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Purpose

Child and Family Focus SA provides this and accompanying responses to the Australian
Institute of Family Studies concurrent calls for submissions on the:

1. Foster, kinship and permanent carers payments review
2. Transition to Independent Living Allowance (TILA) review
3. National Out-of-Home Care Standards refresh —in partnership with SNAICC

This document responds to the review of the National Out-of-Home Care Standards
refresh —in partnership with SNAICC.

Response

Purpose of the updated National Standards

The National OOHC Standards should establish a benchmark for the expectations that
children, young people, families, and carers have of the services they receive, as well as
the responsibilities of service providers in delivering those services. This sentiment was
expressed by a CAFFSA member:

The National Standards should express “what the quality of care looks like from
the child's perspective, regardless of their post code or which agency they're
with.” Executive Manager — NGO Residential Care Provider

The current National Standards are not fit for purpose and CAFFSA recommends that
they are reviewed in terms of both content and intended purpose and role within
jurisdictions.

Within South Australia, most family-based care agencies have replaced outdated South
Australian Standards of Alternative Care' with the more recent National out-of-home
care standards. These standards are incorporated into foster carers' handbooks upon
approval and serve as compliance tools for licensing purposes. However, many report
that this is the extent of their use, and most agencies considered the South Australian
Standards of Alternative Care to be a more useful document for practice as “(t)he
standards promote a ‘child first’ approach and a collaborative partnership of all
members of the care team.”

" Department for Families and Communities. (2008) Standards of alternative care in South Australia
Department for Families and Communities. https://cfc-sa.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/2017/03/DCP_Standards-of-Alternative-Care.pdf
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Fully embed the rights of children and young people, as set
out in the UNCRC and UNDRIP

The current Standards acknowledge the Convention on the United Nations Rights of the
Child (UNCRC) as an overarching principle for their development. The Standards do not,
however, consistently embed these rights throughout the framework. To ensure these
rights are meaningfully upheld, the revised standards must integrate the UNCRC across
all domains. This integration should both inform the content and guide the
implementation of the standards to ensure alignment with best practices. As a
signatory of the UNCRC, Australia has committed to promoting the rights of each and
every child within the nation. This can be achieved by reframing the standards through a
rights-based lens and using rights-based language. By way of example, the current
statement that ‘children and young people will be provided with stability and security
during their time in care’, should be re-written to reflect that these children and young
people have the right to security and stability, ensuring a supportive and safe
environment that will promote their development and wellbeing. This form of language
demonstrates a commitment to these children’s entitlements as opposed to a harrow
focus on the provision of services.

Both the UNCRC and the Rights of Indigenous People should be specified as the core
standards underpinning all others. The ways that they are measured should also be
incorporated, recognising that “States Parties shall undertake all appropriate legislative,
administrative, and other measures for the implementation of the rights recognized in
the present Convention.”?

Areas that need to be included in the refreshed National
Standards

CAFFSA recommends the refreshed Standards be developed in co-design with children,
young people, families, and carers, ensuring that they best reflect the lived experience
of people who have entered into, lived in and exited in the care system. Leadership by
those with lived experience and accountability of systems designed around this
leadership is essential. Systems must be held accountable to the children and young
people that receive care. Meaningful engagement must be a priority to ensure that the
standards truly reflect the needs of those in need of support and their experiences. The
development, endorsement and review, of the standards cannot be undertaken without
input from the children and young people who are directly impacted by the standards.
Notwithstanding CAFFSA’s firm position on the need for the revised Standards to be co-
designed, three key areas that are lacking in consistent focus in current practice and
deserve specific inclusion in the revised standards.

2United Nations. (1989). Convention on the Rights of the Child. General Assembly resolution 44/25.
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-child
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Identity and belonging

For Aboriginal children and young people, identity and belonging experienced through
connection to culture and community must be the highest priority. Decisions about
connection must be made by those with the cultural authority to do so and cannot be
declined by a professional without the proper cultural authority. Consistent failure to
uphold all pillars of the Aboriginal Child Placement Principle, including that of
connection, was highlighted in Holding on to Our Future, the Final Report of the Inquiry
into the application of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Child Placement
Principle in the removal and placement of Aboriginal Children in South Australia
undertaken by the previous South Australian Commissioner for Aboriginal Children and
Young People, April Lawrie.?

