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Executive Summary
This report presents the findings of the evaluation of the Family Referral Service (FRS) in 
Schools. Through a partnership between the NSW Department of Education (NSW DE), the 
Department of Family and Community Services (FACS), and Relationships Australia Canberra 
& Region (RACR), a family referral service was provided to selected schools in NSW. 

The aim of the service was to better 

cater to the needs of children, young 

people, and families by providing 

them with greater access to service 

providers. This objective was to be 

achieved by locating Education Family 

Workers (EFWs) within schools; an 

environment where students who 

are at risk of underachievement 

and poor developmental outcomes 

can be identified and appropriate 

interventions expediently provided.   

The Riverina Murray Family 

Referral Service (FRS) is a service 

within RACR, a non-governmental 

organisation (NGO) with an office 

base in Wagga Wagga responsible 

for services in the Riverina-Murray 

region. The FRS is funded by the 

Department of Health and operates 

within 11 designated regions in NSW. 

The service mobilises other service 

providers, well-being units, and 

statutory departments responsible for 

child protection issues. It liaises with 

vulnerable children, young people, 

their families, and support services. 

RACR, using the Riverina Murray 

FRS model was the organisation 

responsible for providing the service 

to schools that were involved in this 

evaluation. 

The schools involved in the evaluation 

varied in size, demographics, students’ 

socioeconomic backgrounds, and 

other attributes. This allowed for an 

assessment of the FRS in different 

school contexts and a consideration 

of viability based on context. Two of 

the schools in the model were high 

schools and two were primary schools. 

Each of the schools had existing 

counselling and wellbeing programs 

which catered to a variety of student 

and family needs. 

An EFW was attached to the four 

participating schools for one or 

two days per week. The method in 

which the EFW operated in each of 

the schools differed based on the 

needs of the school and the ways in 

which referrals were made. The EFW 

worked with the entire family but kept 

the student as the focal point of the 

service referral. This model is similar 

to the model employed within the 

community-based FRS. However, when 

compared with the community-based 

FRS, the FRS in Schools resulted in a 

more comprehensive service being 

delivered. Significantly, there was an 

increased level of case management 

in the FRS in Schools initiative. 

Students were referred for a variety 

of reasons and a small number of 

referrals which exceeded the threshold 

of significant harm were elevated 

for statutory case management by 

FACS. The EFW provided direct client 

contact with families requiring support 

and developed an integrated case 

management plan for each family.

The evaluation examined the 

perspectives of persons who were 

involved with the model, either 

directly or indirectly. Responses from 

parents, students, teachers, school 

executive management, and other 

key stakeholders were solicited and 

interpreted. Quantitative data were 

collected around the number of 

referrals, presenting issues, and whether 

students identified as Indigenous or 

non-Indigenous Australians. These data 

were analysed to form the basis of the 

evaluation. 

 

 

 

The FRS in Schools has been 

received positively. The findings of 

the evaluation indicated that the 

service increased the capacity of 

the schools to handle challenging 

issues with students who were at risk. 

The service also reduced the extra 

workload of principals and teaching 

staff who were tasked with following 

up families who had complex needs 

requiring high levels of coordination 

across multiple services and systems. 

Parents and students indicated that 

they appreciated having an EFW 

who could take time to provide 

a responsive and individualised 

service that complemented the 

roles of teachers and school leaders. 

Recommendations to improve the 

model and recommendations for the 

wider promotion of school-family 

partnerships are provided.

The FRS in Schools has been received positively. 
The findings of the evaluation indicated that the 
service increased the capacity of the schools to handle 
challenging issues with students who were at risk. 
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Evaluation Overview

The main objective was to implement 

a model that would effectively 

and efficiently identify students 

and families who may be at risk 

of underachievement and poor 

developmental outcomes, and 

intervene by connecting those 

students and families with appropriate 

services. In this respect, the FRS/

EFWs provided liaison and follow-up 

with students, schools, families, and 

service providers.

The evaluation of the FRS in Schools 

adopted a process design  as 

an impact evaluation would not 

have been feasible given the short 

timeframe in which to complete the 

evaluation post implementation. The 

evaluation used a mixed-methods 

design that allowed for qualitative and 

quantitative data to be collected from 

multiple sources within a short time 

frame. It enabled a comprehensive 

understanding of persons’ lived 

experiences in relation to the FRS in 

Schools and the wider context.

