
approximately two years duration and to require case management and at least two 
of the following services: 
• quality children’s services which include any of the services that are licensed 

under the Children’s Services Regulation 2004, such as long day care, 
preschools, and family day care; 

• parenting programs which are designed to assist parents to enhance their 
parenting competencies by increasing their knowledge of child development and 
parenting practices; 

• home visiting, which is a structured support program to help parents develop 
coping and parenting skills. This includes: both professional and volunteer home 
visiting; providing information, practical support and advice about the care of 
babies and children; modelling good parenting practices; and assisting families to 
develop supportive networks.853  

12.20 There are currently three entry pathways to the Brighter Futures program. The first 
involves a report of risk of harm to, or a request for Brighter Futures assistance from, 
DoCS. The second pathway is via a referral from a community agency or individual to 
a Lead Agency.854 A third, currently being trialled, is a direct referral of families from 
the Aboriginal Maternal and Infant Health Strategy to this program. Regardless of the 
pathway into the Brighter Futures program, it is DoCS that makes the eligibility 
decision.855 

12.21 About $260 million has been committed to expanding the New South Wales early 
intervention system with the establishment of the Brighter Futures program. This has 
included an additional 350 caseworkers within DoCS Community Service Centres, 
and the provision of $150 million to Lead Agencies and their partners to provide 
these services.856  

                                            
852  Special Commission of Inquiry into Child Protection Services in NSW. 2008. Report of the special 

commission of inquiry into child protection services in NSW, conducted by Hon James Wood, vol. 1, 
p.234. 

853  ibid., p. 234. 
854  Lead Agencies are contracted by DoCS to facilitate and manage the provision of Brighter Futures services 

in a nominated area. The Lead Agency undertakes referral, assessment and ongoing case management 
of families in the program; and also oversees and coordinates the delivery of Brighter Futures funded 
service options within a planning area.  
See NSW Department of Community Services. 2007. Brighter Futures caseworker manual, abridged 
version, p. 12.  

855  Special Commission of Inquiry into Child Protection Services in NSW. 2008. Report of the special 
commission of inquiry into child protection services in NSW, conducted by Hon James Wood, vol. 1, 
p.234. 

856  ibid., p. 231. 
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12.22 In response to the recommendations of the Wood Inquiry, the NSW Government will 
provide an additional 200 places in the Brighter Futures program immediately, with 
further extension dependant on the outcomes of the current evaluation.857  

12.23 The external evaluation of the efficacy of Brighter Futures commenced in 2006 and 
will continue until 2010. An interim evaluation provided some initial data but did not 
draw any conclusions. Initial data indicated that as at October 2007, 975 families had 
participated in the program, with 882 families continuing to participate, while 93 had 
left the program.858 Of those 975 families, 780 (including 1,711 children) had been 
reported to DoCS, with a total of 6,976 reports received by the Helpline within 24 
months prior to entering the program. Of those reports, the most frequent primary 
reported issues were domestic violence (30 per cent), disability of carer (15 per cent) 
and risk of physical, psychological or sexual harm/injury (13 per cent). While 
inadequate clothing, nutrition, shelter or supervision made up 12 per cent of the 
reported issues.859  

12.24 Although Brighter Futures is yet to be fully evaluated, there have been initial positive 
reports of the program’s operation,860 including in evidence given to the Wood Inquiry 
by the Benevolent Society of NSW: 

Brighter Futures really lays out that concern and they have a well designed program in 
terms of its components. It has set a benchmark in Australia about setting out 
provisions of childcare in terms of an early intervention and prevention project. They 
have really led the way on that. It is a long term project that has sustainability and tries 
to meet those needs long term, and a lot of thought and good research has gone into 
it.861

12.25 The potential benefits of the expansion of Brighter Futures to an older age group 
were referred to in evidence given to the Inquiry by service providers, such as Mid 
Richmond Neighbourhood Centre,862 UnitingCare Burnside,863 and NCOSS.864 
Southern Youth and Family Services also commented that the design of such a 
program would require some modifications and suggested obtaining input from youth 
services into the program design.865 

12.26 DoCS has also recommended the establishment of a targeted early intervention 
program with recurrent funding for vulnerable families with children aged 9-14 years, 

                                            
857  NSW Department of Premier and Cabinet. 2009. Keep them safe, a shared approach to child wellbeing, 

p. 65. 
858  Special Commission of Inquiry into Child Protection Services in NSW. 2008. Report of the special 

commission of inquiry into child protection services in NSW, conducted by Hon James Wood, vol. 1, 
p.236. 

859  ibid., p. 237. 
860  See, e.g., Ms Noeline Olive, Casino Neighbourhood Centre, Transcript of evidence, 5 August 2008, p. 10. 
861  Special Commission of Inquiry into Child Protection Services in NSW. 2008. Report of the special 

commission of inquiry into child protection services in NSW, conducted by Hon James Wood, vol. 1, 
p.237. 

862  Ms Gretchen Young, Mid Richmond Neighbourhood Centre, Transcript of evidence, 5 August 2008, p. 15. 
863  Submission no. 76, UnitingCare Burnside, p. 15.  
 See also Ms Jane Woodruff, CEO UnitingCare Burnside, Transcript of evidence, 17 March 2009, p. 21. 
864  Ms Alison Peters, Council of Social Service of NSW, Transcript of evidence, 17 March 2009, p. 21. 
865  Southern Youth and Family Services, Correspondence in response to questions, 4 May 2009, p. 1. 



