





Our future innovation
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The innovation relationships discussed in this report have all built the capacity
of The Smith Family to explore new models for responding to disadvantage. True
to our concept of ‘connecting different people, in different ways, to overcome an
entrenched or emerging social issue’, our future investment is focused around
two streams of innovation:

V EFamilies Learning Together strengthening the capacity of families through
the provision of parenting skills and adult education alongside high quality
early childhood education and care for their children.

e Cross-sectoral collaboration taking relationships between government,
community, business and academic sectors to a higher level from which to
develop new solutions to intractable social issues.

The importance of family

Families are the basic building blocks of our society, and the most important
source of support for the healthy development of our children. Their influence is
particularly crucial in the early years, from birth to around eight years old, when
the physical and mental development of children is acutely sensitive to factors in
their environment. In other words, while genes predispose children to develop in
certain ways, it is their social (and especially home) environments that have the
greatest influence.

We know this because of evidence from the neurosciences that shows the brain

is in essence an ‘environmental organ’,>® with the emotional and intellectual
development of young children heavily influenced by the early stimulation they
receive from their parents and other supportive individuals. In fact, longitudinal
studies of children carried out over many years have found the quality of this

early family environment to influence a wide range of outcomes in their later lives,
including their likelihood of attaining higher school grades, attending university and
even their potential involvement in crime.3!




However, along with other developed societies, the
make-up of the traditional family in Australia has
experienced tremendous change since the 1960s,
with the quality of the family environment in many
cases suffering as a consequence.

First, the support network of the extended family
that once reached across households to provide
important social and economic advantages in terms
of shared labor, socialisation of children, and support
for the elderly, has increasingly disintegrated. The
traditional dual-parent nuclear family is undergoing
significant reconfiguration, with twenty per cent

of all children in Australia aged under 15 now
being cared for by lone-parents.3? An increasing
number of grandparents are also now finding
themselves the primary carers for grandchildren
following circumstances where the parents are
either temporarily or permanently unable to provide
parental care.3?

In addition to the typically limited resources these
parents are able to draw upon in supporting the
development of their children, lone parents also
tend to have lower levels of education compared to
partnered parents, with the majority leaving school
before Year 12 and without any other non-school
qualifications.3* With few role models, it then
becomes more difficult for the learning children
undertake outside the home to be supported and
advanced inside the home.

Second, as with most other countries around

the world, Australia is experiencing an ageing
population, which has made the need to increase
workforce participation all the more urgent. Recent
significant reforms in national social security

have therefore led to the introduction of new
responsibilities for parents receiving welfare to
enter (or re-enter) the workforce. However, with
few qualifications and often only basic literacy

and numeracy skills, parents who have spent
considerable time on the margins of society now
struggle to compete for employment in a workplace
that has changed remarkably over the last decade
and continues to do so at a rapid pace in line with
evolving technologies.

These demographic changes mean that while every
parent may want the best for their children, not

all are able to provide the optimal environment

in which their children can learn and develop.
Families from low socioeconomic backgrounds

are particularly disadvantaged in this respect for a
number of reasons. Firstly, they have less disposable
income available to purchase toys, books or other
learning resources; secondly, they often have less
time available to spend helping their children learn,
playing or simply interacting with them. For example,
it has been estimated that in Australia, children from
middle-income families enter school having had
1000 to 1700 hours of one-to-one reading with their
parents or another adult, while children from low-
income families average just 25 hours.3®

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, parents from
low socioeconomic backgrounds are themselves less
likely to have the parenting skills or education to
know what they need to do to provide an optimal
learning environment for their children. The support
they and their children need is too often either
unavailable in their community or simply beyond
their means, with the result being that their children
are forced through circumstance to carry on the
cycle of disadvantage.

According to James Heckman, it is this inequality
of family opportunities provided to children that
remains the major source of inequality in modern
society. Gaps in abilities open up long before
formal schooling begins, and are directly correlated
to characteristics in the home environment (e.g.
number of books in the home, the number of

hours of shared reading with parents). This is a
concern, for, as Heckman'’s research shows, more
and more children are growing up in adverse family
environments, regardless of how you measure that
adversity.3¢ The Smith Family has recognised the
need to redress this balance and expand our focus of
support to build the capacity of both disadvantaged
children and their parents in a holistic and
sustainable manner.

Families Learning Together

The foundation of the trusting relationships that The
Smith Family has built with parents across Australia
has been our shared commitment to the wellbeing
of their children. As our Learning for Life strategy
and range of programs developed, it also became
clear that parents’ desire to secure support for their
children was expanding to encompass an interest

in furthering their own learning opportunities. For
example, when we first began to run computer clubs
for children to build their technological literacy, many
of the parents who dropped off their children at the
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Fig. 3 The four components of Families Learning Together

Early childhood
education and care

To support optimal brain
development in terms of
cognitive (academic) and
non-cognitive (social/

emotional) skills

Parent and child together time

Parenting education

To build capacity in providing
supportive home environments
through education around how
children grow, develop and
learn to read and write

Adult education

To improve a range of literacy/
employability skills, including
problem solving, goal setting
and interpersonal skills

To strengthen family relationships and shared learning

start of the classes would stay on to participate,
motivated by the opportunity to learn computer skills
they themselves lacked.