The evaluation served to explore 

levels of access to the service and 

the ways in which the FRS in Schools 

was managed. The views of parents, 

students, teachers, and principals were 

solicited and interpreted to provide 

a comprehensive understanding of 

the FRS in Schools. Questions around 

cost-benefit of the model and overall 

effectiveness of the FRS in Schools 

were used to frame the evaluation.  

The evaluation of the FRS in 
Schools was based on the 
following questions:

1. Is the model of having designated 

EFWs in schools an effective one?

2. Is there a difference between 

how the family referral service is 

implemented and managed from 

school to school?

3. Is the Family Referral Service 

accessed more within primary 

schools or high schools?

4. Is there a cost-benefit to the 

placement of EFWs within schools 

as opposed to other school-based 

initiatives?

5. What are the perceptions of 

teachers and principals in relation 

to the family referral service?

6. What are the perceptions of 

students and parents in relation to 

the family referral service?

7. What measures of student 

engagement exist within the 

selected schools? 

The aim of this evaluation was to examine the viability of the FRS in Schools. Through a 
partnership between FACS, the NSWDE, and the FRS, RACR was contracted to provide 
EFWs to four schools in the Riverina area.

1 Kusek, J. Z., & Rist, R. C. (2004). Ten steps to a results-based monitoring and evaluation system: A handbook for development practitioners. World Bank Publications
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Literature Review
School-family partnerships
Although the concept of parental 

involvement in students’ education has 

been defined and measured in different 

ways, Kohl, Lengua and McMahon 

(2000)2 note that family involvement 

in schools has been consistently linked 

to better academic performance. In an 

early study, these researchers analysed 

data from a representative sample 

of 387 children in kindergarten and 

first year from four cities across the 

United States. The aim of the study 

was to examine possible relationships 

between previously identified risk 

factors for low parental involvement 

(such as parental levels of education, 

and maternal depression) and six 

dimensions of parental involvement. 

Each of the risk factors was associated 

with low levels of parental involvement 

in school activities and reports from 

teachers that the parents did not 

appear to value education. Low levels 

of education and maternal depression 

were also associated with lower levels 

of parental involvement at home. 

The authors concluded that not only 

is there a need for whole-school 

approaches to improve family-school 

partnerships but flexible, individually 

implemented family interventions are 

required given context-specific issues 

related to parents, teachers, students, 

and schools.

Shute, Hansen, Underwood, and 

Razzouk (2011)3 conducted a 

systematic review of the literature 

to examine the relationship between 

parental involvement and academic 

achievement among secondary 

students. Their review initially classified 

parental involvement into two broad 

categories of activities, those activities 

occurring at home and those occurring 

in the school. Academic achievement 

was consistently related to parent-

student discussions about school, as 

well as to parents holding positive 

aspirations and expectations for their 

children’s learning. An authoritative 

style of parenting, which combines a 

warm relationship with children and 

reasonable levels of discipline, was 

also found to be related to academic 

achievement. In contrast, authoritarian 

or permissive styles were linked 

to poor academic progress. Other 

parental behaviour that was linked to 

students’ academic achievement was 

keeping in contact with teachers and 

being involved in school activities.

The review went on to summarise 

the findings of six large studies that 

examined the relationship between 

academic achievement and a number 

of dimensions of parental involvement. 

These studies varied in terms of the 

number of participants involved and 

the methods used to analyse the 

data. There was also some evidence 

in these studies that academic 

achievement was enhanced when 

parents kept in contact with teachers 

and were involved in school activities. 

However, the reviewers caution that 

the influence of parental involvement 

on academic achievement declines as 

students move through school.

Similar results have been reported 

in a study that adopted a qualitative 

approach to synthesise the findings of 

nine meta-analyses of the relationship 

between parental involvement and 

academic achievement (Wilder, 

2014)4. Although there were 

significant differences in the way that 

parental involvement and academic 

achievement were measured in the 

meta-analyses, the synthesis revealed 

a strong positive relationship between 

these two constructs. However, the 

strength of the relationship between 

parental involvement and academic 

achievement varied according to 

how academic achievement was 

measured. The relationship between 

parental involvement and academic 

achievement was consistent across 

different school grades and children 

from different ethnic backgrounds. 

However, parental influence appeared 

to have more impact on academic 

achievement among students in lower 

rather than in higher grades. Parental 

influence also appeared to have more 

saliency for students from certain 

ethnic backgrounds. High parental 

expectations was found to have the 

strongest influence on students’ 

academic achievement. 