Children and Young People Aged 9-14 Years in NSW: The Missing Middle 

Safety and Security 

 Report No. 5/54 – September 2009 175 

with priority access to Aboriginal children and their families.866 The Wood Inquiry 
agreed with this recommendation, but noted that any extension to this age group is 
currently unfunded. The report stated that evidence about what works from research, 
the literature and similar effective programs in other jurisdictions should determine 
program settings. It goes on to recommend that Brighter Futures be extended 
progressively to provide services to children aged 9-14 years, with priority of access 
to services for Aboriginal children and their families.867 

12.27 In its response to the Wood Inquiry Report, the NSW Government has undertaken to 
consider the extension of Brighter Futures for children aged 9-14. However, the NSW 
Government notes that further examination of the evidence base is required before 
an appropriate evidence-based model for this group can be developed.868 

Committee Comment 
12.28 The Committee considers that the establishment of a Brighter Futures type program 

for 9-14 year-olds should be a priority, given the lack of services for this age group 
and the difficulty experienced by the DoCS in prioritising this age group. There is 
evidence of support from non-government organisations, DoCS and the Wood Inquiry 
Report for an expansion of this program.  

12.29 The Committee agrees that consideration should be given to an appropriate 
evidence-based model for this program. Given the extent of evidence to the 
Committee’s Inquiry supporting the need for after school activities/care for this age 
group, facilitating access of children and young people to activities and care after 
school should be considered as a potential component of the model. The Committee 
believes that consideration should be given to appropriateness of providing parent 
education (see Chapter 11), school holiday programs/vacation care (see Chapter 4) 
and homework support/tutoring as core components of this program (see Chapter 
13). 

 

RECOMMENDATION 34: The Committee recommends that the Minister for 
Community Services facilitate the development of a Brighter Futures-type 
model to be extended progressively to provide services to children aged 9-14 
years, with priority of access to services for Aboriginal children and their 
families. 

The Committee further recommends that the Commissioner for Children and 
Young People be consulted on the development of the proposed Brighter 
Futures-type model. 
 

                                            
866  Special Commission of Inquiry into Child Protection Services in NSW. 2008. Report of the special 

commission of inquiry into child protection services in NSW, conducted by Hon James Wood, vol. 1, 
p.252. 

867  Special Commission of Inquiry into Child Protection Services in NSW. 2008. Report of the special 
commission of inquiry into child protection services in NSW, conducted by Hon James Wood, vol. 1, 
p.386. 

868  NSW Department of Premier and Cabinet. 2009. Keep them safe: a shared approach to child wellbeing, 
p.8. 
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Domestic Violence 
12.30 Domestic violence can have a major impact on children and young people. The 

impact of domestic violence on children and young people 9-14 years was starkly 
described in the submission from NSW Women’s Refuge Child Support Workers:  

In some ways the needs of this target group have been neglected to the point that some 
may never recover from their experience of domestic violence and some will remain 
dysfunctional to a greater or lesser degree than is satisfying for themselves in their 
adult lives or for the community. Their rights to safety, a secure, safe home, health and 
an education has been disrupted and denied so that it is essential that any supports 
must address these vital areas before we can give a new view other than a day to day 
existence for children who experience domestic violence. We want children to have a 
worthwhile future but children themselves need to believe there is a tomorrow that is not 
without hope. Not all children are resilient and many need substantial support to 
flourish. Those children who do have a measure of resilience should not be left to 
depend on their own resources.869

12.31 Links have been drawn between experiences of domestic violence and youth suicide. 
The submission from NSW Women’s Refuge Child Support Workers argued that 
addressing the experience of domestic violence and child sexual assault in the age 
group 9-14 will ultimately reduce youth suicide rates.870 The submission also 
commented on the impact of exposure to domestic violence on school performance, 
identifying need for educational support such as tutoring: 

This should not be seen as another role for teachers but rather, engaging professionals 
through negotiation with the business world or engaging teachers in their final year of 
training. Such a scheme would need to ensure that such tutors are trained to work with 
children who have or are experiencing trauma. There may be different approaches 
required and different achievement levels for children who experience domestic 
violence. It must also be a requirement that any person working with children must have 
a police check.871

12.32 The submission further noted that Aboriginal children’s needs should be a high 
priority, given the prevalence of domestic violence experienced in many of their 
communities.872  

12.33 Ms Ricci Bartel from Fairfield Migrant Resource Centre told the Committee about the 
lack of services for children affected by domestic violence: 

In a family violence situation there are no services. We have a domestic violence 
support program, but there are no services that look after the children that are in that 
kind of a setting, and they are the ones that are going to grow up and either be very 
introverted and socially not very apt or confident or they are going to be victims 
themselves or they are going to be perpetrators. Yet we do not have anything that looks 
at that age group, and again, if such services get created there has to be a different 
layer of people of a core background.873  

12.34 The Wood Inquiry recommended integrated models of service provision for women 
and children who experience domestic violence, concluding that: 

                                            
869  Submission no. 19, NSW Women’s Refuge Child Support Workers, p.6.  
870  ibid., p. 11. 
871  ibid., p. 12. 
872  ibid., p. 7. 
873  Ms Ricci Bartel, Fairfield Migrant Resource Centre, Transcript of evidence 8 August 2008, p. 14. 
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…integrated services which are built on evidence based casework, clear guidelines for 
intervention, quality training and supervision and effective interagency collaboration 
form the basis of the appropriate response to domestic violence in the child protection 
context.874  

12.35 Integrated models, may include any or all of the following: domestic and family 
violence services, child protection agencies, housing services, police, correctional 
services, community, women and child support agencies and schools. Domestic and 
family violence is also often just one ‘problem’ in the lives of these families who may 
require the resources of multiple services.875  

12.36 Benchmarks against which proposed interventions are tested include that wherever 
possible services should be co-located or operated from a ‘hub’; and that any 
response should be integrated and coordinated and involve - at least - NSW Police, 
Department of Housing, Department of Health and relevant non-government 
organisations.876  

12.37 In its response to the Wood Inquiry, the NSW Government has supported the 
recommendation regarding integrated and co-located services;877 and the Wood 
Inquiry’s recommendation for the development of co-located child and family services 
servicing Aboriginal communities involving health and education services.878 The 
NSW Government has committed the following amounts to specific domestic and 
family violence projects over four years (2007 to 2011): 