The connection element of the Principle is to ensure that in the event of placement of
Aboriginal children in Out-Of-Home Care, they are actively supported to maintain
connection to their family, community and culture. This objective requires the
development and resourcing of cultural care plans for every Aboriginal child in OOHC,
developed in partnership with their family and community. Further, there must be
accountability mechanisms in place to monitor the requirement of state authorities to
support Aboriginal children and young people to maintain their cultural connections on
an ongoing basis. Reunification of Aboriginal children with their families and kin must
also be prioritised. This extends to continued scoping of the viability of reunification, in
partnership with family, kin and community, even after the making of long-term
Guardianship orders. CAFFSA members also highlight the importance of supporting a
young person’s identity, including sexual orientation, cultural background for those from
Culturally and Linguistically Diverse backgrounds, and religious beliefs. Young people
often face identity struggles, especially when their foster families do not share the same
cultural or social background. These complexities can impact their sense of inclusion
and future outlook. There must be a specific focus on helping children and young
people to establish a sense of belonging and exploring of their own unique identity
embedded across all standards.

Relationships

Safety and stability are anchored in the presence of trusted and consistent people in
children and young people’s lives. It is important to adapt a relational approach that
prioritises continuity in relationships over physical settings. The Standards must
explicitly prioritize maintaining and fostering family connections for children in care,
particularly for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children as described above, to
address the absence of clear guidance in the current standards and variation across
jurisdictions. Without such provisions, the systems risk perpetuating intergenerational

8 Holding on to Our Future, the Final Report of the Inquiry into the application of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Child Placement Principle in the removal and placement of Aboriginal Children in South Australia, May 2024.
ISBN: 978-0-6456041-4-6 : www.cacyp.com.au

>
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family disconnection, leading to trauma and ongoing child removals. Children in care
have a fundamental right to their family relationships being nurtured throughout their
childhood, rather than facing the challenges of reconnection as adults. CAFFSA
emphasizes that the Standards should recognize “Best Connection” as a core child’s
right, ensuring service providers promote meaningful, high-quality family and
community relationships, moving beyond tokenistic interactions to maximize their
potential.

Further, the Standards must provide practice guidance to prepare young people for
family reconnection, especially as many naturally return to their families upon leaving
care, often without adequate support. This support should equip children to navigate
family relationships safely, as opposed to shielding them from all negative experiences.
While some challenges in family interactions may be painful, they can foster realistic
expectations and resilience, preventing resentment toward carers or caseworkers for
overly restrictive contact policies. Post-care services frequently report young people
struggling to rebuild family relationships, which can be particularly difficult after such
disconnection. By embedding these principles and measurable indicators in the
Standards, service providers can be held accountable for fostering safe, meaningful
connections, reducing harm and supporting the long-term relational well-being of
children in care. This requires sensitive processes to guide practice without rigid or
artificial control.

Holding relationships central also facilitates reunification as a possibility at any pointin
a child’s journey. Currently, the centrality of the aim of reunification as the appropriate
goalin every case where this would be safely possible is not recognised in the
Standards, implying that it is not a priority for children living in out-of-home care.
Children have the right to reunification being considered at all points of their out-
of-home care journey and it should be embedded within the National Standards.

To support this, the Standards must focus on relationships between children and
significant family members being established with the view to their potential
reunification or adult connection. This goes beyond merely ‘contact’ where time is
spent in proximity. Unresolved shame and trauma can lead to harmful relational
dynamics, often triggered unintentionally when children and families are brought back
together via reunification without adequate support. Simply allowing reunification to
occur without strategic and relational intervention is insufficient, often resulting in crisis
scenarios where families are unprepared to receive children and community members
are left to address the fallout. The lack of structured, trauma-informed preparation for
both children and families lead to repeated cycles of harm. The Standards must
therefore incorporate provisions for deliberate and supported family reconnection
processes to address attachment trauma and foster long-term healing at all pointsin a
child’s journey.
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Exiting care — future focused

Members identified a need to ensure robust transition plans for young people exiting
care. Currently, young people often leave care without essential documents like birth
certificates or licenses and can face unresolved legal matters, such as warrants, due to
insufficient planning during their time in care. Holistic transition plans are crucial but
are rarely in place. Standards must encompass support before, during, and after care,
with a strong focus on the governmental role as the guardian of much more than the
child’s safety and demonstrate this expanded brief that incorporates the social and
emotional wellbeing, legal status and daily living needs such as adequate exit housing.
This approach recognises that the government must fully embrace its role as a proxy
parent, ensuring young people are equipped to transition into adulthood successfully.