Similarly, a recent Queensland 

review of research into the effect of 

collaborative partnerships between 

parents and schools (Perkins, 2014)5 

has concluded that students are 

more likely be motivated to learn 

and achieve higher grades when 

their parents are actively involved 

in their school learning. Students 

who have families who have closer 

links with schools are also less likely 

to display problems with discipline 

and substance abuse, or to drop 

out of school. The effective schools 

literature also highlights clear links 

between high levels of parental and 

community involvement in schools and 

better learning outcomes (Teddlie & 

Stringfield, 2007)6. 

In addition to the extensive literature 

that highlights the importance 

of school-family partnerships in 

improving academic achievement, 

building parent and community 

involvement in schools has been 

2 Kohl, G. O., Lengua, L. J., & McMahon, R. J. (2000). Parent involvement in school: Conceptualising multiple dimensions and their relations with family and demographic risk 
factors. Journal of School Psychology, 38, 501-523.
3 Shute, V. J., Hansen, E. G., Underwood, J. S., & Razzouk, R. (2011). A review of the relationship between parental involvement and secondary school students’ academic 
achievement. Education Research International, 2011, 1-10.
4 Wilder, S. (2014). Effects of parental involvement on academic achievement: A meta-synthesis. Educational Review, 66, 377-397.
5 Perkins, K. (2014). Parents and teachers: Working together to foster children’s learning. The Research Digest, QCT. Retrieved from http://www.qct.edu.au
6 Teddlie, C., & Stringfield, S. (2007). A history of school effectiveness and improvement research in the USA focusing on the past quarter century. In T. Townsend (Ed,), 
International handbook of school effectiveness and improvement (pp. 131-166). Springer Netherlands. 
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emphasised by Australian teachers. 

In a nationwide survey of professional 

learning needs, 82 percent of surveyed 

teachers agreed that they needed 

more professional development in 

this area (Doecke, et al., 2008)7. 

For teachers, building parent and 

community involvement in schools was 

the most frequently requested area of 

professional learning. 

Students also recognise the 

overarching importance of family in 

their school learning and personal 

wellbeing. Results from a large 

representative sample of Years 4, 6, 

and 8 students who participated in 

the Australian Child Wellbeing Project 

(2016)8 showed students consistently 

ranked family above their school, 

health, friends, neighbourhood, and 

money/things as the most important 

factor in their own wellbeing. As 

noted by the authors, a direct policy 

implication from this research is the 

need for increased coordination of 

services that are offered by schools, 

health authorities, and family support 

organisations. The report argues 

that coordination between services 

is crucial to ensuring that vulnerable 

families have sufficient resources to 

enable young people, who are often 

marginalised, to experience success  

at school.

Educational disadvantage  
in Australia 

A recent report by the University 

of Victoria examined the academic 

performance of students across 

Australia at three milestones: entry 

to school, Year 7, and Year 12. Overall, 

78 percent of students who started 

school were assessed as ready, 71.6 

percent met international standards for 

literacy and numeracy at Year 7 and 

74.7 percent completed Year 12 or an 

equivalent qualification. There were 

significant geographical differences 

across Australia in the proportion 

of students who achieved these 

milestones (Lamb, Jackson, Walstab,  

& Huo, 2015)9.

The report identified significant 

differences between five 

socioeconomic groups in relation to 

the numbers of students who achieved 

these milestones. At their entry to 

school, 68 percent of students from 

the lowest socio-economic group were 

likely to be ready for school when 

compared with 85 percent of students 

from the highest socioeconomic 

group. At Year 7, the difference in 

academic performance between the 

two groups had widened. At the final 

milestone, only 61 percent of students 

from lowest socioeconomic group had 

completed Year 12 compared to 85 

percent of students from the highest 

group. The authors of the report note 

that students from disadvantaged 

socio-economic groups are less likely 

to have access to early childhood 

education, have lower attendance 

rates and are more likely to leave 

school early. At each of the three 

milestones, the academic performance 

of Indigenous students was below the 

national average. Only 56.8 percent 

of Indigenous students were ready 

to start school, 38.4 percent met the 

standards for literacy and numeracy  

in Year 7, while few completed Year 

12 or an equivalent qualification. The 

authors argue that these findings 

reflect the students’ socio-economic 

background and their geographical 

location within Australia.

Previous research has also identified 

a consistent relationship between 

the academic performance of 

children in school and their family’s 

socioeconomic status. Children from 

families with low socioeconomic status 

are more likely to have lower levels 

of literacy and numeracy, display 

disruptive behaviour and leave school 

early (Considine & Zappala, 2002)10. 

