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The role of Child and Family Focus SA (CAFFSA)

CAFFSA is the South Australian peak body for child safety and wellbeing and child protection,
representing the needs of South Australian children, young people, families, and the non-
government, not-for-profit organisations who support them.

Contributors

This report was developed with members of CAFFSA’s Policy and Advocacy Committee, Intensive
Family Support, Family Based Care, Residential Care, Culturally and Linguistically Diverse, and
Disability Networks, in addition to partner organisations external to CAFFSA’'s membership.
Members of these groups comprise over 40 agencies across SA providing services to children,
young people and families involved in or at risk of involvement with the child protection system.

Purpose

CAFFSA’s submission responds to the Inquiry’s focus on educational attainment across early
learning, schooling, VET in schools and post-school pathways from a trauma lens. For children and
young people involved with, or at risk of involvement with, the child protection system, educational
attainment is shaped by cumulative and intersecting barriers that often begin before school entry
and continue through key transitions. These include developmental trauma, disability and
neurodivergence, poverty, housing instability, family violence, placement and school instability,
racism, cultural disconnection, disrupted relationships with trusted adults, and inconsistent
access to flexible and inclusive learning supports.

These barriers can affect school readiness, progression through school, attendance, retention,
subject choice, access to VET and apprenticeships, and participation in further and higher
education. Improving attainment for this cohort therefore requires more than school-based
academic responses. It requires early identification of need, trauma-informed and culturally safe
learning environments, disability-responsive supports, flexible learning pathways, strong
partnerships between education, child protection, family support and community services, and
supported transitions from schoolinto training, employment and tertiary education.

Background

CAFFSA’s member organisations provide crucial services and responses to some of the most
vulnerable children, young people, families and communities across South Australia. Most
members provide this support through a mix of state, national and philanthropic funding programs,
often with augmentation through their own fundraising. CAFFSA’s membership comprises
Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations (ACCOs) and Non-Government Organisations
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(NGOs) that work in the child and family sector in South Australia. We value the invitation to
participate.

Key recommendations

Recommendation 1: Develop a national trauma-informed education framework for children and
young people, (particularly those from the out-of-home care system), with consistent policies
across all jurisdictions.

Recommendation 2: Embed inclusive, flexible and tailored learning practices into educational
environments at all stages of learning to improve attendance and attainment outcomes.

Recommendation 3: Ensure all schools replace punitive responses to non-attendance and
behaviour with early, relational and evidence-informed supports, including alternatives to
suspension, exclusion, expulsion and financial penalties.

Recommendation 4: Strengthen partnerships between education providers, families and carers,
government and community services to address structural barriers to school attendance,
engagement, retention and attainment.

Recommendation 5: Provide ongoing, mandatory training, supervision and practice support for
education providers in trauma-informed, culturally safe, disability-responsive and inclusive
approaches.

Focus of this submission

CAFFSA commends the House of Representatives Standing Committee forembarking on its Inquiry
into the Factors Driving Educational Attainment and appreciates the opportunity to respond.

CAFFSA’s recommendations seek to strengthen the Inquiry’s impact by ensuring it responds to the
most significant, evidence-based drivers of educational attainment barriers. The
recommendations highlight the high prevalence and profound intersectionality between childhood
maltreatment, adversity, disability, gender and sexualidentity, culture, and educational attainment.
They outline practical opportunities to improve proactive and supportive approaches to
educational journeys grounded in flexible and inclusive frameworks, early holistic supports,
specialised workforce training, and service coordination. Embedding these recommendations in
educational environments, policy and procedures will help create more effective, equitable and
cohesive systems that better meet the needs of children and young people, resulting in vastly
improved educational outcomes for all.

This submission focuses on the Terms of Reference regarding gender, cultural and linguistic
diversity, disability and socioeconomic status, highlighting the experiences of children involved
with, or at risk of involvement with, the child protection system and out-of-home care and the
extensive impact of child maltreatment on educational access, attendance, retention and
attainment outcomes.
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Recommendation1: Develop a national trauma-informed education framework for children and
young people, particularly those from the out-of-home care system, with consistent policies
across all jurisdictions.