Similarly, The Smith Family’s experience in
facilitating early childhood programs such as
Communities for Children has found that in building
a supportive home environment for their own
children, disadvantaged parents are increasingly
motivated to expand their own educational skills.
The chance to build on this commitment parents
have to the wellbeing of their children and turn

this into learning opportunities for their own
advancement is innovative in the Australian context
and particularly timely in light of the changes

in family structure discussed above.3” To this

end, The Smith Family is now seeking to make

the capacity building of families our next priority
through facilitating children and parents to learn
together. This involves the provision of more holistic
and innovative opportunities for parents and their
children to learn skills that not only meet their
individual developmental needs but also work to
strengthen the way they support and relate to each
other as a family.

The Families Learning Together mode/

Research has revealed a wide range of advantaging
factors arising from initiatives that support Families
Learning Together that make them in many ways
more effective than traditional forms of educational
provision.3® The critical element of these programs
is that they provide a comprehensive system of
services to meet the educational, personal and
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family needs of parents and their children that are
often too great to be tackled through supporting
adults and children separately. Our model for
Families Learning Together will therefore integrate
four streams of learning within a single ‘one-stop
shop’ program, bringing parents and children
together within a cohesive learning system (see
Figure 3 above):°

As Figure 3 above indicates, this dual generational
program will be structured to allow for the learning
that takes place in the first three components to
flow into and be reinforced through parent and
child together time (PACT). In practical terms,

this might operate through parents and children
attending concurrent adult education, Early
Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) and parenting
education sessions in the morning, followed by a
PACT session in the afternoon during which parents
and children have a chance to put the morning’s
learning into practice (e.g. through shared reading
or playtime). Encouraging parents to see daily
activities as opportunities for PACT in their own
home environment is a key part of this strategy.
For example, preparing a meal can provide family
members with some important time together in an
otherwise hectic day, while also helping children
with their reading (through following recipe
directions) and parents with knowledge around
selecting and preparing nutritional food.

Through activities such as these, parents are able
to more actively participate in and support their
child’s early development and increase their level of
involvement in their children’s educational career as




a whole; which the evidence suggests is associated
with higher levels of educational achievement across
the family.

Another benefit of interweaving early childhood
education and care with adult and parenting
education is that, as The Smith Family has
observed, parents are more motivated to pursue
their own learning opportunities when they are first
able to support those of their young children. This is
particularly important considering the typically low
levels of motivation among parents who have spent
lengthy periods disengaged from formal learning
opportunities.

By virtue of their children’s involvement, parents
are also more likely to commit to the program

for longer than they would an adult education
initiative in isolation. Sustaining the involvement
of disadvantaged parents in stand-alone adult
education classes is often difficult if they are
unable to see the value of this in their wider day-
to-day lives. Many become disillusioned when they
realise the time it can take to improve poor literacy
skills resulting from many years of educational
disengagement. The opportunity to regularly practice
and see the benefits of their learning in relation

to their children’s development through PACT is
therefore likely to increase their confidence and
continued commitment to the program.

Outcomes of Families Learning Together

The Families Learning Together demonstration
project will provide free access and high quality
early childhood education and care opportunities for
children aged 0-5, while also assisting their parents
with the skills they need to provide supportive family
environments and to participate in the workforce.

Put simply, the overarching goal of the project will
be to build the capacity of families most in need to
manage the competing demands of raising children
and obtaining positive employment.*® This will be
achieved through:

* Providing disadvantaged children aged 0-5 with
the cognitive and non-cognitive skills support they
need to make smooth home to school transitions
and eliminate the gaps in achievement and
participation that tend to hinder their progress.

Supporting parents with a range of parenting
skills development opportunities designed to

improve their capacity to provide a supportive
home environment for their children in the early
years. This may involve initiatives to strengthen
their basic reading and writing skills, their ability
to undertake activities such as shared reading,
and potentially their training in technological
literacy and financial management to support
their increased responsibilities under recent
social security reforms.

» Connecting parents with adult education
opportunities to facilitate their entry (or re-entry)
into the workforce with the skills reflective of
contemporary market needs. This is in line with
the social security reforms announced as part of
the 2005-06 Australian Federal Budget, under
which parents receiving income support now
have new responsibilities to move from welfare
into the workforce as soon as their youngest child
turns six.*

As part of our Learning for Life strategy and

its programs, the Families Learning Together
demonstration project would be complemented

and supported by other Smith Family early years
initiatives (e.g. Communities for Children) and our
adult education opportunities developing skills such
as financial and technological literacy. An integral
element of Families Learning Together is then the
intention, once the project has operated for an
established period, for The Smith Family to play a
lead role in promoting its adoption on a broad scale,
in Australia and potentially internationally. While
our focus in developing Families Learning Together
is its application to disadvantaged communities,
once the key drivers of success are identified and
demonstrated in the ‘disadvantaged’ context, it might
conceivably be adapted and embraced by other
parties in the wider, ‘non-disadvantaged’ context.

