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Children grow from good beginnings

191h December, 2000

The Secretariat

Inquiry into the Definition of

Charities and Related Organisations
c/‑ The Treasury

Parkes Place

PARKES ACT 2600

Dear Sir/Madam,

I am writing on behalf of Good Beginnings Australia Ltd which was established in 1997 and gained public benevolent institution status in 1999. Good Beginnings works with families and communities to ensure children have a good beginning in life. Using early intervention and prevention strategies Good Beginnings programs reflect the policy directions set out in the Howard Government's Stronger Families & Communities Strategy.
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These proven services include:

0
Trained volunteers and professionals visiting parents in their home

0
Special services including volunteer support for specific cultural groups

0
Groups for parents providing information and networking

0
Linking parents and their children to local services and resources

0
Working with government and community groups to establish accessible services for parents


who are distressed

0
Building corporate/community links


Connecting residents of high needs communities with all levels of government and family


based services

Good Beginnings provides these proven services to families:

0
Isolated through economic, geographic, cultural circumstances or incarceration

0
Suffering from post natal depression

0
Experiencing difficulties which may disadvantage children

0 
Seeking to improve and build on their parenting skills

The latest overseas and Australian research indicates that early intervention using community based programs such as Good Beginnings can:

0
Reduce child abuse, family violence and crime

0
Increase children's resilience and educational success

0
Strengthen community trust


Enhance family wellbeing
Good Beginnings has some concern about the relevance today of the technical meaning of the word "charitable" in law as derived from the statute 43 ELIZABETH Chapter 4 (1601) and the definition of a public benevolent institution in the Inquiry's Issues Paper, paragraph 2 1, page 12, dot point 2 as stated below.

'Is established and carried on for the direct relief of poverty, sickness, suffering, distress,

misfortune, destitution or helplessness:

‑

the condition of misfortune relieved by a PBI must be such as to arouse Pity and


compassion in the community:'

These definitions do not reflect the importance of prevention or early intervention and refer to mainly crisis services. Again all the evidence suggests, apart from an reduction in human suffering, there is a real economic advantage using early intervention rather than crisis intervention.

We commend the Prime Ministers' decision to establish the Inquiry and would be pleased to meet with the Members of the Committee to further discuss the issues being considered in the Terms of Reference.

Yours sincerely

Barbara Wellesley

National Director, Good Beginnings

c:\gba\cstat‑misc\ltr ‑ def of charitable status 19‑12‑00
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Good Beginnings ‑ why it's worthy of support

This parenting program is based upon a few key pieces of evidence: Parents are often under considerable stress when kids are little.

Any extra strain ‑ postnatal depression, isolation from family and support, economic distress, illness etc can rapidly exceed a parent's coping ability.

The neurological and developmental harm that high stress in the early years can cause to children is measurable. This shows up in health, educational achievement, and social behaviour. Reversal or compensation in later years is very expensive and often ineffective.

Virtually all parents want their baby or child to prosper, and in the early period they show more openness to change their own parenting behaviour than at any other time.

The most effective behaviour change techniques reinforce existing parental motivation ‑ provide skills, information and rewards for the paths that parents wish to take themselves. Laying down the law doesn't work.

Good Beginnings starts with early intervention: families with young children are referred by maternity hospitals, general practitioners, child health nurses, welfare agencies and the justice system to Good Beginnings. The child may be newborn, or may be up to three years old, perhaps with older siblings.

The Good Beginnings coordinator will professionally assess the family's needs, and arrange for the right support. We provide professional or volunteer home visiting, consultations with health professionals, informational, educational and social support, links to other community agencies or emergency relief as indicated. As the support period continues, Good Beginnings adds enrichment such as introductions to playgroups, discussion groups and community activity centres. We try to have the family establish multiple links to their local communities.

Families usually stay with the home visiting program for 3‑9 months, but some continue attending information and social programs beyond that time. It works so well that some parents become volunteers themselves and a number of volunteers have moved into the paid workforce with their self‑esteem significantly boosted through involvement with Good Beginnings.

There are currently 8 Good Beginnings sites around Australia conducting 13 different programs, with another 12 sites due to start in the next 12 months. Each program is established in response to particular community needs, and this 'bottom up' approach. is central to the success of Good Beginnings. Extensive community consultation sets up seed financing, and professional support for a site before it is launched. We aim to have each site sustained by a healthy mix of government and private sector funding.

You can get more details from Barbara or Carol (our small and economical National Office) on 02 9211 6767.
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What makes a good beginning?

Background to the study

Good Beginnings Australia conducts a wide range of community‑supported early intervention programs aimed at improving children's start in life. While there are a large number of indicators of the importance of this period, ranging from brain development to educational outcomes, relatively little work has been done to define what would constitute a good beginning'.

This research aims to produce a simplified but useful outline of the field, by collating expert opinion on the topic, addressing the question of "What would constitute a 'good beginning'?"

Methodology

Good Beginnings conducted a qualitative survey in February 2000, asking a convenience sample of operational professionals, community representatives and respected academics in the fields of child health, maternal care and community services/public health to record their considered reaction to the prompt "list five elements that would constitute a Good Beginning for Australia's children".

