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Acknowledgement of Country
We acknowledge Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples as the Traditional Custodians of the lands, waterways and skies across Australia.
We thank Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples for sharing and caring for the land on which we live, work, learn and play. 
We pay our respects to Elders past, present and future.
About Learning Links
Across Australia, too many children face learning, developmental and wellbeing difficulties that affect their confidence and ability to thrive. Parents feel worried and helpless, teachers and educators feel stretched and under-resourced, and communities carry the long-term cost when children miss out on the vital support they need.
Learning Links is here to change this.Department of Social Services
Learning Links Submission: A new approach to programs for families and children

For more than 50 years, we’ve walked alongside children, families, professionals, supporters and communities to ensure every child who experiences difficulties with learning is understood and supported.
Our dedicated team of psychologists, speech pathologists, specialist teachers and early childhood professionals supports children aged 2-18 with deep expertise and genuine warmth. We understand that behind every challenge is a child who wants to feel capable, connected and confident.
Through evidence-informed supports, resources, and learning programs for parents and professionals, we help children experiencing:
Learning difficulties, including Dyslexia and Dyscalculia
ADHD, Autism and other neurodevelopmental differences
Speech, language and communication delays
Anxiety, depression and emotional regulation challenges
Behavioural difficulties, impacts of trauma and social-emotional needs
Our role is to bring understanding, build skills and strengthen confidence – always with care, compassion and respect.
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Introduction 
Learning Links welcomes the opportunity to provide feedback on the Department of Social Services’ (DSS) “A new approach to programs for families and children” consultation.  
For more than 50 years, Learning Links has supported children facing difficulties with learning, development and wellbeing – and their families – across greater Sydney, the NSW Central Coast, Far North Coast, Illawarra, surrounding regions. Online delivery of high-quality learning programs for parents, teachers and early childhood professionals has further extended the reach and impact of the organisation to locations across Australia. 
Learning Links is extremely proud to have been a longstanding Communities for Children community partner, operating across a number of target regions and delivering a range of programs for both children and families. These include: • Communities for Children (CfC), Bankstown - Reading for Life (2015-2022) o A Learning Links evidence-based program that targets children in Years 2-4 who are struggling and falling behind in their literacy development. Since 2015, over 1500 children have been supported across up to 22 schools per year.
· Communities for Children, Miller - Leveraging Early Education Intervention
Program, LEEIP (2013-2016) o This program prioritised a range of activities aimed at developing community capacity to engage in children’s learning, supporting disadvantaged families and identifying the learning potential for children from birth to 12 years. Over 300 children, parents and carers were supported.
· Communities for Children, Fairfield - Share to Learn (2006 – 2015) o An early intervention program to support sustainable literacy competencies for children through playing and reading with their families. Over 5000 children and families were supported.
· Communities for Children, Fairfield, Campbelltown and Wyong – Ready,
Steady, Thrive (2022 – Present) o Learning Links’ specially curated school-based program designed to empower children to be READY and confident for life and learning, STEADY in their emotions and behaviours, and set to THRIVE! Addressing a range of learning and wellbeing needs, the program builds confidence in children alongside support for their families,
helping them to believe in themselves and their ability to learn, develop and achieve their goals – skills which set them up to thrive and participate to their full potential in the wider community. Since 2022, 4,400 children across 61 schools have been supported. 
We specialise in meeting the needs of children with developmental and learning vulnerabilities, with a particular focus of those in what we term the “missing middle”: children who face significant, ongoing difficulties, but who do not meet thresholds for long-term support through the NDIS. These children are at significant risk in their communities, facing unidentified or unmet needs, ongoing difficulties with learning, school disengagement, and escalating behavioural and wellbeing concerns. 
Learning Links works across early childhood, school and community environments, delivering a range of evidence-based supports including assessments, child and family counselling, speech therapy, specialist early learning programs, targeted literacy and numeracy interventions, and parent and professional capacity-building programs. Our wide network of partnerships with schools, early childhood education and care services, and community organisations provides deep insight into the ongoing and evolving needs of vulnerable children and families. 