Findings from the ACMS' demonstrate profound lifelong impacts for children and young people who
experience the various forms of child abuse and neglect, many of which can impede their
educational attainment across the life course. Furthermore, findings from recent Australian
research? demonstrate the need for particular attention on children and young people residing in
out-of-home care (OOHC) in inquiries such as this:

As highlighted in the research, there are national and international educational concerns
pertaining to the poor educational outcomes of students in OOHC compared with the general
school population. Research indicates these students regularly display lower academic
achievements, high rates of school mobility and school suspension, lower rates of school
completion and entry into post-school studies and poor outcomes after leaving statutory care.
Due to their background of neglect, maltreatment and domestic violence prior to being placed
in care, students in OOHC often enter school with emotional and behavioural challenges,
learning difficulties, attachment issues, anxiety, attention problems and poor developmental
milestones (Fernandez, 2019; Palmieri & La Salle, 2017). Students in OOHC therefore display
quite unique needs, which require schools to plan and implement education supports to cater
for these students. Each Australian state and territory Department of Education having its own
education policy specifically pertaining to students in OOHC is imperative if the educational
outcomes of Australian OOHC students are to be improved.

Arecent Australian report® provides a rapid review of studies undertaken with the aim of supporting
the academic and/or social-emotional development needs and outcomes of children and young
people in out-of-home care. It highlights the extensive barriers to educational achievement in
addition to the widespread benefits that exist when positive educational outcomes are achieved:

Poor outcomes have been linked to a range of factors including poor mental health,
developmental trauma, social disadvantage, and placement instability. School-based factors
include a lack of commitment to implement Individual Education Plans for students in out-of-
home care; lack of staff understanding of, and skills to support, children with complex
developmental trauma and inadequate integration and partnership between child protection
and education systems (Lund & Stokes, 2020). Poor educational outcomes increase the risk of
psychosocial disadvantage (Forsman et al., 2016). Children and young people with a history of
child protection involvement, especially those with special educational needs such as learning
difficulties, have been identified at being at greater risk of exclusion from school than other
children (Jay et al., 2022). Quality educational experiences are essential for the immediate and
longer-term health and wellbeing of children and young people in out-of-home care. Positive

" https://www.acms.au/

2Musgrave, C., Hopwood, B., Kilpatrick, S., & Hudson, J. (2025). What features of education policies are effective in facilitating
successful outcomes for Australian Department of Education students in out of home care? Children & Society, 39, 343-

373. https://doi.org/10.1111/chso.12890

3 Colling, S., & Wilkinson, H. (2024). Evidence base on good practice in schools to meet the needs of students living in out-of-home
care Western Sydney University. GPISOOHC_2.pdf
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relationships between youth and their case workers can support school engagement (Jaramillo
& Kothari, 2022) but children in foster care who experience numerous placement and school
changes are less likely to develop supportive relationships with school staff and peers (Tilbury
et al., 2014). High expectations of academic achievement from a significant adult and positive
teacher-child relationships can benefit school performance and later social and behavioural
competence in the classroom (Tilbury et al, 2014). Increased awareness by teachers of the
impact of trauma and training of teachers to work with children who have experienced trauma
also improves school outcomes (Lund & Stokes, 2020). Early intervention to support school
readiness and ongoing interventions to prevent poorer outcomes can help children in out-of-
home care to achieve their full potential (Maclean et al., 2024). Experiences of success,
whether in education or other areas of their lives, also enhance educational attainment for
children in out-of-home care (Tilbury, et al., 2014.)

Recommendation 2: Embed inclusive, flexible, and tailored learning practices into educational
environments at all stages of learning to improve attendance and attainment outcomes.

CAFFSA urges consideration of provisions that recognise the diverse developmental, wellbeing and
cultural needs of children and young people as a foundation for future educational success.
Children and young people enter educational settings with a vast range of experiences, in addition
to developmental, social and learning needs. Learning environments therefore need to be inclusive
and flexible to ensure they are physically, emotionally and culturally safe and accessible for
children of all ages, genders, cultures, developmental and academic stages, and physical and
intellectual abilities. The unique challenges experienced by children and families impacted by
disability are also a crucial barrier to educational outcomes. Learning environments and
approaches must be designed to support and elevate the educational outcomes for these children
and ensure equitable learning opportunities for all.

Adopting frameworks such as the Universal Design for Learning* reduces learning barriers,
increasing students’ opportunities for success. A Universal Design approach ensures students are
offered multiple means of engagement, representation and expression, allowing them to learn in
ways that remove barriers and suit their individual needs, while remaining in a collective
environment. Teachers can plan inclusive curriculums that support flexible learning options,
strengthen student engagement and inclusion, and create a culture of acceptance and inclusion.