These authors analysed data from an 

Australian sample of 3329 financially 

disadvantaged students who took part 

in a school family support program. 

Social security payments were the 

main source of income for nearly 90 

percent of participating families. The 

results indicated that a range of factors 

influenced the children’s academic 

performance during the program. The 

level of parental education was the 

strongest predictor of high academic 

performance. Girls, older students, and 

students from a non-English speaking 

background (with the exception of 

students from the Middle East and 

Africa) were also more likely to achieve 

good academic results. In contrast, 

students with unexplained absences 

from the program, as well as students 

who lived in public housing, tended 

to have poorer academic results. 

The students’ performance was not 

influenced significantly by whether 

they lived with one or two parents, 

the main source of income in the 

family (i.e., wages or social security 

payments) or whether they lived in a 

metropolitan or a rural area.

School connectedness  
and engagement
School connectedness refers to 

students’ sense of belonging to 

their school community (Sulkowski, 

Demaray & Lazarus, 2012)11. Other 

terms that have been used to 

describe this construct include 

school engagement, school 

attachment, school bonding, and 

teacher support (Libbey, 2004)12. 

Students who experience this sense 

of connectedness are more likely to 

be engaged in their studies and to 

7 Doecke, B., Parr, G., North, S., Gale, T., Long, M., Mitchell, J. et al. (2008). National mapping of teacher professional learning project: Final report. Canberra: Department of 
Education, Employment and Workplace Relations.
8 Redmond, G., Skattebol, J. et al (2016) Are the kids alright? Young Australians in their middle years: Final summary report of the Australian Child Wellbeing Project. Flinders 
University, UNSW Australia, Australian Council for Educational Research, www.australianchildwellbeing.com.au
9 Lamb, S., Jackson, J., Walstab, A., & Huo, S. (2015). Educational opportunity in Australia 2015: Who succeeds and who misses out. Centre for International Research on 
Education Systems, Victoria University: Mitchell Institute.5 Perkins, K. (2014). Parents and teachers: Working together to foster children’s learning. The Research Digest, QCT. 
Retrieved from http://www.qct.edu.au
10 Considine, G., & Zappala, G. (2002). The influence of social and economic disadvantage in the academic performance in school students in Australia. Journal of Sociology, 38, 
129-148.International handbook of school effectiveness and improvement (pp. 131-166). Springer Netherlands.
11 Sulkowski, M.L., Demaray, M.K., & Lazarus, P.J. (2012). Connecting students to schools to support their emotional well-being and academic success. Communique, 40, I, 20-22.
12  Libbey, H. P. (2004). Measuring student relationships to school: Attachment, bonding, connectedness, and engagement. Journal of School Health, 74, 274-283. 
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13 Blum, R. W., & Libbey, H. P. (2004). School connectedness – strengthening health and education outcomes for teenagers. Journal of School Health, 74, 231-232.
14 McNeely, C. A., Nonnemaker, J. M., & Blum, R. W. (2002). Promoting school connectedness: Evidence from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health. Journal of 
School Health, 72, 138-146.
15 Klem, A. M., & Connell, J. P. (2004). Relationships matter: Linking teacher support to student engagement and achievement. Journal of School Health, 74, 262-273.
16 McNeely, C. A., Nonnemaker, J. M., & Blum, R. W. (2002). Promoting school connectedness: Evidence from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health. Journal of 
School Health, 72, 138-146.
17 Klem, A. M., & Connell, J. P. (2004). Relationships matter: Linking teacher support to student engagement and achievement. Journal of School Health, 74, 262-273.
18 Loukas, A., Roalson, L. A., & Herrera, D. (2010). School connectedness buffers the effects of negative family relations and poor effortful control on early adolescent conduct 
problems. Journal of Research on Adolescence, 20, 13-22.
19 Kratochwill, T. R., McDonald, L., Levin, J.R., Scalia, P.A., & Coover, G. (2009). Families and schools together: An experimental study of multi-family support groups for children at 
risk. Journal of School Psychology, 47(4), 245-265.
20 Lane, K. L., & Menzies, H. M. (2003). A school-wide intervention with primary and secondary levels of support for elementary students: Outcomes and considerations. 
Education and treatment of Children, 26, 431-451.
21 Gordon, R, S. (1983). An operational classification of disease prevention. Public Health Reports, 98, 107-109.
22 Durlak, J.A., Weissberg, R. P., Dymnicki, A.B., Taylor, R.D., & Schellinger, K.B. (2011). The impact of enhancing students’ social and emotional learning: A meta-analysis of school-
based universal interventions. Child Development, 82, 405-432.

achieve academic success. They are 

also less likely to display emotional 

distress, disruptive behaviour and 

substance abuse (Blum & Libbey, 

200413; McNeely, Nonnemaker & 

Blum, 200214). Unfortunately, many 

students become disconnected from 

school as they move from primary to 

secondary school. Klem and Connell 

(2004)15 report that as many as 40 to 

60 percent of high school students 

in both urban and rural schools may 

be disconnected. These students 

were more likely to display disruptive 

behaviour, be absent from class, and 

to drop out of school.