Learning Links supports DSS’ intention to create a more streamlined, coherent, evidence-informed national program. We also emphasise the need for alignment with other core Australian Government programs, including: 
· Thriving Kids initiative
· Better and Fairer Schools Agreement funding
Together, these reforms present a generational opportunity to create a seamless, consistent support system where learning, development, mental health and wellbeing are understood as deeply interconnected – and where no child or family slips through gaps between health, education, disability and family services. 
Our feedback reflects Learning Links’ experience as a long-term provider of supports under the Communities for Children program and is structured around four overarching themes that align with the key consultation questions outlined by the Department. 
Theme 1: Vision, Outcomes and Program Design 
Learning Links strongly supports the proposed vision. It reflects what families in the 140+ early childhood education and care settings, schools and communities we work in tell us they need: simpler navigation of systems, early identification, coordinated supports and high-quality, trusted services that respond to the whole child – learning, development, emotional wellbeing and family context. 
We also welcome the program’s alignment to broader reforms. 
To be effective, the new model must operate in coordination with: 
· the Thriving Kids initiative
· the Better and Fairer Schools Agreement (including commitments to ongoing developmental monitoring in schools)
This alignment is critical because learning, development and wellbeing are inseparable. A child struggling with language often struggles with behaviour, a child with emotional dysregulation may fall behind academically, and learning difficulties can escalate into anxiety, school avoidance and long-term disengagement. All of these challenges can have profound impacts on the wellbeing of parents and carers. And in many cases, difficulties are intergenerational, requiring targeted and holistic support for families to break the cycle. 
A cohesive ecosystem design is essential. 
1.1 Appropriateness of the Outcomes 
The two outcomes – empowered parents and children supported to grow into healthy, resilient adults – are appropriate and align with Learning Links model of support and Theory of Change. 
Learning Links sees daily that parent capability is one of the strongest factors in supporting child development and wellbeing. Existing NSW and Australian Government funded programs delivered by Learning Links, including our Prep 4 Preschool Early Intervention Playgroup and the HIPPY program, show that when parents understand developmental milestones, learning needs, and emotional regulation strategies, and are supported themselves, children have a much greater opportunity to flourish. 
To realise these outcomes, the program must acknowledge the full developmental picture, including: 
· cognitive
· language
· communication
· emotional regulation
· social skills
· learning readiness and engagement
These domains align with Australian Early Development Census (AEDC) and focus areas in the Better and Fairer Schools Agreement, and must be embedded in the national model. 
To maximise the impact of national reform, Learning Links also recommends explicit alignment with the National Best Practice Framework for Early Childhood Intervention and the Australian Education Research Organisation’s (AERO) Early Childhood Learning Trajectories. These frameworks provide clear, evidencebased markers for the developmental domains that matter most in the early years, and offer a consistent national language for identifying needs, planning interventions and monitoring progress over time. Embedding these frameworks within the program design would ensure that early identification, screening and intervention are anchored in developmental research, and that families receive consistent, high-quality guidance regardless of where they enter the system. This alignment would also strengthen the connection between early childhood, school readiness and longer-term educational outcomes. 
1.2 Fit of Funding Streams and Design Principles 
The proposed program streams – national information, prevention and early intervention, and intensive family support – are appropriate if they can work both independently and cohesively. 
Families need: 
· practical, accessible, evidence-based information
· early identification and developmental monitoring
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timely early intervention supports
· more intensive multidisciplinary help when challenges escalate
These stages do not always occur in a linear order. They overlap and fluctuate as needs shift and the program must reflect this reality by providing flexibility for both families and providers. 
Theme 2: Flexibility, Delivery Model and System Coordination 
Learning Links supports the development of a single national program that provides clarity, consistency and simpler navigation for families. Many families, particularly those in vulnerable communities, are currently required to navigate multiple systems, including: 
· health and maternal/child health
· early childhood education and care
· school-based wellbeing supports
· NDIS or Medicare supported pathways
· community programs funded through DSS, state or local government
· private allied health services
Despite the good intentions of each system, families experience these as separate, confusing and inconsistent, particularly given providers have different frameworks and obligations to adhere to. The lack of a clear pathway often leads to disengagement or escalation of needs. 
