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Summary 

ACT Playgroups would like the ACT Government to consider the following four recommendations for 

inclusion in the 2020-21 Territory Budget: 

1. Funding and assistance for a supported intergenerational playgroup program. As seen in 
the recent ABC TV series 'Old People's Home for 4 Year Olds', the benefits of 
intergenerational programs are multiple and extensive for all participants. ACT Playgroups 
is requesting staff funding of about $25,000 per year to allow more aged care and seniors 
community facilities to establish low-cost intergenerational playgroups programs across 
the ACT. 

 

2. In response to new AEDC data, ACT Playgroups would like to see government backing for 
early-entry playgroups in ACT primary schools to support the transition of young children 
and their families into the education sector. Research has demonstrated that playgroups 
are one of the few, low-cost and proven interventions against AEDC vulnerability in young 
children. Program funding of about $50,000 per year would be sufficient to establish, 
mentor and support these groups in schools across the ACT. 
 

3. The ACT replace the expiring Federal funding of $60,000 per year to develop a more 
integrated early intervention/family support playgroup program for families with children 
with additional needs from June 2020. 

 

4. With the support of Property Group, in 2020, ACT Playgroups and Kidsafe ACT will begin to 
fit-out the old Winunga Health Centre at Wakefield Gardens in Ainslie. The plan is to re-
purpose the building into a Community Baby Hub. We are looking to the ACT Government 
to back this initiative with program funding of $70,000 per year to support a range of baby 
and parent/carer services and programs. In addition, we are aiming to create Australia's 
first baby-friendly play space in the garden area. 

 

The total cost of all four initiatives would be about $200,000 per year and we estimate would 

provide support to over 1,000 parents, children and senior Canberrans in need. We would be happy 

to meet at any time to discuss this submission further or to provide more detail on any of the issues 

we have outlined. 
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Background to ACT Playgroups Budget Submission 

ACT Playgroups has been supporting parent-led community 

playgroups in the ACT for nearly 50 years. 

The playgroup model is a tried and tested program of: 

 Play-based early years development; 

 Parent and carer support; and 

 Community development 
 

Longitudinal Survey of Australian Children (LSAC) research 

by Hancock et al in Western Australia demonstrated that for 

disadvantaged families playgroup attendance is associated 

with: 

 Better learning outcomes- particularly for boys 

 Better social-emotional outcomes particularly for 
girls 

 Mothers have greater and more consistent social 
support 

 More books in the home and less TV 

 More participation in other activities 
 
and that prolonged attendance further improves outcomes. 

The study also found that: 

 The evidence suggests that children from 
disadvantaged families have the most to gain from 
attending playgroups with social and learning 
outcomes significantly improving. 

 Parents benefit too with the study finding mothers from disadvantaged families who went to 
playgroup were: 
 more likely to have consistently good support from friends over time 
 more likely to see improvements in the level of support they received from friends 

over time 
 less likely to see declines in the level of support they received from friends over time. 

 

The study found that children from disadvantaged families attending playgroup also attend more 

activities outside the home (e.g. swimming pools, museums, movies, cultural events). 

Playgroup is (and always will be) a uniquely Australian model of peer support for families at the 

beginning of their parenting journey (a bit like Facebook in real life). Playgroup is a place where 

parents choose to belong with others with whom they can connect and support. The peer support 

potential of playgroups can reduce isolation, identify depression, provide parenting role-modelling, 

give advice on businesses and services and offer referrals to government and community services. 



A study from RMIT’s Centre for Urban Research revealed that community playgroups have 
enormous social and economic benefits not just for children but also for their parents and carers. 
Findings were based on both qualitative interviews with community playgroup coordinators, 
parents/carers and children, and the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC). Key findings 
included that community playgroups:  

 provide essential social supports for parents raising young children, especially where a 
parent does not have other peer support networks;  

 equip members with parenting skills and connect them to the community, this is particularly 
true for culturally diverse families;  

 help families to feel less socially isolated and build a sense of community;  

 adapt to the changing face of caring for young children with grandparent playgroups, dads 
playgroups and ethnic specific playgroups emerging over the last ten years; and  

 were found to be important and trusted sources of advice and support for those looking 
after very young children.  