McNeely, Nonnemaker and Blum 

(2002)16 analysed data from a 

representative sample of 75,515 

US students in Year 7 to Year 12 to 

examine the relationship between 

school connectedness and the school 

environment. The average level of 

school connectedness reported 

across the sample of 127 schools 

was 3.64 on a scale of 1 to 5. School 

connectedness was higher among 

schools with a positive management 

climate in the classroom and tolerant 

discipline policies. It was also higher 

among students in smaller schools, 

although there was no association 

between school connectedness and 

class size. School connectedness was 

higher among students who took part 

in extracurricular activities, younger 

students and students who did not 

miss school.

Klem and Connell (2004)17 used 

student records and survey data to 

examine the relationship between 

student engagement, academic 

achievement, and teacher support 

among students in six elementary and 

three high schools in two urban school 

districts. Academic achievement was 

measured in terms of the students’ 

scores on reading and mathematics 

tests, as well as their attendance 

at school. Students and teachers 

completed separate surveys of the 

students’ level of engagement with 

school, while students also rated how 

much support they received from 

their teachers. The study found that 

students who were highly engaged 

with school were more likely to 

perform well on the reading and 

mathematics tests and to attend 

school regularly. It also found that 

students who reported high levels of 

teacher support were more likely to 

be highly engaged with school. It is 

interesting to note that students in 

the middle schools reported higher 

levels of disengagement than their 

teachers did. The impact of low levels 

of teacher support on students’ 

engagement was also greater among 

elementary students than among 

students in the middle schools.

Loukas, Roalson and Herrera (2010)18 

examined the effects of school 

connectedness, negative family 

relations, and students’ levels of 

effortful control on conduct problems 

among 476 adolescents over a period 

of one year. In their study, effortful 

control was measured in terms of the 

students’ ability to focus and shift 

attention (e.g., to concentrate on their 

homework), and their ability to carry 

out actions they would prefer to avoid 

(e.g., to complete an assignment). 

The results indicated that school 

connectedness contributed to a 

decrease in conduct problems over 

the year, and protected students from 

the detrimental effects of negative 

family relations on their behaviour. 

Intervention programs
While traditional intervention 

programs have tended to react to 

existing problems among students, 

more recent programs emphasise 

early intervention to decrease 

the risk of problems developing. 

Such programs often focus on the 

whole family, rather than simply the 

behaviour of the child (Kratochwill, 

McDonald, Levin, Scalia, & Coover, 

2009)19. There is strong evidence  

that early intervention programs in 

schools can prevent the development 

of emotional and behavioural 

difficulties among children (Lane & 

Menzies, 2003)20.

Intervention programs in schools can 

be classified into three categories: 

universal (Tier 1), selective (Tier 2) and 

indicated (Tier 3) (Gordon, 1983)21. Tier 

1 programs are delivered to all  

the students in a class or school. 

Universal programs that aim to 

promote students’ social and 

emotional development are examples 

of Tier 1 interventions. 

In a widely cited example of how 

Tier 1 school interventions can be 

effective, Durlak and his colleagues 

(2011)22 have argued that children’s 

social relationships and emotional 

processes have a strong influence 

on their interest in learning and 

academic performance. Social and 

emotional skills have also been found 

to be associated with improved 

student well-being. Unfortunately, 

some students lack these skills which 
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may lead to academic, personal, and 

social difficulties. To evaluate universal 

school-based interventions, Durlak et 

al. (2011)23 conducted a meta-analysis 

of 213 school-based programs that 

aimed to promote students’ social 

and emotional development. The 

results indicated that the participants 

in these programs showed significant 

improvements in their social and 

emotional skills, as well as their 

behaviour and academic performance. 

The incidence of emotional distress 

and problem behaviour among 

the participants was also reduced. 

The programs were effective at all 

educational levels and in both urban 

and rural schools.