We therefore support a unified program that: 
· provides clear, connected entry points
· shortens the distance between identification and early intervention
· establishes consistent, cross-sector referral pathways for providers
allows families to move between information, early intervention and intensive supports as needed
· aligns with the Thriving Kids initiative, the Better and Fairer Schools Agreement, and broader NDIS reforms
· ensures no child or family falls between health, education, disability and family service systems
A clear, seamless ecosystem will allow practitioners to refer with confidence, reduce duplication, and create a shared understanding of available supports. Families should be able to transition between providers and support streams without retelling their story multiple times. 
2.1 Choice and Control for Families and Providers 
Central to an effective delivery model is choice and control for both families and providers. Similar to recommendations put forward by Learning Links for the Thriving Kids initiative, families should be able to access supports through: 
· early childhood education and care (ECEC) settings
· schools
· place-based or co-located community hubs
· specialist providers in their community
· telehealth or outreach services
Learning Links reaches more than 5,000 children each year through school-based and community-delivered programs. However, families in vulnerable communities frequently contact our Customer Support line seeking both wellbeing and learning support in our specialist centres. This is often because their child requires one-on-one or more intensive multidisciplinary supports that build upon programs delivered in a school or general community program setting. 
However, current funding rarely enables families to access specialist centrebased services, even when such settings are the most appropriate for addressing developmental, wellbeing or behavioural concerns. This limits the ability of providers to respond flexibly to local needs and restricts family choice. 
Allowing providers to utilise funding across a mix of settings will: 
enable truly child and family-centred decision-making
· increase equity for families who cannot currently access private specialist services
· reduce barriers to access
· improve continuity of developmental and wellbeing supports
· better reflect the complexity of the needs of the missing middle
Co-location of specialist services within community hubs is one effective model. These hubs allow children and families to shift seamlessly between universal support programs, developmental screening, early intervention, assessment and targeted therapy within a familiar, trusted environment. 
We therefore encourage DSS to design the new program in a way that actively enables and funds service delivery across multiple settings, recognising that the “right place” for support will vary depending on the child, family, and stage of their developmental journey. This flexibility is essential to building a system responsive to the diverse needs of vulnerable communities. 
2.2 The Critical Gap in Navigation and “Glue” Services 
At present, it is extremely difficult for families to access any funded navigation or “glue” support to help them understand and move through complex systems. This gap has significant consequences for families, particularly those with low service literacy or whose children fall into the missing middle. 
Learning Links operates a Customer Support function that often acts as the first point of contact for families seeking advice on developmental concerns, assessments, funding pathways and available services. This service is entirely funded through our Charity Housie program and fundraising efforts, as there is currently no funding stream to support this crucial navigation role. 
Similarly, our digital information and online resource hub, accessed by more than 100,000 parents and professionals across Australia over the last year, is also funded solely through philanthropy and fundraising. These platforms provide trusted, evidence-based guidance at scale, yet remain unfunded components of the ecosystem. 
A redesigned national program should formally recognise the essential role of navigation and glue services and enable providers to deliver them sustainably. Without investment in these supports, families will continue to fall through the 
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cracks between systems, even when high-quality programs are available in their communities. 
2.3 Strengthening Early Identification and Referral Pathways 
Learning Links recommends embedding evidence-based information at every touchpoint a family navigates – maternal and child health, GPs, ECEC settings and schools – so families receive consistent, practical guidance about child development and family support across all AEDC domains. 
In addition to family-facing information, the system requires streamlined referral pathways for professionals. Educators, GPs, school staff, family workers and community practitioners need: 
· simple, standardised screening tools
· consistent guidance on next steps
· clear referral routes into early intervention or specialist support
· shared understanding of eligibility and service navigation
When families and providers both have clear, consistent pathways to follow, early identification improves and the risk of developmental vulnerability escalating declines. 