Dr Ian McShane, co-author of the report from the Centre for Urban Research said, “We know that 

playgroups have significant developmental benefits for children, yet we found after interviewing 

parents for this research that this only tells half the story of their value. They are especially valued by 

new mothers, many of whom indicated they had felt socially isolated prior to their child joining a 

playgroup.” 

It is important that community playgroups are 

firmly embedded in qualified, experienced 

and supportive infrastructure to assist them to 

remain a constructive and evidence-based 

experience. 

Playgroup data from AEDC findings (as 

analysed by the Telethon Institute – and 

available on request) reflects: 

The AEDC data suggest that about 15% of Australian children attended one or more playgroups prior 

to starting school.  Playgroup attendance was below the national average for children living in the 

Australian Capital Territory (10.6%), New South Wales (11.1%) and the Northern Territory (13.4%).  

Between 15% and 18% of children attended playgroups in each of the other jurisdictions, except for 

Tasmania where a high 33% of children attended playgroups prior to starting school.   

According to this AEDC data, the ACT has the lowest level of playgroup participation in Australia. This 

data shows that not only are Canberran children missing out on valuable play-based social 

development at an early age, but that parents are missing out on attachment development 

opportunities with their children as well as with other parents and carers. 

We know that many ACT parents are here without the traditional parenting supports of immediate 

and extended family members. Playgroups can help bridge this gap. 

  



1. Intergenerational Playgroups 

ACT Playgroups has been running community 

playgroups in ACT aged care facilities for over a 

decade. These intensive groups help to reduce the 

isolation of residents as well as create connections 

between older people and young Canberra families.  

Intergenerational playgroups are more sustainable 

than preschool visits or partnerships as they involve 

the children of all ages in the fun, but also forge 

connections with the parents and carers of the 

children. We have some parents who are still visiting 

or engaging with aged care residents years after they 

have stopped coming to playgroup. This model does 

indeed support the establishment of real 

relationships - many call them their second family. 

The evidence presented by the ABC TV series “Old 

People’s Home for 4 Year Olds” demonstrated the 

impact that intergenerational engagement can have 

for older people – particularly in reducing depression 

and increasing physical activity. 

We have established and provide ongoing support to eight current intergenerational playgroups in 

aged care facilities across the ACT. However, the analysis done by the experts connected with the 

ABC TV series, suggests that this model would be beneficial in all aged care settings.  We are 

requesting funding for a program to expand our current program to other aged care facilities, but 

also to extend this program into the community. The current ‘Ageing in Place’ agenda puts more 

emphasis on keeping older people in their homes for longer. This can lead to increased isolation for 

these seniors, who may have little family or networks in their local community. If they are less 

mobile, or less confident, sometimes weeks can go by for these elderly Canberrans without 

engagement or contact with others. We would like to work with community housing providers and 

ACT Seniors Housing to trial a model of community based intergenerational playgroups, with 

facilitation by both playgroup and community care providers.  We are working towards this model 

initially in two locations (one south and one north) and would be grateful for assistance and 

commitment from the Community Services Directorate. With this type of support, a collaborative 

program could be established in multiple Seniors Housing locations for about $25,000 per year (in 

additional staffing and play equipment support). 

Recommendation: Funding and assistance for a supported intergenerational playgroup program. 
As seen in the recent ABC TV series 'Old People's Home for 4 Year Olds', the benefits of 
intergenerational programs are multiple and extensive for all participants. ACT Playgroups is 
requesting staff funding of about $25,000 per year to allow more aged care and seniors 
community facilities to establish low-cost intergenerational playgroups programs across the ACT. 
 

   



2. Reducing AEDC vulnerability 

Data from the 2018 AEDC survey is of great concern in the ACT.  The statistics indicate that since 

2012 developmental vulnerability has increased in the ACT in Language and Cognitive Skills and has 

significantly increased in Emotional Maturity, Social Competence and Physical Health and Wellbeing. 