Tier 2 interventions target students 

who appear to be at risk of developing 

academic, emotional or social 

difficulties. These programs may be 

provided for particular groups of 

students within a school, according 

to their age, gender or cultural 

background. Tier 3 interventions are 

directed at students who are displaying 

emotional and social difficulties or 

behaviour that is disrupting their 

academic performance (Macklem, 

201124; Wilson & Lipsey, 200725). 

Macklem notes that much of the 

research on intervention programs  

in schools has concentrated on 

universal programs for students in 

primary school, and that there has 

been less research conducted with 

high school students.

Kratochwill et al. (2009)26 conducted a 

randomised control trial of the impact 

of the Families and Schools Together 

(FAST) program. The FAST program 

aims to build family relationships and 

strengthen the family’s social networks. 

The intervention targeted a sample 

of children in Kindergarten to Year 2, 

who displayed behavioural problems 

and were at risk of being referred 

to specialist education services. 

Sixty-seven students, who were 

rated by their teachers as displaying 

behavioural and emotional problems, 

were matched on the basis of their 

age, gender, race, and grade in school 

with a similar number of students, 

who did not display such problems. 

The students were randomly assigned 

to either the FAST intervention or a 

control group. The control group relied 

on the usual support services available 

within the school. Teachers and parents 

rated the children on a number of 

measures at the beginning, the end 

of the trail, and as well as 12 months 

after the trial. These measures included 

ratings of the students’ behaviour and 

social skills, the degree of flexibility in 

their family structure, the emotional 

bonds within the family, and the 

family’s level of social support. 

At the end of the trial, students in the 

FAST group showed an improvement 

on the measure of flexibility within 

the family. There was a decline on 

this measure among students in the 

control group. One year after the trial, 

there was a decline on the measure 

of flexibility within the family in both 

groups, but the decline was less among 

students in the FAST group. The 

parents of students in the FAST group 

also reported significant improvements 

in their children’s aggressive behaviour 

compared to the parents of children in 

the control group.

Jeynes (2012)27 used a meta-analysis 

of 51 studies to examine the efficacy 

of different types of school parent 

partnership programs. He concluded 

that four types of programs had 

the greatest effect on academic 

achievement. Practices that were 

most effective in improving learning 

outcomes were shared reading, 

parental monitoring of homework, 

parents and teachers communicating 

with one another, and school-family 

partnerships. Overall, Jeynes concluded 

that school-based parental involvement 

programs have a positive relationship 

with academic achievement.        

Family referral services
The Special Commission of Inquiry 

into Child Protection Services in 

NSW (Wood, 2008)28 reported that 

there were many children who did 

not require the intervention of child 

protection services, but who would 

still benefit from having access to 

appropriate support services to deal 

with concerns about their health 

and wellbeing. The Commission was 

particularly concerned about the large 

numbers of aboriginal children and 

young people in the child protection 

system. In response to the report, 

the NSW Government set up Child 

Wellbeing Units in the four agencies 

that have the major responsibility for 

child protection: the NSW Police Force, 

Department of Education, NSW Health, 

and the Department of Family and 

Community Services.

The role of Family Referral services 

is to link vulnerable children, young 

people and their families with 

appropriate third party services in 

their local area. The FRS promotes a 

protective and nurturing environment 

for vulnerable children and young 

people, and provides information 

about available services, as well as 

help with contacting these services. 

Available third party services provide 

case management, housing assistance, 

family support, as well as drug, alcohol 

and mental health services. The FRS 

aims to promote the well-being and 

academic performance of selected 

students and can be classified as a 

targeted or Tier 3 intervention.

23 Durlak, J.A., Weissberg, R. P., Dymnicki, A.B., Taylor, R.D., & Schellinger, K.B. (2011). The impact of enhancing students’ social and emotional learning: A meta-analysis of school-
based universal interventions. Child Development, 82, 405-432.
24 Macklem, G. L. (2011). Evidence-based school mental health services: Affect education, emotion regulation training, and cognitive behavioural therapy. Dondrecht: Springer.
25 Wilson, S. J., & Lipsey, M. W. (2007). School-based interventions for aggressive and disruptive behaviour: Update of a meta-analysis. American Journal of Preventive Medicine, 
33, S130-S143.
26 Kratochwill, T. R., McDonald, L., Levin, J.R., Scalia, P.A., & Coover, G. (2009). Families and schools together: An experimental study of multi-family support groups for children at 
risk. Journal of School Psychology, 47(4), 245-265.11 Sulkowski, M.L., Demaray, M.K., & Lazarus, P.J. (2012). Connecting students to schools to support their emotional well-being 
and academic success. Communique, 40, I, 20-22.
27 Jeynes, W. (2012). A meta-analysis of the efficacy of different types of parental involvement programs for urban students. Urban Education, 47(4), 706-742.
28  Wood, J. (2008). Report of the special commission of inquiry into child protection services in NSW: Executive summary and recommendations. Sydney NSW.
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Key Stakeholders
NSW Department of 
Education - Networked 
Specialist Centres  
(NSW DE – NSC)
The NSW DE is responsible for 