Educational environments should also allow flexibility for children to engage in alternative
activities, such as counselling, youth mentoring, or skills-based groups, when these are more
appropriate to their needs and developmental stage. For many children, social and emotional
wellbeing is a prerequisite for academic engagement and attainment. Without such flexibility,
education systems risk prioritising academic benchmarks over the individualised needs of
students, potentially undermining their long-term educational outcomes. Educational processes
should therefore focus on a whole-of-child approach, considering developmental needs,
imputation of disability in the Nationally Consistent Collection of Data on School Students with

4 Universal Design for Learning
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Disability (NCCD) %, the Disability Standards for Education 2005 - Department of Education,
Australian Government®, and recommendations for inclusive education summarised from the

Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation of People with Disability.”

Children and young people in care may also be at risk of delayed or inconsistent identification of
disability-related learning needs. Trauma, disrupted schooling, placement instability and limited
access to assessment can mean that disability, neurodevelopmental needs or psychosocial
disability are notidentified early, or that reasonable adjustments are not consistently implemented.
The Inquiry should consider how childrenin care are represented in the NCCD, and whether current
processes adequately capture the learning, developmental, trauma-related and disability support
needs of this cohort.

Inclusive, flexible and tailored learning processes must include program responses that meet the
needs of children and young people with trauma. The Australian Childhood Foundation’s 2010
guide “Making Space for Learning: Trauma Informed Practice in Schools”8, highlights how trauma
can affect children’s brain development, behaviour, emotions, relationships and learning. It also
provides practical strategies for educators and school leaders, including creating safe spaces,
fostering positive relationships, using reflective practice, and reviewing school policies and
responses through a trauma-informed lens. Flexible learning options should be embedded in all
stages of learning, rather than becoming segregated or ‘last resort’, approaches for young people
who have already disengaged. One agency observed that Flexible Learning Options are often
offered too late, after significant disengagement has already occurred. Earlier implementation
would support higher levels of engagement and greater attainment outcomes.

Unmet neurodevelopmental and trauma needs, inflexible school responses and delayed access to
support profoundly impact children’s educational attainment. Agencies reported that children with
trauma and neurodiverse needs are often viewed as having ‘challenging behaviours’ leading to
repeated suspensions and expulsions. Viewed holistically, difficulties with concentration,
hyperactivity, noise sensitivity, classroom absences and emotional dysregulation are often
intensified by inflexible learning environments, uninformed responses and inadequate supports,
rather than reflecting individual failings.

Post-school pathways and transitions for young people in care

Young people in care require specific attention as they move through secondary school and into
post-school pathways. Placement instability, school mobility, trauma, disability, reduced
attendance and exclusionary school practices can limit access to prerequisite subjects, VET in
schools, work experience, apprenticeships and supported transitions into tertiary education. Young
people leaving care may also be navigating housing insecurity, financial stress, mental health needs
and limited adult support at the same time they are expected to make significant education, training
and employment decisions.

5 https://www.nccd.edu.au/tools/imputing-disability-nccd

8 https://www.education.gov.au/disability-standards-education-2005
7 https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/
8 Making space for learning ACF.pdf
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Targeted transition planning for young people in care from the early secondary years is needed,
including supported subject selection, access to VET and work experience, career counselling,
mentoring, disability adjustments, and warm connections to post-school education, training,
apprenticeships and employment services. These supports should continue beyond school
completion, recognising that young people leaving care may require sustained relational and
practical support to participate in further education and training.

Educational success for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children

Research highlights that systemic racism within the education sector leads to the stereotype that
Aboriginal students are inherently poor performers at school or that their families do not value
education.® These beliefs attribute low attendance to ‘natural’ failings rather than structural
barriers. Such perceptions normalise poor educational outcomes, discouraging attendance among
Aboriginal students.

Interviews with Aboriginal students and families in Broome highlight that students’ perceptions of
schooling significantly influence their attendance decisions.’ They may feel alienation and shame
in school settings, with students noting that classrooms often feel like foreign sociocultural spaces,
where unfamiliar and unwritten expectations prevail - described as "gudiya" (white person) norms.
These students frequently feel ill-equipped to navigate these environments, leading to repeated,
often unconscious, violations of these norms. Over time, persistent feelings of inadequacy and
isolation result in disengagement and reduced attendance.

It is important to note the significant overrepresentation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
childrenin care, with Aboriginal children currently representing 39.8% of all children in care in South
Australia. These children continue to experience the trauma of colonised policies and practices
through the systems in which they live and learn, and this must be addressed through systemic
reform. To ensure stronger educational outcomes Aboriginal children must have access to
culturally safe learning environments, staff and curriculums, that are embedded in cultural
teaching, support, and practices.