2.4 Improving Flexibility Through Multidisciplinary and Integrated Service Models 
A critical component of the new program should be the explicit enabling, and funding, of multidisciplinary service models. Children do not experience challenges in isolated domains.  
Developmental and learning vulnerabilities are deeply interconnected: 
· Emotional wellbeing directly influences learning readiness
· Executive functioning difficulties impact behaviour and emotional regulation
· Sensory and communication differences affect social skills and classroom engagement
· Speech and language challenges often impact literacy
Learning Links frequently supports families where concerns span multiple developmental domains, and ultimately impact wellbeing for both the child and parents. In these cases, multidisciplinary assessment, planning and intervention are essential. This may include combined expertise from: 
· psychologists
· speech pathologists
· specialist teachers
· allied health assistants
· family support workers
Current siloed funding models or prescriptive service design can make it difficult to provide this type of integrated support. The redesigned program should therefore: 
· fund multidisciplinary teams
· allow providers to deliver coordinated interventions across settings
· embed mechanisms for cross-service collaboration
· support transitions between early intervention, school-based supports and intensive family services
· ensure developmental, learning and wellbeing supports are not separated across incompatible funding streams
A flexible, multidisciplinary model is essential for addressing the root drivers of developmental vulnerability and preventing long-term escalation. 
Theme 3: Equity and Community Connection 
To ensure equitable access and meaningful outcomes, organisations delivering services under the new program should be able to demonstrate genuine, longterm community connection and engagement, reflected in the depth of their relationships, their presence in local settings, and the mechanisms they use to reach vulnerable children and families. 
3.1 Demonstrated Community Connection Across ECEC, Schools and Local Partnerships 
Learning Links has deep and long-standing relationships across early childhood education and care settings, primary schools, high schools, community organisations and local service networks, which form the foundation of our support to children experiencing developmental, learning and wellbeing vulnerabilities. These environments are natural touchpoints for families and are often where concerns first emerge – making them essential gateways for early identification, coordinated and co-designed support. 
Organisations should be able to clearly evidence their community connection through: 
· Long-term, embedded presence in local communities
· Strong and trusted relationships with families, built through ongoing work in schools, ECEC settings and local hubs
· Active engagement with community networks, such as local councils, neighbourhood centres, multicultural services and family support organisations
· Culturally safe and responsive practice, particularly when working with Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander and CALD families
· Demonstrated collaboration with ACCOs, ensuring culturally appropriate engagement and pathways for First Nations families
· Evidence of reaching families with low service literacy, who may not engage with formal services without support
These indicators ensure that organisations are not only service providers, but trusted partners embedded in the community’s fabric. 
3.2 Strengthening ACCO Leadership and Cultural Pathways 
Learning Links strongly supports the principle that Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations (ACCOs) must play a central role in the design, facilitation and oversight of culturally safe services for First Nations children and families. 
ACCOs are uniquely placed to: 
· shape program design to reflect cultural strengths and community priorities
· act as trusted facilitators between families and specialist providers, or as providers themselves
· ensure early learning, wellbeing and developmental supports are delivered in culturally appropriate ways
· broker connections with schools, ECEC staff, local Elders and community groups
· guide mainstream organisations to work respectfully and effectively within the community
In many communities, ACCOs function as the key relational link for First Nations families. When specialist providers are linked through ACCOs, families experience greater safety, trust and continuity of care. 
DSS should ensure the new program enables ACCOs to: 
· lead and facilitate service pathways
· strengthen partnerships with specialist providers
· commission or subcontract services in ways that reflect community needs
· play a central role in the governance and coordination of local service systems
· participate meaningfully through long-term, stable funding
This is essential to delivering improved outcomes for First Nations families and embedding culturally grounded practice across all service streams. 
As an example, Learning Links’ long-term partnership with the NSW and Liverpool Local Aboriginal Education Consultative Group (AECG) provides a strong example of how collaboration with Aboriginal-led organisations enhances connection, trust and impact in vulnerable communities. 