Currently in the ACT about 1 in 4 children are developmentally vulnerable on one or more domains 

and 1 in 8 are vulnerable on two or more domains. ACT Playgroups has been working with the ACT 

AEDC team to present the findings to services and providers in each region across Canberra. The 

information for the ACT shows some concerning Territory-wide trends, but there are some alarming 

pockets in particular locations. 

The evidence for the impact of playgroups (particularly in school-based settings) in reducing AEDC 

vulnerability is extensive. Research from the Telethon Kids Institute (using AEDC data) indicates that 

children who don't attend playgroups are twice as likely to be developmentally behind those who do 

by the time they start school. A study by the Centre for Urban Research at RMIT concluded that 

community playgroups have significant social and economic benefits for parents and carers. 

As schools become more of a hub in the community for families with children aged birth to 4, we 

believe that a greater range of services and supports need to be available in that setting.  ABS data 

shows that 35% of ACT children aged 0-4 do not access any childcare (formal or informal) and many 

of these families may be disengaged from services until their child attends preschool or 

kindergarten. By establishing early-entry playgroup and Paint and Play sessions in partnership with 

local schools, we will be able to draw in a range of other human services to improve children’s 

school readiness and provide soft-entry and referrals for isolated and vulnerable families.  Barriers 

such as cost, culture, residency status, program eligibility will not apply and all families and carers 

will be able to access help and support in a fun, engaging and non-threatening environment. 

Discussions with other government and non-government agencies have indicated general support 

for this proposal and also a willingness to use such Paint and Playgroup sessions for the referral and 

delivery of a range of other health and community services. Both Isabella Plains and Franklin Early 

Childhood Schools are enthusiastic partners and great advocates for our current school-partnership 

Paint and Playgroup program. In addition, there are over 20 schools in the ACT that are supporting 

40 community playgroups without any additional funding or resources from the Education 

Directorate. We believe that we can scale this model across the ACT for a fraction of the cost (but 

with improved outcomes) of the Tasmanian Launch into Learning program. A part-time support 

worker based at ACT Playgroups with capacity to provide resources, equipment, advice, hands-on-

help and guidance for any school wanting to include a community-based 

early-entry playgroup would cost less than $50,000 per year of operation. 

Recommendation: In response to new AEDC data, ACT Playgroups would 
like to see government backing for early-entry playgroups in ACT 
primary schools to support the transition of young children and their 
families into the education sector. Research has demonstrated that 
playgroups are one of the few, low-cost and proven interventions 
against AEDC vulnerability in young children. Program funding of about 
$50,000 per year would be sufficient to establish, mentor and support 
these groups in schools across the ACT.  



3. Early Intervention/Family Support Playgroups 

Due to the roll out of the NDIS, federal funding for our PlayConnect program is due to cease in mid 

2020. Since 2008, PlayConnect playgroups have supported families in the ACT with children with 

additional needs – more specifically those children with ASD or ASD like symptoms. In this period, 

our PlayConnect playgroups have been a primary source of support for families with these 

challenges.  In recent years over 200 families with more than 400 children have accessed this 

program. PlayConnect fills a unique space in the Canberra community offering both early 

intervention play-based activities for children as well as peer and family support for siblings, parents 

and carers. PlayConnect does not need a diagnosis and also support can continue post NDIS 

eligibility (reducing traumatic changes for families and children in this vulnerable time). PlayConnect 

Playgroups are facilitated by qualified and experienced specialist early childhood teachers. They 

focus on building the capacity of families and parents (any family member or carer type is welcome) 

and also on developing every family’s peer support network. 

PlayConnect acts as a first point of contact for families, and is typically accessed prior to the 

commencement of any formal assessment or review processes.  Building on a traditional playgroup 

model, PlayConnect provides an appropriate early intervention pathway for families, providing 

support through the diagnostic and funding processes, or alternatively in the absence of funding to 

facilitate access to appropriate community services and supports. 