regulating preschool, long day-care 

providers, primary and secondary 

education, and overseeing the delivery 

of adult, migrant and higher education. 

In 2014, the NSW Government provided 

funding to the NSW DE to support 

public schools in accessing specialist 

assistance for students who are most 

at risk of having poorer educational 

outcomes. As a result, several 

Networked Specialist Centres (NSCs) 

were created across NSW. These 

enabled schools to access state-wide 

specialist staff through a single, local 

point of contact. The kind of support 

which schools require varies according 

to the size of the school and specific 

local school needs. Responses to these 

needs necessitate engagement with 

multiple services including specialist 

expertise within education, external 

government and non-government 

providers of mental health services, 

child safety and wellbeing services, and 

family support services. Personalised 

support is achieved through 

collaboration with key stakeholders, 

the identification of specific needs, the 

provision of intervention services, and 

the evaluation of the impact of this 

support.

Family and Community 
Services (FACS)
FACS provides service delivery to 15 

districts across NSW. The Department’s 

responsibilities include the delivery of 

aged care, disability services, home 

care, social housing, community 

services, and child protection services. 

Due to FACS having statutory 

responsibility for child protection, 

and the increasing demand for case 

management with vulnerable families, 

the Department works closely with 

a wide range of non-government 

agencies including the FRS. The 

FACS district that participated in this 

project serves a geographical area that 

represents 74 percent of the State of 

NSW.  

Family Referral Service (FRS)
The FRS is a regional, fee-free service 

that provides information and referrals 

in order to promote the wellbeing 

and safety of children, young people, 

and families29. It is a service operated 

across the Riverina-Murray region by 

RACR, a non-government organisation 

(NGO) which receives funding from the 

NSW Government. The FRS, which was 

formerly known as the Regional Intake 

and Referral Services, was established 

as a key referral point for the Child 

Protection Helpline, Child Wellbeing 

Units, and Mandatory Reporters. It 

serves a specific role for children, 

young people, and families who require 

support but the level of support has 

been assessed as being below the 

threshold for State child protection 

intervention. Its role is to “determine 

the nature of the services required 

and refer the family to the appropriate 

non-government organisation or other 

State or Commonwealth agency for 

services such as case management, 

home visiting, intensive family support 

brokerage, quality child care, housing 

and/or parenting education” (Wood, 

2008, p. 383). The FRS operates within 

clear legislative frameworks. Their 

service standards and core values also 

guide how they operate and engage 

with clients. 

The FRS providers are governed by 

the Children and Young Persons (Care 

and Protection) Act 1998 (NSW), Child 

Protection (Working with Children) 

Act 2012 (NSW), Ombudsman Act 

1974, Community Services (Complaints, 

Reviews and Monitoring) Act 1993, and 

the Crimes (Domestic and Personal 

Violence) Act 2007 (NSW). Under 

the Children and Young Persons Act 

1998 (NSW)30, the FRS is required to 

collaborate with interagency partners 

and participate in information sharing 

which promotes the safety, welfare, 

and wellbeing of young people. The 

FRS must meet the requirements for 

mandatory reporting of children at 

risk of significant harm, and promote 

safe and nurturing environments by 

rendering assistance to parents and 

other persons responsible for children 

and young persons. Under the Child 

Protection (Working with Children) 

Act 2012 (NSW), the FRS provider is 

obligated to register with the NSW 

Children’s Guardian. Personnel must 

have valid working with children checks 

and other appropriate child-related 

authorisations.

The FRS is also guided by service 

standards which are measured by 

criteria that have to be met for each 

standard31. The service standards 

cover the FRS provider’s target group, 

service coverage, operation hours, 

all aspects of client management 

and engagement, identification and 

response to domestic and family 

violence, cultural competencies, and 

service provision for disabled persons, 

service linkages, advocacy, governance, 

accountability, and transparency. 