 
NSW Government domestic and family violence projects 

Domestic Violence Court Intervention Model  $8.4 million 
Integrated Case Management  $12.0 million 
Non-government Sector Grants  $8.0 million 
Staying Home Leaving Violence  $5.1 million 
Court Assistance Scheme  $2.6 million 
Indigenous Programs (to be announced)  $3.6 million 
Police Equipment  $0.5 million 
Total  $40.2 million 

 
12.38 In addition, $8 million will be spent on remote witness facilities that are expected to 

assist victims of domestic and family violence when giving evidence in prosecutions 
of perpetrators.879  

                                            
874  Special Commission of Inquiry into Child Protection Services in NSW. 2008. Report of the special 

commission of inquiry into child protection services in NSW, conducted by Hon James Wood, vol. 2, 
p.712. 

875  Special Commission of Inquiry into Child Protection Services in NSW. 2008. Report of the special 
commission of inquiry into child protection services in NSW, conducted by Hon James Wood, vol. 2, 
p.711. 

876  ibid., p.733. 
877  NSW Department of Premier and Cabinet. 2009. Keep them safe: a shared approach to child wellbeing, 

p.64. 
878  ibid. 
879  Special Commission of Inquiry into Child Protection Services in NSW. 2008. Report of the special 

commission of inquiry into child protection services in NSW, conducted by Hon James Wood, vol. 2, 
p.715. 
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12.39 The NSW Department of Premier and Cabinet is developing a strategic framework to 
underpin state-wide responses to family and domestic violence.880 The Commission 
has recommended to the Committee that the NSW Framework on Family and 
Domestic Violence specifically address the needs of children and young people, 
including better integration of criminal and support services and the removal of the 
offender rather than the child in violent situations.881 For example, interventions that 
remove the offender from the home - rather than the mother and child - enable the 
child to continue schooling, an important source of support.882  

Committee comment 
12.40 Evidence to the Inquiry indicates that there is a gap in service provision for children 

and young people who have been exposed to domestic violence, which addresses 
their needs separately from those of their mother. Particularly, there is a requirement 
to ensure their educational and health needs are addressed. 

12.41 The Committee notes that domestic violence is a major factor for families currently 
participating in Brighter Futures for 0-8 years. Accordingly, an extension of the 
Brighter Futures program to include 9-14 year olds would increase service provision 
to children and young people in this age group who have been exposed to domestic 
violence.  

 

RECOMMENDATION 35: The Committee recommends that the Department of 
Premier and Cabinet ensure that strategies to address the needs of children 
and young people exposed to domestic violence are included in the NSW 
Domestic and Family Violence Framework. 

The Committee further recommends that the Commissioner for Children and 
Young People be consulted on the development of any such strategies. 
 

Services and interventions for this age group 
12.42 An expansion of the Brighter Futures model to include 9-14 year olds would address 

some of the gaps in service provision to this age group. Evidence given to the Inquiry 
suggested that DoCS does not prioritise this age group,883 and there are difficulties in 
getting DoCS to respond to reports of risk of harm relating to 9-14 year olds.884 

12.43 Southern Youth and Family Services made similar comments: 
…the Department of Community Services is unable to provide the necessary case 
management and casework interventions to adequately support and address the issues 
for the young person and the family. This has led to groups such as the "under one year 
olds" being prioritised. While we accept the higher level of vulnerability of babies, we 
believe that all children and young people deserve to be prioritised with regard to need 

                                            
880  Office for Women’s Policy. 2008. Discussion Paper on NSW Domestic and Family Violence Strategic 

Framework, NSW Department of Premier and Cabinet. 
881  Submission no. 90, NSW Commission for Children and Young People, p. 13. 
882  Commission for Children and Young People, Questions answered after hearing, 15 April 2009, p. 5. 
883  See, e.g., Submission no. 14, Richmond Valley Council, p. 2; Submission no. 21, Barnardos Australia, p. 

4; and Ms Elaine Hirst, Community First Step, Transcript of evidence 8, August 2008, p. 14. 
884  Ms Julie Ann Robinson, Marrickville Youth Resource Centre, Transcript of evidence, 11 June 2008, pp. 

52-53. 
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and it is unacceptable that adolescents are not considered a high priority. There are 
many unallocated cases in DoCS and these are mainly young people and again we are 
referring to young people aged thirteen and fourteen years.885  

12.44 Evidence to this Inquiry suggests that many children and young people in this age 
group are not receiving formal DoCS intervention. In their submission, Southern 
Youth and Family Services provided data that showed an increase in the proportion 
of their clients for whom the DoCS has no formal responsibility: 

This year 26% of our clients were under 16 year[s] but only 10% had involvement with 
DoCS. In 2005/2006 33% were under 16 years and only 14% involved with DoCS In 
2004/2005 31% were under 16 years and 13% were involved with DoCS. In previous 
years 50% were under 16 years but half were involved with DoCS.886

12.45 Inadequate service provision can have a profound impact on the lives of children and 
young people. A case study provided in the submission from Central Illawarra Youth 
Services illustrated the impact of inadequate service provision: 

Graham is a young man who is now 14 years old. I have been working with Graham 
and his mum Sandy for around 6 years. Graham has grown up in the most horrific 
domestic violence … 

Graham and Sandy were well known to our local DoCS office. In fact I eventually learnt 
that DoCS had closed Graham’s case file because Sandy was not able to get Steve 
(her violent partner) to leave. So DoCS apparently simply decided it was too hard. My 
understanding is that Graham was around 7 years old when DoCS closed his case.  