The PlayConnect program is a conduit between families and support services.  PlayConnect identifies 

pathways and facilitates access for families to community linkages, information and social support. 

Further, the program actively supports and builds the capacity of families to effectively engage in 

these services. More specifically, the program performs several key roles:   

 Provides social and practical support for socially isolated and at risk families. These families 

are often excluded from mainstream services owing their child’s social behaviour, and at 

greater risk of physical and mental health issues.   

 Builds capacity of parents and carers to better support their children. The program provides 

resources to grow parent’s knowledge and understanding of ASD, as well as development 

and behaviour more generally. Additionally, it fosters the development of ASD appropriate 

parenting and play skills, enabling parents to better meet the needs of their child.  



 Builds linkages and connections between families and relevant service pathways. This may 

include: Community resources and supports; Relevant clinical services/interventions and 

therapies; as well as formal ADS groups, services and support. 

 Supports families to seek formal ASD assessment in the first instance and across the often 

complex assessment process.  

 Supports families who receive an ASD diagnosis in their engagement with the NDIS.  

PlayConnect is, at its heart, a whole of family support program for those families in most need. The 

underlying value of PlayConnect is apparent in the safe and supportive environment, the 

appropriate play activities, the sense of welcome and belonging, but most importantly through the 

connections that involved families make with each other in their very difficult and often isolating 

journeys. 

Since 2008, ACT Playgroups has established PlayConnect in partnership with key community and 

disability agencies (Therapy ACT, West Belconnen CFC, ASPECT, SDN and Namadji School). The 

withdrawal of funding for this program from 2020 will leave a significant gap in the service and 

support network for these families. Demand for PlayConnect has not been diminished by the advent 

of the NDIS, the appointment of the NDIS Early Childhood Early Intervention Partner (EACH) or the 

establishment of the Developing Kids groups. We currently support 10 families and 18 children at 

Lyons and 18 families and 36 children at Scullin. 

We would like to talk further about the future of this type of service in the ACT. The current federal 

funding for these groups is only $30,000 each per year for a valuable early intervention and family 

support service that cannot be transitioned into the NDIS.  

Recommendation: that the ACT consider replacing the expiring Federal funding of $60,000 per year 

to develop a more integrated early intervention/family support playgroup program for families 

with children with additional needs from June 2020. 

  



4. Ainslie Community Baby Hub 

 
There are currently very few support services available for first time parents and their babies in the 
ACT. With the decrease in New Parent Group sessions from six to five and now four, it can be hard 
for new, young families to know where to get credible and accessible information. It can also be a 
very isolating time. The ACT has the oldest average maternal age of first birth, and as many people 
move here for work or other opportunities, they often have very little family support. 
 
We are grateful for the support from the ACT Government for our proposal to re-establish the old 
Winunga Health Centre building at Wakefields gardens in Ainslie as a community baby hub. This was 
the original purpose of the building over 50 years ago, and we think that the need for this type of 
service is just as important today. We will be engaging a range of community services in this space to 
provide information, resources and support for new families, but would like to request Government 
support to include a suite of more intensive assistance. We would like to request funding to both 
coordinate the activities of other community and government services to allow a more integrated 
approach for participants at this site, and also to provide some general programs (like baby drop-in 
groups or parent counselling) for all young families to access. 
 
We believe that we could provide a range of group sessions, case support and counselling services 
for only $70,000 per year. This would enable connections with over 700 families per year and 
provide early intensive support to more than 100 parents in need. 
 
Recommendation: With the support of Property Group, in 2020, ACT Playgroups and Kidsafe ACT 
will begin to fit-out the old Winunga Health Centre at Wakefield Gardens in Ainslie. The plan is to 
re-purpose the building into a Community Baby Hub. We are looking to the ACT Government to 
back this initiative with program funding of $70,000 per year to support a range of baby and 
parent/carer services and programs. In addition, we are aiming to create Australia's first baby-
friendly play space in the garden area. 
 

 