Changes needed to shape improvements to children’s
experience of out-of-home care

Implementation and accountability

To effectively implement the National OOHC Standards, there is need for a
transformative shift from the current punitive child protection system to a holistic,
child-centred "system of care" as envisioned in the Standards. The term "care" has been
narrowly confined to out-of-home care, occluding the broader concept of meaningful,
supportive care that addresses the diverse needs of children and young people. To
bridge this gap and facilitate systemic adoption of the Standards, a robust framework
and advocacy strategy is essential. This framework must address systemic barriers,
such as inadequate healthcare access and long waitlists, to aligh implementation with
the Standards’ vision of comprehensive care.

A critical barrier to effective implementation is the Standards’ inadequate integration of
children’s rights and systemic critiques from authoritative sources like the SA Office of
the Guardian and Children’s Commissioners across the nation. While national
standards may not fully capture jurisdiction-specific issues, their common themes—
such as disparities in healthcare access or cultural support—must be addressed to
ensure relevance and utility in meeting their aims. By incorporating these critiques, the
Standards can better reflect real-world challenges and drive meaningful reform,
reducing discrepancies between aspirational goals and actual service delivery.

Further, the Standards must serve as a realistic benchmark that mirrors the lived
experiences of children and young people in care, rather than maintaining an overly
aspirational tone. CAFFSA members note that key provisions, such as transition plans
mandated to begin at age 15, are often not implemented, reflecting a disconnect
between policy and practice. To strengthen accountability, the Standards should
emphasize these real-world experiences and include measurable indicators to hold
service providers accountable. By aligning the Standards with actual care experiences
and integrating systemic critiques, they can become a powerful tool for advocacy and
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reform, ensuring that children and young people receive the holistic, rights-based care
they deserve.

Despite children in care being entitled to priority access to health services, carers often
face significant barriers in obtaining these essential supports, which delays crucial
processes like NDIS enrolment. It is important that the Standards articulate to the range
of interconnected systems, to provide holistic support for children and families. A
robust set of Standards can empower stakeholders to advocate more effectively for
these groups, serving as a powerful tool to tackle systemic challenges, such as barriers
to healthcare access, that disproportionately impact children in care.

Stronger integration of the National OOHC Standards could be achieved by using
education as an exemplar. The National Education and Care Law clearly delineates the
legal obligations of approved providers, nominated supervisors, and educators, while
outlining the roles of state, territory, and Commonwealth regulatory bodies, including
the Australian Children’s Education and Care Quality Authority. This framework,
underpinned by Commonwealth legislation and reinforced by state acts, regulations,
and best practice guidelines, ensures robust accountability for children and families.
CAFFSA advocates for a similar governance framework for the National OOHC
Standards to facilitate clear practice guidance while addressing regulatory
accountability. At the same time, the Standards must aim to enable, rather than
prevent, individual service providers developing their own tailored approach based on
evidence. Excellence in meeting these standards can be achieved in many different
ways, and there must always be flexibility for local, place-based approaches to thrive.

Systems driven standards, where organisations are held accountable only to either
themselves or another system, have not improved outcomes for children. As previously
outlined, a new approach that is led by lived experience and accountable to children
and families primarily is required. The Standards should clearly define the entitlements
and responsibilities associated with the care experience, incorporating measurable
national indicators to ensure effective state accountability. These Standards must
include an auditing tool to evaluate system performance and hold stakeholders
accountable for delivering the highest quality of care. Measurement should extend
beyond service providers, prioritizing direct outcome measures that amplify the voices
of children, young people, families, and carers.

The CREATE Foundation®is the national consumer body for children and young people
with an out-of-home care experience in Australia. They support children and young
people from 0-25 who are currently in, or have experience in foster care, kinship care,
permanent care or residential care. CREATE Foundation conducts research, advocates
for policies, and keeps statistics related to children and young people in care. They
would be essential partners in the co-design of revised Standards. Emerging
organisations such as The Accountable Futures Collective® also provide resources and

4 About Us - CREATE Foundation
5 https://www.accountablefutures.org.au/home
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are seeking to contribute to leadership regarding the focus on greater accountability to
children and young people.

An outline of how the Standards could be designed for measurement is shown below,
drawing on the South Australian Framework for Children and Young People.