As I got to know Graham and Sandy better, I learnt more about what Graham had been 
through. There are at least three occasions that Graham saved his mothers life, where 
Sandy was being beaten by Steve and Graham would attack him to turn the attention 
on himself. Graham has been programmed from an early age in the ‘fight or flight’ 
reflex. This has played out negatively in most school settings where Graham would 
either be fighting teachers or other school students.  

… After making numerous notifications to DoCS, as I learnt more about what Graham 
had lived through, I eventually rang my local member to complain I couldn’t get 
Graham’s case allocated in order to get DoCS to make a referral to specialist DV 
counsellor (that could only be accessed through a DoCS referral). This worked and we 
got our referral. 

This referral was the first successful concrete step, and over time Graham started to 
trust the counsellor and open up to her … However, the counsellor ended up leaving 
her job … so Graham was left hanging once more. 

… Graham is now at the age where it’s almost impossible to get him to consider any 
interventions. Graham now smokes dope, drinks alcohol, and is increasingly getting 
more and more involved with crime and other anti-social activities.  

I believe if there were a wider range of educational options for Graham, we could have 
kept him engaged in education (Graham affectively stopped going regularly to school 
around the age of 7-8). Even if Graham had received one on one teaching while he 
received intensive DV counselling, with well thought through return to normal class 
plans, this would have been cheaper than the costs Graham will inevitably cause the 
state now and into the future.887

                                            
885  Submission no. 54, Southern Youth and Family Services, p. 12. 
886  Submission no. 54, Southern Youth and Family Services, p. 5. 
887  Submission no. 47, Central Illawarra Youth services, pp. 1-2. 
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12.46 Several submissions identified a need for increased services for children and young 
people who have experienced abuse or neglect. According to NSW Women’s Refuge 
Child Support Workers, this is a particular problem in rural and remote areas: 

As health issues are currently causing concern in isolated communities and regional 
towns any initiatives that address the adult population’s health needs should be 
matched with services for children who have been victims of domestic violence or child 
sexual assault. 888

12.47 With respect to northern New South Wales, Clarence Valley Council informed the 
Committee that there is also only one sexual assault worker for the entire Clarence 
Valley. As the service operates only during office hours, a young person who is 
sexually assaulted outside of office hours must be transported to Lismore Base 
Hospital for care. Also, child victims of sexual assault are required to wait at least 6 
months to access the Coffs Harbour-based Child Sexual Assault Service, by which 
time the benefits of early counselling are lost.889 

12.48 Even within the Sydney Metropolitan region, there is a lack of specialised child 
protection services and as a result: 

…there have been many incidents of anti-social behaviour carried out by children as 
young as eight years old. Many of these episodes occur after business hours and 
during weekends when support agency services are closed due to a lack of available 
funding. The local Police have advised that in many instances, when a child is returned 
home, they would find their parents or carers inebriated or absent.890

12.49 Other evidence to the Inquiry commented about the lack of services for children 
affected by domestic violence. Services for children affected by domestic violence 
are discussed in more detail in the previous section about domestic violence. 

12.50 Gaps in the service system were also identified in the report of the Wood Inquiry. 
According to the report the services most frequently cited as deficient were mental 
health, drug and alcohol, sexual assault services, PANOC (Physical Abuse and 
Neglect of Children) services, medical forensic services, counselling services for 
families and children (including domestic violence counselling), allied health services 
especially speech therapy, services for men, services for perpetrators, and 
assessment and treatment services for children in out-of-home care.891 

12.51 The Wood Inquiry also heard of the poor availability of parenting interventions in 
some parts of the State, including a lack of culturally specific parenting programs for 
Aboriginal people, despite courts requiring some Aboriginal parents to attend such 
courses. There were also greater difficulties in accessing health services of these 
kinds in regional New South Wales.892  

12.52 Ultimately, the Wood Inquiry recommended the establishment of integrated, multi-
disciplinary and co-located services, wherever practicable. These services should 
cover the continuum of universal, secondary and tertiary services and target 

                                            
888  Submission no. 19, NSW Women’s Refuge Child Support Workers, p. 7. 
889  Submission no. 84, Clarence Valley Council, p. 3. 
890  Submission no. 46, Randwick City Council, p. 3. 
891  Special Commission of Inquiry into Child Protection Services in NSW. 2008. Report of the special 
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transition points for children and young people providing assistance in the following 
circumstances: 
• where a report to the NSW Department of Community Services does not meet the 

statutory threshold, but it is considered that the child or young person is in need of 
assistance and the child or young person or family is referred to the newly created 
Regional Intake and Referral Service; 

• where families are assessed by the Helpline as meeting the criteria for Brighter 
Futures; or 

• where children and young persons who are assessed as in need of a response 
within 72 hours with a risk assessed as less than high, or as in need of a 
response within less than 10 days and who do not meet the criteria for Brighter 
Futures. 893 

12.53 The Wood Inquiry also recommended the development of co-located child and family 
centres servicing Aboriginal communities, involving health and education.894  

12.54 Some guidance in developing an appropriate model of service is offered by elements 
of UnitingCare Burnside‘s Family Learning Centre at Ermington and services 
provided by organisations such as Barnardos Australia and Southern Youth and 
Family Services. Ms Louise Voigt of Barnardos Australia discussed the benefits of 
co-located services with the Committee: 

I fully support the need for such centres, particularly for this age group. A number of 
children who come to notice during this age group do not come to notice when they are 
much younger, often because of antisocial behaviour, or they have been picked up by 
schools because of a lack of supervision or a lack of attention by their families. 
Therefore, it is important to have a range of service provision for children. Co-location is 
one of the good ways of ensuring that that happens.895

12.55 Southern Youth and Family Services also commented on some of the benefits and 
limitations of a co-located model: 

This type of model may work well in some areas but not all. For example it may work 
well in larger cities because of the numbers of clients in the same location but may not 
work as well in rural areas where transport is a problem and the clients are scattered 
over a larger area.  