CAFFSA further recommends:

e A specific focus on the development and implementation of culturally sensitive policies,
practice and training to foster inclusive school environments that reduce alienation, and
support Aboriginal students to feel valued and understood, thereby encouraging regular
attendance.

e All schools engage with the Narragunnawali Reconciliation Action Plan™ which is
specifically designed for schools and early learning services with the aim to build
relationships, respect and opportunities in learning environments and with the community.

9 De Plevitz, L. (2007). Systemic racism: The hidden barrier to educational success for Indigenous school students. Australian
Journal of Education, 51(1), 54-71.

9 Prout Quicke, S., & Biddle, N. (2017). School (non-) attendance and ‘mobile cultures’: theoretical and empirical insights from
Indigenous Australia. Race Ethnicity and Education, 20(1), 57-71.

1" Narragunnawali reconciliation in education.

CAFFSA Submission to The House of Representatives Standing Committee on Education’s Inquiry Page 7 of 10
into the Factors Driving Educational Attainment



e The Inquiry should urge education systems to prioritise achieving national Closing the Gap
targets, recognising the relationship between all targets to improve educational outcomes for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children (not only those specifically relating to
education).

Recommendation 3: Ensure all schools replace punitive responses to non-attendance and
behaviour with early, relational and evidence-informed supports, including alternatives to
suspension, exclusion, expulsion and financial.

Persistent school non-attendance is often driven by complex and compounding factors. A study
regarding persistent school absence among Australian children aged 6-11 used longitudinal data
and latent class analysis to categorise 19 risk factors into four groups,’® determining that children
who consistently missed school were eight times more likely to be in the high-risk group compared
with regular attendees. The authors concluded:

Children with greater exposure to social risks like parenting difficulties, mental health
problems, or child health and wellbeing problems (Socially Constrained), or these social risks
in addition to economic issues like welfare reliance, joblessness, and financial hardship
(Overwhelmed), were substantially more likely to be persistent non-attenders ... support
services that address issues like child and parent health, mental health, parenting, and family
stress—targeted to the families that need these supports—may be more helpful for school
attendance than other punitive measures.

Further research shows that punitive approaches are not endorsed by educators as an appropriate
response to absenteeism.™ In a Queensland study, Australian principals identified proactive
strategies to improve school attendance, including daily monitoring of attendance data, early
identification of at-risk students, and tailored case management with support from staff and
external agencies. Clear communication of high attendance expectations to students and positive
school environments that address bullying and foster safety were key as they created a welcoming
environment. Principals emphasised building relationships with students, parents, and
communities, often through partnerships or culturally sensitive liaison roles. Rewards, such as
certificates or events were used, however punitive measures were seen as ineffective and
damaging to family trust and supportive interventions. Flexible programs and social worker
involvement were viewed as more likely to be successful in addressing barriers to attendance.

Sector feedback similarly indicates that suspensions, exclusions and expulsions can deepen
disengagement, particularly for children affected by trauma, disability, neurodivergence, poverty,
racism, family stress, domestic and family violence, and disrupted relationships. Agencies reported
that boys were more likely to experience repeated suspensions, reduced school contact hours and
exclusionary responses, while girls were more often offered therapeutic or flexible supports.
CAFFSA recommends that responses to behaviour and non-attendance be trauma-informed,

12 Closing the Gap national agreement targets

3 Hancock, K. J., Mitrou, F., Taylor, C. L., & Zubrick, S. R. (2018). The diverse risk profiles of persistently absent primary students:
Implications for attendance policies in Australia. Journal of Education for Students Placed at Risk (JESPAR), 23(1-2), 53-69.

4 Mills, M., Howell, A., Lynch, D., & Dungan, J. (2021). Approaches to improving school attendance: Insights from Australian
principals. Leadership and Policy in Schools, 20(3), 404-415.
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disability-responsive, culturally safe and tailored to each child’s circumstances. Inclusive, flexible
and relational supports should be implemented before exclusionary or punitive responses are
considered.

Recommendation 4: Strengthen partnerships between educational providers, families and
carers, government and community services to address structural barriers to school attendance,
engagement, retention and attainment.

Research shows that children’s educational attainment outcomes are closely linked to what is
happening at home. Parental mental health challenges, alcohol and other drug use, family
violence, poverty, housing instability and unsupported single parenting are some of the strongest
predictors of children’s mental ill-health.' These issues shape children’s wellbeing long before
they access many services or enter formal educational environments.