‑,'he five elements were not to be listed in order of importance or ranked in any other way. Respondents were urged to keep the total listing and commentary to less than one A4 page. Most were much more brief.

Seventy two surveys were issued by mail or email and 44 responses obtained.

Theoretical underpinning
Need for theory

The observed phenomena are complex and multifaceted, involving almost all aspects of personal development. A theory should be able to describe such complexity economically but completely.

The field encompasses many academic and practitioner disciplines, including medicine, public health, psychology, sociology, religion, public policy, economics, politics, education and law. Once discussion moves beyond the generic A% prevent harm and optimise opportunities", then the need for a theory to provide a framework for communication and action is very high.

The description of aims and desired states that this study has unearthed should be able to ~e linked to both field observations and coherent responses, whether these be immediate succour, strategic resource allocation or public policy development. A theory gives a linking framework from current states to aims and means.

Theoretical structure used

We have used Abraham Maslow's description of needs as a framework for the analysis. This proposes a hierarchy of human motivation, dividing motives into five groups, each of which is prepotent until substantially satisfied, at which stage the subsequent motive will begin to dominate behaviour. These stages are: Physiological: hunger, thirst, oxygen, controlled body temperature. 5afel)4‑ shelter, security, protection and stability. Freedom from abuse, physical trauma, or infection. Belonging: love, affection and affiliation with others Esteem: self‑confidence, competence, achievement, recognition, status and prestige. 5elf‑actualisation: self‑knowledge, the search for meaning in life and of personal connectedness.

These stages can be viewed as normal maturation and psychological development of the child (and the parents). They can also indicate a need for urgent or more moderated intervention when the needs are not being met. Crisis intervention is generally given only for the two most basic need groups.
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What makes a good beginning?

The theory has been widely used since its initial publication in 1943, and is known to and has broad acceptance among academics, administrators and managers. It is used in descriptive and dynamic application by diverse groups including public policy makers and marketing practitioners.

Results

A listing of all comments received is shown in the Appendix. The table below sorts the principal topic areas to emerge by Maslow need and by principal subject of each comment.

Table not available

What makes a good beginning?

Self‑esteem & competence

Self‑ actualisation
Play & have fun

Sense of being valued.

Encouragement & freedom to do things.

Positive. experiences from birth.

Employment.

Space/time to play, experiment & learn.

Guidance through encouragement, rewards and setting limits/ discipline.

Interaction & language development.

Educational opportunities and environments.

Culture that rewards learning.

Encourage family participation.

0Good educational policies & resources.

Opportunities from daycare, playgroup, preschool etc onwards.

Continuing education & employment opportunities for child & parents.

Commitment to building capacities of communities families by developing policies that encourage capacity building & resources to implement the policies.

Stage normally achieved in mid​late adulthood

Nurture the spirit.

Community values tolerance & diversity.
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Policies encouraging individual choices in a civil framework.

What makes a good beginning?

Discussion

Respondents' framework

The respondents in this study are closely involved in observing or performing intervention in the early years of a child's life, so it is no surprise that most emphasised nurture and postnatal conditions rather than genetic or prenatal influences. No mention was made of 'having ‑the right genes' and little emphasis was placed on prenatal nutrition and stress.

Current Academic Developments

Human development hinges on the interplay between nature and nurture. Much of our thinking about the brain has been dominated by old assumptions ‑ that the genes we are born with determine how our brains develop and that in turn how our brains develop determines how we interact with the world. Recent brain research challenges these assumptions. Neuroscientists have found that throughout the entire process of development, beginning even before birth, the brain is affected by environmental conditions, including the kind of nourishment, cares urroundings, and stimulation and individual receives. The impact of the environment is dramatic and specific, not merely influencing the general direction of development, but actually affecting how the intricate circuitry of the brain is wired. (Rima 5hore, Families and Work Institute)

As science develops our understanding of brain maturation and the growth of psychological complexity, we will need to revise our weightings given to nature and nurture, and to early versus later development. Good Beginnings will continue to emphasise early intervention.

Early Years Study

There is encouraging evidence that good nutrition, nurturing and responsive care giving in the first years of life, linked with good early child development programs, improve the outcomes for all children's learning, behaviour, and physical and mental health throughout life. ( Final Report for Government of Ontario (Margaret McCann & 3 Frazer Mustard Co‑Chairs). The 1999 visit of Fraser Mustard to Australia triggered increased interest in the political, academic and professional arena in the early years and the importance of early interventions to link a good beginning to favourable health and well being outcomes.

Implications for Action

Good Beginnings' role in providing direct support to parents, encouraging more family‑friendly communities and policies, and linking parents to their communities and government support services appears to be validated.

Good Beginnings will integrate the findings of this expert review into its development strategies. The study will also illuminate future submissions on public policy development and outcome measurements.

The proposed Commonwealth Stronger Families and Communities strategy will fund a ground breaking longitudinal child development study which will provide results which will enable many of the assumptions in this review to be quantified.