Figure 1

South Australia’s Outcomes Framework for Children and Young People

The Charter sets out the conditions that all children and young
people in South Australia can and should have

Dimensions link the Charter conditions to outcomes and indicators

Qutcomes represent the desired result for each dimension

Indicators determine what aspects of the cutcomes are measured

Measures provide evidence of progress

Accessible and child centred language

The Standards are meant to both guide practice and promote the wellbeing of children
and young people. In order to resonate with those it intends to protect, language that
acts as a ‘promise’ to children is the most appropriate way to communicate an
expectation of compliance. Clinical jargon should be replaced with shared, accessible
language that young people and frontline staff can understand and use together. This
would help to unify communication, empowering young people by fostering clarity in
documents and processes. For example, young people in South Australia have stated
that the term out-of-home care is ‘othering. They prefer the term ‘in care’ which better
reflects that foster and residential settings do indeed serve as home rather than
implying children and young people ‘lack’ a home. An excellent example of standards
written in the child voice can be found in Scotland’s Health and Social Care Standards.®

8 Scottish Government. (2018) Health and Social Care Standards
My support, my life. https://www.careinspectorate.com/images/Health_and_Social_Care_Standards.pdf
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Relational continuity with professionals

The Standards must be paired with a relational approach that prioritizes continuity of
relationships over physical settings like houses. Safety and stability must be anchored
in the presence of consistent, trusted professionals and significant others in children
and young people's lives. Too often, decisions are made based on superficial
applications of a safety assessment or physical convenience and lack an understanding
of or commitment to relational safety.

The Standards should explicitly address factors that disrupt relational continuity,
including workforce turnover, frequent changes in caseworkers, shifts in decision-
making authority between offices, and the relocation of children to geographic areas
that limit their ability to maintain meaningful connections. Service providers must
prioritise and be accountable for managing their workforce to uphold relational
continuity, as high turnover directly undermines care quality. To enforce this, the
Standards should mandate the measurement and public reporting of turnover rates and
their impact on care, ensuring transparency and accountability in maintaining the
relational foundations critical to children’s well-being.

Meaningful measures

Current measures of child wellbeing, such as limiting the measurement of success to
the proportion of children achieving national reading and numeracy benchmarks, can
be inappropriate and. disconnected from the lived experiences of young people in care,
many of whom have faced trauma that impacts their academic performance. These
measures, while they have their place, are insufficiently reflective of the broader
challenges these young people face. Another example is the measure of standard 4
“The proportion of children and young people who have a current documented case
plan.” This measure does not identify whether the case plan includes the child’s voice,
whether it is actioned in a timely manner, or whether it results in better outcomes for
the child. The measure is simply an output and has no clear outcome relevant to the
lives and experiences of children and young people. These measures are systems
oriented and can contribute to a superficial and politically driven ‘tick a box’ system that
lacks meaningful impact. Other measures are more meaningful and nuanced. .

The South Australian Department of Human Services Outcomes Framework’ provides
meaningful ways to measure the impact of service provision. These measurements
could include opportunities for children, young people, families and carers to have
direct input regarding their experiences. In recognition of the best trauma-responsive
practice, these measures would be transparent, with the public able to see how well
systems are meeting the needs of the community. An example of where this
transparency is practiced is in Ofsted, England, where audits demonstrate how well
local authorities met the standards and whether they are improving or declining in their

’Department of Human Services. (2024). Social Impact Framework.
https://dhs.sa.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/128557/Social-Impact-Framework_2021_V6.pdf
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performance measures.® Children, young people, carers, and families deserve this level
of transparency and advocacy for their rights to be upheld.

Different population groups embedded within the standards

The Standards should include specific population groups:

e Children and young people with a disability

e Infants

e Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young people
e Children and young people living in rural and remote locations
e Culturally and linguistically diverse young people

e Young people over the age of 15 years

The above population groups either have specific needs for which standards should be
developed and applied or require measurement and practice guidance that allows
children’s rights to be fully realised. For example, even though infants cannot speak,
observations of their behaviour by those appropriately trained can bring the voice of the
infant to decision-making and proceedings.

Itis particularly important that Aboriginal children and young people have standards
that properly reflect their culture. In South Australia, Commissioner April Lawrie has
provided detailed guidance on ways to better support Aboriginal Children and Young
People.® This report provides important information about the South Australian context
thatis relevant to creating appropriate National Standards, with the greatest emphasis
being on the full embodiment of the Aboriginal Child Placement Principle. CAFFSA also
upholds the position of SNAICC™ recognising the underpinning factors that influence
Aboriginal children’s care experience and their connection to culture and community.

Principles and values that should, inter alia, be reflected in
the National Standards

Belonging and identity — children and young people must receive support to
understand who they are, to feel connected to their individual and collective identities,
and to know their community and family.

Culture and connection - children and young people must remain connected to their
culture and community to the fullest extent possible. Systems must be recognised as
practicing from Western ways of knowing, being and doing, and that cultural
responsiveness must be embedded in every interaction.