The Centre for Excellence in Child and Family Welfare’s Youth Mental Health Consultation,’® along
with infant mental health evidence' shows that children’s safety and wellbeing depend heavily on
the stability and emotional health of their caregivers, especially in early childhood. Schools,
preschools and early learning services are often the first places to notice when a child is struggling
and are well positioned to partner with families early.

The Kids Hubs National Service Model'® supports this notion, demonstrating that children and
families benefit most when health, education, child protection, family services, alcohol and other
drug services and community organisations use shared principles, culturally safe approaches and
multidisciplinary teamwork. The National Children’s Mental Health and Wellbeing Strategy'®
reinforces this by calling for integrated, trauma-informed and family-centred support across early
childhood services, schools, community organisations and health systems.

As children’s wellbeing and educational outcomes are closely tied to their family circumstances,
equipping educational settings with wellbeing staff, family engagement workers, and trauma-
aware and culturally responsive practices, allows them to play a vital role in intervening early,
preventing more significant challenges or crises, and increasing opportunities for children’s
educational success. Research conducted by the Australian Education Research Organisation®
supports this, through suggesting a ‘Community School Model’ to offer tailored services and
integrated student supports to address out-of-school challenges that may act as barriers to their
learning. Such supports may include health care, counselling and out of school activities, which
are often provided through partnerships with local organisations and services to improve
academic, wellbeing and attendance outcomes.

Swww.acms.au and Higgins, D. (2023). Understanding pathways from childhood adversity to youth mental health: Implications for
prevention. Australian Institute of Family Studies Webinar Series. Melbourne, VIC: AIFS.

18 Centre for Excellence in Child and Family Welfare. (2025). Youth Mental Health Consultation Report. Melbourne, VIC: CFECFW.
7 Centre for Excellence in Child and Family Welfare. (2024). Seeing the world through a baby’s eyes: Why infant mental health
matters. Melbourne, VIC: CFECFW.

'8 Australian Government Department of Health and Aged Care. (2025). Medicare Mental Health Kids Hubs: National Service
Model. Canberra, ACT: Australian Government.

% National Mental Health Commission. National Children’s Mental Health and Wellbeing Strategy. 2021, National Mental Health
Commission.

20 AERO — Health and allied health initiatives in schools: Impacts on academic, wellbeing and attendance outcomes
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It is important to eradicate service siloing to allow for educational providers to develop cohesive
partnerships with ACCOs, NGOs, educational services, community groups, leaders and services
who hold trusted relationships with vulnerable children, families, individuals and communities.
Such partnerships also support educators with the knowledge and skills required to meet children’s
individual needs and build more inclusive cultures.

For children in OOHC, recognising educators, school counsellors and/or School Services Officers
(or similar) as key members of a child's care team, who can actively participate in collaborative
planning and decision-making with child protection staff, to support a holistic understanding of
children’s individual needs and circumstances will better support their learning outcomes.

The evidence therefore clearly supports treating education not just as a place where children learn,
butas a core partner in whole-family, community-connected support and indicates the importance
equipping educational providers from early childhood centres through to adulthood with wellbeing
staff, family engagement roles, and trauma-aware, culturally responsive practices.

Recommendation 5: Provide ongoing, mandatory training, supervision and practice support for
education providers in trauma-informed, culturally safe, disability-responsive and inclusive
approaches

Educational providers should receive comprehensive training, support and supervision that is
evidence-based, and responsive to childhood maltreatment and trauma, neurodivergence,
disability, gender and sexual identity and culture. Training should also include a strong focus on
Mental Health First Aid (including preventing and responding to suicide) and appropriate responses
that can be implemented within each learning setting.

CAFFSA members with lived experience recommended the exploration of peer-to-peer counselling
or support services in educational settings for children and young people. One young person with a
lived experience of out-of-home care advocated strongly that mental health support should include
peer-to-peer modalities in addition to those that are professionally based, given the level of
understanding and compassion that can only be borne through lived experience.

Members emphasised the need for training to be consistent in its content and practice guidance
and delivered to staff at all levels of employment, to ensure consistent cultures, policies, practices
and responses are established for all children and young people, in all educational settings.

Conclusion

These recommendations seek to strengthen movement towards a well-targeted, just and
compassionate education system for all. CAFFSA would be pleased to contribute further detail on
any aspect of this submission. Should this be required, contact details are as follows:

Melissa Gibson, CEO
Mobile: 0473 617 782
admin@childandfamily-sa.org.au

SUBMISSION ENDS
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