Through this partnership, Learning Links: 
· connects specialist learning and wellbeing supports directly with First Nations children and families
· works collaboratively with local schools to identify students requiring targeted learning, speech or wellbeing support
· participates in co-design and shared decision-making
· supports AECG priorities to strengthen educational outcomes, engagement and cultural belonging
· ensures that learning and wellbeing interventions are delivered in ways that respect local culture and family relationships
This partnership demonstrates how ACCO-led facilitation ensures that specialist support is not only accessible, but meaningful and culturally safe. It also highlights the value of embedding specialist services within trusted communityled structures to strengthen participation and outcomes. 
3.3 Ensuring Equity Through Meaningful Targeting 
To ensure equitable distribution of resources, the program must consider more than geographic disadvantage. Vulnerable communities can be characterised by: 
· high AEDC developmental vulnerability or groups at risk of vulnerability
· low NDIS access or long waitlists
· language and cultural barriers
· school disengagement and early literacy and numeracy gaps
· limited access to specialist allied health services
Providers with strong community connections across ECEC, schools, ACCOs and community hubs are best placed to identify emerging needs quickly and deliver targeted support. 
The new program should prioritise organisations that demonstrate: 
· authentic, long-term partnerships
· demonstrated collaboration with ACCOs
· multidisciplinary support capability
· deep knowledge of local developmental and wellbeing needs
· ability to reach families who traditionally disengage from formal services This approach ensures no child falls through the gaps between systems. 
Theme 4: Outcomes, Data, Reporting and Contracting 
To achieve meaningful improvements for vulnerable children and families, the redesigned program must be underpinned by outcomes measurement, strong governance, and partnership-based contracting. From a government perspective, these elements are essential for ensuring public investment is targeted, effective, and capable of demonstrating long-term impact across diverse communities. 
A national reform will only succeed if it partners with organisations that can deliver evidence-based programs, operate with rigorous governance, measure outcomes effectively, and adapt services based on data and community needs. The system must also enable providers to focus on impact, not compliance, by aligning government reporting with the existing frameworks of organisations that already demonstrate strong data capability. 
4.1 Evidence-Based Practice and Governance as Foundations for Impact Government investment should be directed to organisations that: 
· deliver evidence-based programs aligned to developmental, wellbeing and learning outcomes
· have strong governance and safeguarding systems
· operate with accountability and transparent decision-making
· demonstrate a commitment to continuous improvement
· have systems in place to implement, monitor and refine practice
Such organisations are better able to deliver high-quality, consistent services and respond appropriately to the complex developmental needs of children and families. 
As an example, Learning Links operates under a comprehensive governance model that includes: 
· a Board-led quality and risk framework
· a clear organisational Theory of Change
· an evolving Impact Measurement Framework that tracks inputs, participation, outcomes and impact
· evidence-based programs in learning support, psychology, speech therapy, early intervention, and parent and professional capacity-building
· clinical supervision and workforce development
This ensures our services are safe, ethical and grounded in proven practice – and that families experience consistency regardless of program, setting or location. 4.2 A System That Supports Outcomes, Continuous Improvement and Scale 
From government’s perspective, a national program must produce reliable, meaningful outcomes data that can demonstrate: 
· where needs are greatest
· how children progress across developmental, wellbeing and learning domains
· how families experience services over time
For this to work, DSS should avoid duplicative reporting systems and instead adopt a model that integrates with existing provider data and reporting systems, particularly those used by high-capability organisations. 
As an example, Learning Links already collects comprehensive data through its impact measurement framework, across: 
· developmental, communication and social-emotional progress
· literacy and numeracy skill development
· child confidence
· parent satisfaction, confidence and capacity-building
· professional confidence and capacity-building
· program engagement and attendance patterns
This data is used internally for: 
· program refinement and planning
· identifying gaps and emerging needs
· evaluating the effectiveness of multidisciplinary support
· government and non-government funding pathways
Duplicating this data in multiple government systems diverts resources away from providers and families. Integration and further reporting flexibility would significantly improve the efficiency and quality of outcomes measurement. 