80fsted. (2024). Main findings: Local authority inspection outcomes as at 31 March 2024.
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/local-authority-inspection-outcomes-as-at-31-march-
2024/main-findings-local-authority-inspection-outcomes-as-at-31-march-2024

SLawrie, A. (2024). Holding on to our Future. Commission for Aboriginal Children and Young People.
https://cacyp.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/CACYP-Inquiry_Final-Report_14052024.pdf
10 https://www.snaicc.org.au/our-work/child-and-family-wellbeing/
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Youth voice, participation, and leadership - young people must have the opportunity
to influence broader systems effectively, as opposed to the provision of consultation
opportunities only regarding their views and wishes. Consultation without action can
become a form of systems abuse as children and young people repeatedly share their
anxieties and aspirations only to have them amount to nothing more than words
recorded on a page.

Relationship — all safety exists within relationship. To quote Donald Winnicott, "There is
no such thing as a baby, there is a baby and someone". All children and young people
must be seen within the context of their relationships: parents, siblings, friends,
community, aunts, uncles, grandparents, teachers, and other professionals. These
relationships are the most important protective factor for children and removal of a
child from an unsafe environment should not equate to the removal of relationships
important to them.

Safety oriented —proactively building and sustaining safety for children rather than
merely avoiding risks across all of child protection practice. This approach focuses on
identifying and amplifying existing strengths and protective factors within families,
collaboratively developing practical safety plans, and fostering transparent, respectful
relationships. Succeeding at implementing the National Standards will require a safety
orientation rather than reverting to the systems-oriented approaches that exclusively
focus on risk.

Childhood - children in care deserve to be treated as any good parent would treat their
own children. This treatment should allow them as full an experience of family life and
childhood as possible, without unnecessary restrictions. A safety orientation is
foundational to achieving this value.

These principles and values should not just underpin the Standards but should be fully
integrated in an explicit manner. An example can again be seen from Scotland, where
the values are described in outcomes statements for each standard.” An excerpt is
shown below by way of example.

1 Scottish Government. (2018) Health and Social Care Standards
My support, my life. https://www.careinspectorate.com/images/Health_and_Social_Care_Standards.pdf
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Figure 2

Scotland’s Health and Social Care Standards Exemplar

1: | experience high quality care and support that is
right for me

Dignity and respect

1.1 | am accepted and valued whatever my needs, ability, gender, age, faith, mental health
status, race, background or sexual orientation.

1.2 My human rights are protected and promoted and | experience no discrimination.

1.3 If my independence, control and choice are restricted, this complies with relevant
legislation and any restrictions are justified, kept to a minimum and carried out sensitively.

1.4 If | require intimate personal care, this is carried out in a dignified way, with my privacy and
personal preferences respected.

1.5 If | am supported and cared for in the community, this is done discreetly and with respect.

Compassion

1.6 | get the most out of life because the people and organisation who support and care for me
have an enabling attitude and believe in my potential.

1.7 | am supported to discuss significant changes in my life, including death or dying, and this
is handled sensitively.

1.8 If | experience care and support in a group, the overall size and composition of that group
is right for me.

Be included

1.9 | am recognised as an expert in my own experiences, needs and wishes.
1.10 | am supported to participate fully as a citizen in my local community in the way that | want.

1.11 | can be with my peers, including other people who use my service, unless this is unsafe
and | have been involved in reaching this decision.

Other areas of consideration

Indicator groupings

The below sample represents a possible format for indicators. Rather than a single set
of indicators, it is proposed that there should be three. The first focuses on outcome
indicators from the perspective of a child or young person. This represents how the
young person feels or experiences the care they receive. The second indicatoris an
output indicator. This represents what the young person should expect from the
systems and professionals around them, written in their voice and perspective. The
third indicator focuses exclusively on the underlying conditions required to meet the
previous indicators. This indicator is written from a professional lens and highlights
what systems must address within their own functioning.
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Standard heading

Outcome indicators
from the perspective of
a child or young person.

Output indicators from
the perspective of a
child or young person.

Systemic factors that
agencies must address
to achieve the
indicators.

| live in a safe and nurturing home

| feel that the adults
who look after me
genuinely care for me.

| am comfortable with
all the adults who come
into my home.

The professionals in my
life regularly talk to me
about how | feel and
help me make decisions
about the best adults to
look after me.

When | am scared,
worried, or
uncomfortable, the
professionals in my life
listen to me and make
changes to help me feel
safer and more
comfortable.

Children and young
people have therapeutic
support to build
relationships with the
adults who look after
them.

Workforce turnover is
minimal, ensuring that
relational continuity is
established.

CAFFSA argues that a focus on indicators in the format above is the only way that those
working across Australia can be certain we are focussed on improving the standard of
‘care’ for some of the most vulnerable children and young people in our country.

SUBMISSION ENDS.
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