Our Organisation presents a good example of an amalgamated model that operated on 
various sites. Clients can access any of our programs along the continuum and may 
only have to undergo one assessment. The benefit of this is that if young people do not 
feel comfortable attending one site for whatever reason they may be able to receive a 
service at another location. Some of our services also operate under a flexible outreach 
model where families and young people can be seen in their own homes or other such 

                                            
893  The services would include programs (amongst others), such as parenting education; routine screening 

for domestic violence; breakfast programs; parenting education; counselling services; school counselling; 
the Home School Liaison Program; accommodation and rental assistance; drug and alcohol counselling 
and rehabilitation services; sexual assault counselling; allied health services such as speech pathology 
and mental health services.  

 Special Commission of Inquiry into Child Protection Services in NSW. 2008. Report of the special 
commission of Inquiry into child protection services in NSW, conducted by Hon James Wood, vol. 1, 
p.385. 

894  Special Commission of Inquiry into Child Protection Services in NSW. 2008. Report of the special 
commission of inquiry into child protection services in NSW, conducted by Hon James Wood, vol. 1, 
p.386. 

895  Ms Louise Voigt, Barnardos Australia, Transcript of evidence, 17 March 2009, p. 38. 
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non threatening environments. It is our belief that there needs to be a range of options 
and flexibility within these.896

12.56 They also stressed that the model would need to be tailored to 9-14 year olds, 
including provision for after hours operations, late closing times, meal programs, food 
services, be in central locations, need close access to transport, have group rooms, 
meeting rooms and lots of spaces.897 The experience of Southern Youth and Family 
Services is that, otherwise, these children and young people will avoid large co-
located services and continue to seek out youth specific services.898 On this point, 
the Committee notes that youth services provide an existing service model which is 
appealing to many young people and consultation and involvement of youth services 
in the planning and development of co-located services could result in a shared 
model of service delivery.  

Committee comment 
12.57 Evidence to the Inquiry has identified gaps in service provision for this age group in 

relation to child protection, including difficulties encountered by services in getting 
DoCS to respond to risk of harm reports for this age group as well as unallocated 
case within DoCs mainly among young people. Evidence has also identified gaps in 
services for children and young people who have experienced abuse and neglect, 
including domestic violence, which is also reflected the findings of the Wood report.  

12.58 The Committee notes that the NSW Government has committed to investing $750 
million over five years to implementing Keep Them Safe: a shared approach to child 
wellbeing plan, in response to the Wood inquiry.899 In its response to the Wood 
Inquiry the NSW Government has supported the recommendations regarding the 
development of integrated, multi-disciplinary and co-located services.900 The 
Committee also supports these initiatives and considers that it is crucial that these 
co-located services include a range of services for children and young people 9-14 
years and their parents/carers. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 36: The Committee recommends, that pursuant to 
s 11(d) of the Commission for Children and Young People Act 1998, the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People consult with the Minister for 
Community Services about including a range of services for children and 
young people 9-14 years in the proposed integrated, multi-disciplinary and co-
located services (one stop shops). 
 

Out-of-home care 
12.59 The issues most commonly raised in evidence to the Inquiry about out-of-home care 

related to the health, education and wellbeing of children and young people therein. 

                                            
896  Southern Youth and Family Services, Correspondence in response to questions, 4 May 2009, p. 2. 
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898  Southern Youth and Family Services, Correspondence in response to questions, 4 May 2009, p. 3. 
899  NSW Government website. Budget 2009-10. 
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This is of particular concern as children and young people in out-of-home care 
experience poor outcomes across a range of important developmental areas: 

Children who go into long-term out-of-home care perform extremely badly on all the 
indicators—and, most tellingly of all, on health indicators and education indicators…. 
They tend to have babies very young, they tend to have mental health issues, they tend 
to be self-harming and suicide is higher among that group. They are more likely to end 
up in the criminal justice system. That is the research.901

12.60 Ms Jane Woodruff from UnitingCare Burnside discussed the health issues for this 
group with the Committee: 

Recent research by the Sydney Children's Hospital has shown that children in care 
under the age of 12 have high rates of physical, developmental and emotional health 
problems when compared to other children of their age. They have a poor uptake of 
immunisation and inadequate dental care. 902

12.61 Some evidence to the Committee identified poor outcomes in the area of education. 
For example, research shows that while 80 per cent of children and young people 
living at home with their families in New South Wales complete their Higher School 
Certificate, less than 36 per cent of young people in care complete this critical 
educational milestone.903 This may be due to a disrupted educational experience 
caused by relocation or exclusion, which can in turn result in poor levels of 
educational attainment and impact negatively on the child or young person’s access 
to protective factors such as quality relationships with peers and teachers 904 

12.62 In 2008, the NSW Ombudsman conducted a review of a group of children aged 10 to 
14 in out-of-home care and under the parental responsibility of the Minister.905 The 
review identified shortcomings in areas such as: 
• documenting in departmental case files of relevant health screening;  
• documenting in departmental case files of children’s health and developmental 

progress; and, 
• meeting educational needs.906  

12.63 A case file audit in relation to the needs of children aged between 9 and 14 years in 
out-of-home care was also conducted by the Office for Children-Children’s Guardian 
in 2006-07.907 The audit monitored the provision of out-of-home care by designated 
agencies by focusing on the extent to which case management and casework 
practice is compliant with the Children and Young Persons (Care and Protection) Act 
1998 (and its Regulations and relevant NSW out-of-home care standards).908  

                                            
901  Louise Voigt, Barnardos Australia, Transcript of evidence, 11 June 2009, p. 10. 
902  Ms Jane Woodruff, UnitingCare Burnside, Transcript of evidence, 11 June 2009, p. 12. 
903  See UnitingCare Burnside, Questions answered after hearing, 11 June 2008, p. 1. 
904  Submission no. 76, UnitingCare Burnside, p. 19. 
905  This included interviews with children’s caseworkers and/or casework managers, children’s carers and 

other relevant service providers. Where appropriate children were offered the opportunity to be involved in 
the review.  