To ensure that the model for Families Learning
Together is built around the achievement of these
outcomes as efficiently as possible, The Smith
Family has been fortunate enough to have the pro
bono support of McKinsey & Company, a leading
management consulting firm specialising in issues of
strategy, organisation, technology and operations.
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Cross-sectoral collaboration: Social Incubators

A second innovation in The Smith Family’s
future agenda relates to the need to facilitate
greater meaningful and sustainable collaboration
across government, community, business and
academic sectors. This is important in order to
develop comprehensive responses to current and
emerging intractable social issues that challenge
disadvantaged communities.

Over the last decade, Australia has seen the
introduction of a number of social innovation initiatives
in the form of ‘convergence models’, designed to bring
the government, business and community sectors
closer together (see Figure 4 below). The former
Australian Government was the driving force behind
many of these new collaborations, bringing business
and academia together through the Cooperative
Research Centres (CRC), government and community
through Phase One of the ‘Stronger Families and
Communities Strategy’ (SFCS); business and
community through the previous initiative known as
The Prime Minister's Community Business Partnership
(PMCBP); and community and community through
Phase Two of SFCS and Communities for Children.
The Australian Business and Community Network
(ABCN) has also proven extremely successful in
promoting partnerships between business and the
education sector.

Building on these models, The Smith Family
commissioned The Boston Consulting Group to

conduct, on a pro bono basis throughout 2006,

a feasibility study to investigate the need and
subsequently applicable model for a more integrative
collaboration — a new model of sectoral convergence
through which innovative solutions to a number of
social issues could be developed. A Social Incubator
emerged as a possible vehicle for these collaborative
outcomes, and a detailed process to attract
commitment to the concept was then developed

by Swinburne University of Technology through a
synergy grant with The Smith Family.

How does a Social Incubator work?

A Social Incubator seeks to foster collaboration
between individuals with different skill sets and
backgrounds, from a range of sectors, to drive
towards innovative solutions to existing problems.
It works in two stages:

1. The Incubator thought process

The initial ‘thought process’ phase involves the
collocation of selected team members within an
intensive ‘hot house’ environment where research
combines with practice to create practical
initiatives and solutions. This process uses the
individual skills and expertise of government,
business, community and academia through
teams working together to create one or more
innovative initiatives addressing the issue
identified within the community.

Fig. 4 Examples of social innovation convergence models in Australia

Date
1991-present

Convergence Model

Cooperative Research Centres
(CRC)

Collaborators

Business + Academia
(with government as enabler)

Communities Strategy (SFCS)
Phase Two
Communities for Children

Stronger Families and 2000-2004 Government + Community
Communities Strategy (SFCS)

Phase One

The Prime Minister’'s Community | 1999-2007 Business + Community
Business Partnership (PMCBP) (with government as enabler)
Stronger Families and 2004-2009 Community + Community

(with government as enabler)

The Australian Business and 2004 onwards

Community Network (ABCN)

Business + Education

26 B0 Innovation Relationships




2. Skills transfer in the field

The second ‘skills transfer’ phase is where
members of the Incubator move into the field
in order to transfer the necessary skills and
knowledge to the community members/groups
tasked with piloting the initiatives. In this
way, the Incubator goes beyond the traditional
‘think tank’ research/advocacy model, and is
premised upon strong community involvement
in the entire process, from identification of the
problem to be addressed to the development and
implementation of a response.

An inherent benefit of this demonstration model

is the social capital that is built up through the
creation of collaborative relationships between
multiple sectors — relationships that are strengthened
through a process of negotiation, skills development
and a shared commitment to achieving more.
Importantly, this collaboration is sustainable beyond
the Incubator itself, and remains one of the most
important elements for making collective change
happen.

Social capital also has a cumulative effect,

whereby effective interactions with others results

in increased confidence and trust encouraging
further collaboration. If communities have been able
to develop these collaborative networks through
initiatives such as the Incubator, they will be able
to continue to work together to envision a better
future and meet their objectives for a range of
opportunities. In this way, the incubation of social
capital underpins our society’s capacity to maximise
economic, technical and social performance more
generally.

Conclusion

This report has provided an overview of The Smith
Family’s historical and continuing commitment to
social innovation and educational transformation
through thought leadership and demonstration. As
an organisation that opens doors for disadvantaged
children and their families, The Smith Family is
now entering a period of significant and sustainable
growth. Through keeping abreast of changes in

the environment and research agenda, we have
worked hard to support individuals, help families
and strengthen communities, and in turn build the
capacity and resilience of our nation.

Embracing the social innovation streams of Families
Learning Together and the social incubator will
continue to build The Smith Family’s capacity

in contributing to a more caring and cohesive
Australian community. Providing integrated
opportunities for early childhood education and care,
adult education and parenting skills development
will strengthen the family unit and the capacity of
its members to lead active and productive lives,
while the Incubator will provide offering a timely and
efficient way to break the cycle of disadvantage that
continues to marginalise so many individuals.
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