4.3 A Partnership Model that Invests in Impact, Customer Experience and Systems 
To deliver scalable and sustained impact, DSS should adopt a relational contracting model – one that emphasises longer-term partnerships between government and providers. Key features of this sort of model would include: 
· co-design of programs with providers, families, communities and local service systems
· shared accountability for outcomes
· flexibility to adapt and enhance programs as needs evolve
· investment in innovation, digital tools and data systems
· reduced administrative burden and increased trust
To deliver the scale of impact envisioned in this reform, providers need the capability and digital infrastructure to operate more efficiently, measure outcomes more effectively and provide a better experience for families. For Learning Links, this includes upgrading systems to integrate data, streamline referral pathways, improve navigation, and make more services accessible online or in hybrid formats that meet the needs of time-poor families. These improvements allow organisations to deliver high-quality support more efficiently, reduce overhead-to-revenue ratios, and strengthen our ability to track developmental, wellbeing and learning outcomes at both the child and family level. 
However, such system upgrades require significant upfront investment. Piecemeal, short-term funding makes this impossible. A program of this scale should recognise that high-quality, not-for-profit organisations consistently deliver better outcomes for children, yet often lack the capital required to modernise systems to support growth and expansion. Strengthening the capability of the not-for-profit sector must therefore be an explicit outcome of this reform, ensuring providers have the stability and infrastructure to deliver the outcomes government expects. 

Conclusion 
Learning Links supports the Department of Social Services’ move toward a more streamlined, coherent and outcomes-focused approach to programs for families and children. The proposed reforms, if designed and implemented in partnership with experienced providers, present a significant opportunity to reshape how Australia supports vulnerable children and families to achieve more positive outcomes. 
In particular, we see enormous potential in: 
· aligning the new program with the Thriving Kids initiative, Better and Fairer Schools Agreement and broader NDIS reforms
· explicitly recognising and supporting children in the “missing middle” who currently fall between universal supports and disability support systems
· embedding clear pathways and navigation for families and providers across health, early childhood, education, disability and community services
· enabling flexible delivery across multiple settings – early childhood education and care settings, schools, community hubs and specialist centres – so families can access support in ways that genuinely meet their needs
· funding multidisciplinary models that address the strong and wellevidenced links between developmental domains, learning difficulties and ongoing wellbeing
· prioritising organisations with evidence-based programs, strong governance, and robust impact measurement frameworks
· adopting a relational contracting model that provides sustainable investment in reputable not-for-profit organisations as long-term partners in achieving better outcomes for children and families.
We also emphasise that meaningful reform requires investment in the parts of the system that currently sit outside any funding model, particularly navigation, information and glue services that help families understand their options and act early. Learning Links funds these supports entirely through extensive fundraising efforts because they are essential to ensuring families receive the right help at the right time. However, to scale meaningful impact nationally, providers like Learning 
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Links also need sustained investment in digital capability, systems integration and
measurement infrastructure. Without this, the sector cannot reduce overhead
ratios, improve customer experience, or deliver the efficiencies and outcome
visibility government rightly expects. Not-for-profit organisations consistently
deliver high-quality, community-embedded services, and this reform presents an
important opportunity to strengthen and scale the sector so more children and
families can thrive.

Learning Links brings over five decades of experience and supports over 7,000
children each year. The organisation has strong governance and quality systems,
an evolving Impact Measurement Framework, and deep relationships across
schools, early childhood settings, and communities. We are incredibly proud to
have been delivering supports to thousands of children over the past 10 years
through the Communities for Children program and are well placed to contribute
to the design and delivery of a national system that is equitable, navigable and
capable of producing sustained improvements for children and families to thrive.

We would welcome further opportunities to work with DSS to refine the program’s
design, commissioning and implementation arrangements, and to ensure that
vulnerable children and families — particularly those in the missing middle — can
access the right support, in the right place, at the right time.

Thank you again for the opportunity to contribute this submission.

Department of Social Services
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