 NSW Ombudsman. 2009. Review of a group of children aged 10 to 14 in out-of-home care and under the 
parental responsibility of the Minister of Community Services, p. 4. 

906  NSW Ombudsman. 2009. Review of a group of children aged 10 to 14 in out-of-home care and under the 
parental responsibility of the Minister of Community Services, pp. 8-11. 
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12.64 According to the submission from the NSW Office for Children/Children’s Guardian, 
of particular concern was non-compliance in relation to health records, particularly 
immunization details and consent arrangements for the use of psychotropic 
medications; education records; review of behaviour management issues; and the 
participation of children and parents in case conferences. An emerging pattern also 
showed that non-compliance in these areas was generally greater for Indigenous 
children than non-Indigenous children.

 

 

                                           

909  
12.65 The Committee is pleased to note that in 2008-09, the Children’s Guardian 

conducted a targeted audit to examine practice related to meeting the health needs 
of children and young people in out-of-home care.910  

12.66 Access to services is a major issue for children and young people in out-of-home 
care, as is identified in the submission from UnitingCare Burnside: 

There are 10,623 children and young people in out-of-home care in New South Wales. 
We know that children and young people in care often have difficulty in accessing 
health, education, housing, welfare services and employment. They may experience 
significant medical, psychological, developmental, educational and behavioural 
problems. Reduced and interrupted access to services means that early intervention 
and effective delivery of services may not take place, with an impact on both their 
immediate needs and long-term outcomes.911

12.67 There are a number of mechanisms that have been put in place in relation to access 
to services. The NSW Department of Health has worked collaboratively with DoCS to 
develop a Memorandum of Understanding aimed at securing priority access to the 
NSW Department of Health’s services for children and young people who fall within 
the target client group.912  

12.68 A Mental Health Addendum to the Memorandum of Understanding is being 
developed to strengthen the arrangements as set out in the NSW Government 
Interagency Guidelines for Child Protection Intervention. The addendum will focus 
specifically on the mental health needs of this vulnerable group of children and will 
provide a guide for appropriate referrals, ascertainment of need and jointly planned 
intervention.913 

12.69 There is also a Memorandum of Understanding between the DoCS and the NSW 
Department of Education and Training in relation to educational services for children 
and young persons in out-of-home care. The objectives of this Memorandum of 
Understanding are to: 
• clarify the roles and responsibilities of the two departments in meeting the needs 

of children and young people in out-of-home care who are attending a NSW 
Government school; 

• ensure that children and young people in out-of-home care receive appropriate 
support at those stages, or in those circumstances in their school life, where 
coordinated service delivery through information sharing, or case planning or 
management is beneficial. 

 
909  ibid., pp. 8-9.  
910  Submission no. 111, NSW Office for Children- Children’s Guardian, pp. 12-13. 
911  Submission no. 76, UnitingCare Burnside, p. 44. 
912  Submission no. 87, NSW Government. p. 24. 
913  ibid., p. 24. 
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• provide for the development of individual education plans on a case-by-case 
basis, as appropriate; and for responding to requests from DoCS, an authorised 
carer, or a child, or young person in care, for learning support, based on identified 
need.914 

12.70 The Wood Inquiry examined the literature about outcomes for children and young 
people in out-of-home care and their access to services in some depth and made a 
number of recommendations that relate to improving access to services for children 
and young people in out-of-home care. These include: 
• recommendation 16.3. Within 30 days of entering out-of-home care, all children 

and young persons should receive a comprehensive multi-disciplinary health and 
developmental assessment. A mechanism for monitoring, evaluating and 
reviewing access and achievement of outcomes should be developed by the 
NSW Department of Health and the NSW Department of Community Services. 

• recommendation 16.4. NSW Health should appoint an out-of-home care 
coordinator in each Area Health Service and at The Children’s Hospital at 
Westmead. 

• recommendation 16.5. The Department of Education and Training should appoint 
an out-of-home care coordinator in each region. 

• recommendation 16.6. The NSW Government has the responsibility to ensure 
that all children and young persons removed from their parents and placed in its 
care receive adequate health treatment. Thus, there should be sufficient health 
services including speech therapy, mental health and dental services to treat, as a 
matter of priority, children and young persons in out-of-home care.915 

• recommendation 16.8. Within 30 days of entering out-of-home care, all pre-school 
and school aged children and young persons should have an individual education 
plan prepared for them which is reviewed annually by the Department of 
Education and Training and by the responsible caseworker. A mechanism for 
monitoring, evaluating and reviewing access and achievement of outcomes, 
should be developed by the Department of Education and Training and the NSW 
Department of Community Services.916  

12.71 In its response to the Wood Inquiry Report the NSW Government supported all of the 
above recommendations.917  

                                            
914  Special Commission of Inquiry into Child Protection Services in NSW. 2008. Report of the special 

commission of inquiry into child protection services in NSW, conducted by Hon James Wood, vol. 2, 
p.670.  

915  Special Commission of Inquiry into Child Protection Services in NSW. 2008. Report of the special 
commission of inquiry into child protection services in NSW, conducted by Hon James Wood, vol. 2, 
p.689. 

916  Recommendation 16.8 was supported in part. The Government will support individual education plans for 
children in all Government schools and will further examine appropriate measures to support children in 
out-of-home care that attend preschools and non-government schools.  

 NSW Department of Premier and Cabinet. 2009. Keep them safe: a shared approach to child wellbeing, 
p.82. 

917  NSW Department of Premier and Cabinet. 2009. Keep them safe: a shared approach to child wellbeing, 
pp. 80-82. 
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Committee comment 
12.72 The issues most commonly raised in evidence to the Inquiry about out-of-home care 

related to the health, education and wellbeing of these children and young people. 
There is substantial evidence that children and young people in out-of-home care 
have very poor outcomes, including in health and education. 

12.73 This has been recognised in the NSW Government’s commitment to implementing 
the recommendations of the Wood Inquiry Report relating to the health and education 
of children and young people in out-of-home care. The Committee considers that it is 
essential that the implementation and outcomes of these recommendations are 
monitored, evaluated and reviewed and made publicly available, to ensure that 
services are being provided in a timely manner and that they are making a difference. 

12.74 The Committee also sees a continued role for the NSW Ombudsman in reviewing the 
health education and other needs of a group of children and young people in the 
middle years and for the Office for Children/Children’s Guardian to undertake case 
file audits in relation to these needs. The Committee considers that these two 
agencies should, in communication with each other, undertake such reviews/audits 
once the relevant recommendations stemming from the Wood Inquiry have been 
implemented for a reasonable period. If possible, these should also examine access 
to social and recreational activities. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 37: The Committee recommends that, pursuant to 
s 11(d) of the Commission for Children and Young People Act 1998, the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People consult with the Minister for 
Health and the Minister for Community Services about the feasibility of 
establishing a mechanism for reviewing and assessing access of children and 
young people in out-of-home care to health services. 
 

Access to social and recreational activities and tutoring 
12.75 The submission from UnitingCare Burnside recommended that the NSW Government 

adopt the NSW Guarantee for Kids in Care (the Guarantee). The Guarantee includes 
areas such as education, health, transition to independence and interests and 
opportunities,918 and would give a commitment to all children and young people in 
the care of the Minister for Community Services that the NSW Government would 
prioritise their needs, health and development and ensure that important services are 
appropriately available up to the age of 25.  

12.76 One area identified in the Guarantee, but not addressed by the Wood Inquiry, is the 
access of children and young people in care to social and recreational activities. 
Evidence to the Committee’s Inquiry has identified the importance of participation in 
sport and recreational activities as being critical to the development of children 9-14 
years, especially disadvantaged children. The Guarantee also identifies a need for 
extra support for children and young people in out of school hours care in relation to 
tutoring and access to activities.  

                                            
918  Submission no. 76, UnitingCare Burnside, p. 21 & p 44. 
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Committee Comment 
12.77 The Committee notes that the importance of access to sport and recreational 

activities and homework support for disadvantaged children and young people in this 
age group has been documented elsewhere in this Report. Given the poor outcomes 
of children and young people in out-of-home care the Committee considers that 
ensuring access for children and young people in out-of-home care to social and 
recreational activities as well as tutoring is essential.  

 

RECOMMENDATION 38: The Committee recommends that, pursuant to 
s 11(d) of the Commission for Children and Young People Act 1998, the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People consult with the Minister for 
Community Services about strengthening provisions for children and young 
people in out-of-home care to participate in social and recreational activities 
and in tutoring. 
 

Juvenile justice 
Children whose first juvenile justice supervision order occurs before the age of 15 … 
represent a particularly disadvantaged and high-risk group of the Australian population, 
characterised by high levels of socioeconomic stress, low levels of educational 
attainment, significant physical and mental health needs, and a history of drug and 
alcohol abuse, physical abuse and childhood neglect.919

Introduction 
12.78 The reverse side of keeping children and young people safe from mistreatment is 

where their own anti-social or criminal behaviour requires some form of juvenile 
justice intervention. These typically involve the NSW Department of Juvenile Justice 
(DJJ), which shares responsibility for addressing juvenile offending with other 
agencies such as Justice Health, DoCS and DET. 

12.79 This section looks at the extent to which children and young people in the middle 
years experience some form of juvenile justice intervention. However, the Committee 
notes the recent announcement of a strategic review of juvenile justice policy and 
practice in New South Wales to ensure that DJJ is able to provide the best possible 
ways of reducing recidivism among young offenders. This review will focus on “a 
system wide audit of current juvenile justice policy, practice and strategies in New 
South Wales to reduce juvenile re-offending rates”.920 Accordingly, the Committee 
does not intend to examine the issue of offending among 9-14 year olds in great 
detail. Nonetheless, there were a number of significant issues relating to juvenile 
justice in New South Wales which the Committee considered warranted highlighting 
in the Report. 

                                            
919  Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. 2009. A picture of Australia’s children 2009, Canberra, p. 117.  
920  See NSW Department of Juvenile Justice website.  

The Committee also notes that the NSW Government has developed a Crime Prevention Framework to 
refocus strengths and coordinate activities at both State and local levels which aim to reduce crime levels, 
deter criminal activities, increase community safety and minimise the occurrence of anti social behaviour.  
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Who is in the juvenile justice system? 
12.80 During 2006–07 throughout Australia, a total of 2,337 children aged 10-14 years were 

under some form of juvenile justice supervision at some time.921 Of these, the great 
majority – some 80 per cent - were boys. Most children under supervision were aged 
14 years, and only 5 per cent were aged 10 or 11 years.922 With respect to New 
South Wales, for every 1,000 children and young people aged between ten and 
seventeen: 
• 11.6 had a criminal matter finalised in the Children’s Court; 
• 9.0 were convicted and/or sentenced in these finalised matters; 
• 3.0 were given sentences requiring the Department to supervise them in their 

community; and 
• 0.8 were sentenced to detention.923 

12.81 According to DJJ, young people in custody and on community service orders in New 
South Wales are predominantly young males aged between sixteen and seventeen 
years of age. Young women make up a small percentage of juveniles in custody, 
remaining stable at around six percent for several years. Children and young people 
less than 15 constitute about half the young people participating in youth justice 
conferences and on remand, and about a third of those under community supervision 
or sentenced to detention.924  

12.82 The Committee notes that some sub-groups of particularly vulnerable children and 
young people are over-represented in the juvenile justice system. These are as 
follows: 
• children and young with a disability. Approximately 88 percent of young people in 

custody and 40 per cent in the community reporting symptoms consistent with a 
psychiatric disorder;925 

• Indigenous children: of the nine percent of children under juvenile justice 
supervision aged under 13 years, 60 per cent were Indigenous. Indigenous 
children were also more likely to be younger than non-Indigenous children when 
they received their first supervision order;926 and 

• children not living at home: Bail provisions often include a condition that the child 
had somewhere to reside. The Committee heard evidence to the effect that some 
young people are detained due to a lack of appropriate placements.927 

12.83 Research has identified issues to do with accommodation for children and young 
people involved in the juvenile justice system during the court process and the 
response of DoCS: 

                                            
921  This constitutes a rate of 1.7 per 1,000 children, which is approximately twice the rate of England and 

Wales, but only one fifth of that of the United States. 
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. 2009. A picture of Australia’s children 2009, Canberra, p. 117. 
Throughout Australia, the age of 10 is the youngest at which a child may enter the juvenile justice system.  

922  Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. 2009. A picture of Australia’s children 2009, Canberra, p. 119. 
923  NSW Department of Juvenile Justice. 2008. Annual Report 2007-2008, p. 20. 
924  ibid., p. 22. 
925  ibid., p. 24. 
926  Submission no. 13, Public Interest Advocacy Centre, p. 3. 
927  Submission no. 54, Southern Youth and Family Services, p. 15. 
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… I’m not a cryer, but I cried last Friday at the bar table, because there were ten DoCS 
kids that were there and just had nowhere to go and there was one little kid was like, 
barely waist height … hugging me all the time because I was the only person that was 
there to help. Like there was no-one there for him ...928

Committee comment 
12.84 The Children (Criminal Proceedings) Act 1987 sets out the principles applicable to all 

courts exercising criminal jurisdiction with respect to children. Important among these 
are that children who commit offences bear responsibility for their actions but, 
because of their state of dependency and immaturity, require guidance and 
assistance; and that it is desirable, wherever possible, to allow the education or 
employment of a child to proceed without interruption and to allow a child to reside in 
his or her own home.929 The Committee notes that there is evidence to show that 
lesser levels of juvenile justice intervention, such as youth justice conferencing, 
further these principles, and have led to reduced rates of re-offending in New South 
Wales.930  

12.85 Moreover, there is considerable evidence to show that the use of focussed programs, 
such as specialist behavioural intervention, drug and alcohol services and mental 
health services, prior to any criminal behaviour is particularly effective in keeping 
children and young people from offending in the first place.931 The Committee notes 
that some local government authorities, such as Albury City Council and Port 
Stephens Council, have an impressive array of services available for children and 
young people aged 9-14 years.932 Similarly, organisations such as the Police 
Community Youth Clubs have an important role to play in focussing children and 
young people in this age group on positive behaviours, thereby operating as a 
protective factor.933  

12.86 There is also now in place in New South Wales a range of innovative programs 
focused on Indigenous children and young people. These include Youth Crime 
Camps, which aim to break down barriers between Aboriginal children, young people 
and police; and Back on Track, which is designed to direct Aboriginal young people 
at risk of offending away from committing crime and to assist youth to gain and 
develop skills needed to make informed decisions in their life.934 

12.87 The Committee notes with concern that between 2007 and 2008, the NSW juvenile 
remand population grew by 32 per cent, from an average of 181 per day to 239 per 
day.935 It has been suggested to the Committee that some bail conditions are an 

                                            
928  Submission no. 12, Ms Nicola Ross, p. 3. 
929  Section 6 of the Children (Criminal Proceedings) Act 1987. 
930  See, e.g. NSW Auditor-General. 2007. Addressing the Needs of Young Offenders. 
931  See, e.g. Community Services Commission. 1996. The drift of children in care into the juvenile justice 

system: turning victims into criminals, p. 42. 
932  An example is the Port Stephens Independent Youth Network, which offers an operating structure that is 

contemporary, relevant to current community needs and will ultimately ensure a high level of youth 
participation in all aspects of community life: youth participation is the "key for turning on" this approach.  

933  See Submission no. 15, Newcastle PCYC, p. 3. 
934  Submission no. 87, NSW Government, pp. 50-51 
935  Over the same period, the annual recurrent financial cost of keeping juveniles on remand rose by 29 per 

cent from approximately $36.7 million to $47.2 million. 
NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research. 2009. ‘Recent trends in legal proceedings for breach of 
bail, juvenile remand and crime’, Crime and Justice Bulletin, May 2009, p. 1. 
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attempt to address the failure of support and care services, particularly with respect 
to children in out-of-home care.936 

12.88 The Committee encourages the Departmental strategic review of juvenile justice 
policy and practice in New South Wales to bear in mind the core principles of the 
Children (Criminal Proceedings) Act 1987, especially that children who commit 
offences bear responsibility for their actions but, because of their state of 
dependency and immaturity, require guidance and assistance. To ensure the best 
results for young offenders, their families and the wider community, the Committee 
considers that the review will need to: 
• promote the use of early intervention strategies for at at-risk children and young 

people; 
• address the over-representation in the juvenile justice system of children with 

disabilities, Indigenous children, and children in out-of-home care;  
• strike the right balance between dealing with young offenders as individuals, while 

having a family focus on the reasons behind offending; and  
• encourage practices to assist young people to meet bail conditions, establish 

stable housing and allow them to continue to attend school and maintain 
community contacts; and 

• urge appropriate funding of relevant services targeted to areas of need, based 
upon better cooperation and coordination between DoCS, DJJ and other relevant 
agencies. 

 
 
 
 

                                            
936  Submission no. 13, Public Interest Advocacy Centre, p. 7.  

PIAC also notes that such practices may be in breach of Article 37(b) of the UN Convention on the Rights 
of the Child, which provides for detention for children as a last resort. 
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