These service standards are supported 

by the FRS core values. Core values 

are aligned to NSW Health Values32 

and include collaboration, openness, 

respect, and empowerment. 

29 For a complete overview of the program guidelines of the FRS see the FRS Program Guidelines http://www.kidsfamilies.health.nsw.gov.au/media/239647/final-frs-program-
guidelines-pdf.pdf 
30 Under the Children and Young Persons (Care and Protection) Act 1998 (NSW), Section 26 defines the circumstances which might give rise for concern around a young 
person’s wellbeing, safety, and welfare. 4 Wilder, S. (2014). Effects of parental involvement on academic achievement: A meta-synthesis. Educational Review, 66, 377-397.
31 For a complete overview of the service standards for the FRS see the FRS Program Guidelines http://www.kidsfamilies.health.nsw.gov.au/media/239647/final-frs-program-
guidelines-pdf.pdf 6 Teddlie, C., & Stringfield, S. (2007). A history of school effectiveness and improvement research in the USA focusing on the past quarter century. In T. 
Townsend (Ed,), International handbook of school effectiveness and improvement (pp. 131-166). Springer Netherlands.
32 NSW Health Values are outlined within the Code of Conduct which provides an overview of ethical and professional standards for NSW Health http://www0.health.nsw.gov.au/
policies/pd/2012/pdf/PD2012_018.pdf  
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The FRS operates within 11 designated 

districts in NSW, three located in 

Sydney and five along the coast, 

which account for a predominant part 

of NSW’s population. The remainder 

of NSW, largely rural with regional 

townships, is broken into three areas 

that cover approximately two-thirds 

of the state. The regional FRS that 

participated in the project was Riverina 

Murray FRS, which spans from the 

Murray River in the south, Tumut in 

the east, Temora in the north, and as 

far west as Hay. It includes Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander communities. 

Due to its widespread geographical 

area, Riverina Murray FRS operates 

with seven outreach service hubs, the 

largest of which is in Wagga Wagga. 

The outreach service hubs enable the 

driving time from a hub to the furthest 

point of each designated area to be no 

more than two hours.

The key focus of Riverina Murray FRS, 

which functions under the direction and 

support of Relationships Australia, is to 

provide local information and referrals 

that promote the wellbeing and safety 

of children, young people, and families. 

Whilst the 11 FRS-providers operate 

under a state-wide model tailored for 

consistency, each of them may be 

required to work in different ways due 

to the complexities and differences 

that exist between metropolitan and 

rural/regional areas. At a local level, the 

Riverina Murray FRS engages with a 

range of services, as shown in Figure 1.

Family

Family  
Support 
Services

Counsellors

Headspace

FACS

Education
NSC

Police
YLO

Mission
Australia

Family Referral Service (FRS)

Figure 1: FRS ‘wrap around’ service model

Family Referral  
Service

Department of 
Education

Family and 
Community Services

Other Services

Other Services

Other Services

Community-based 
Organisations

Other Services

School School School

EFW EFW EFW

Figure 2: In-school FRS pilot model

FRS in 
Schools 
Pilot
In 2013, the NSW DE and FACS 

provided funding and oversight for a 

community development pilot project 

that targeted high-risk youth with 

the aim of reducing school dropout. 

Agreement was reached between the 

NSW DE, FACS, FRS and three high 

schools in the Riverina to trial the 

project. During the planning phase of 

the project, these participating bodies 

were supported by representatives from 

the NSW Police, the Department of 

Health, non-government organisations, 

and local youth connections. In this way, 

the project resulted from collaborative 

partnerships that were established 

between the spectrum of service 

providers and the participating schools.

In this pilot a FRS Family Worker was 

attached to participating schools during 

two consecutive school terms. The FRS 

Family Worker was required to offer 

assistance to targeted youth and their 

families at each of the schools. The 

key function of the school-based FRS 

Family Worker was to utilise existing 

referral processes and to provide 

a conduit for the schools and the 

appropriate service organisations within 

the region. Four families were identified 

from each of the three participating 

schools. Integrated case management 

plans for each family were developed 

and implemented. The plans generated 

numerous outgoing referrals for the 

families and resulted in the families 

gaining access to 15 services. Although 

the pilot was received positively 

by stakeholders, a comprehensive 

evaluation of the service was not 

conducted. Figure 2 presents a model 

of the in-school FRS pilot project.
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Method
Participants  
The evaluation utilised a mixed 

methods or two-phase design involving 

the collection of quantitative data at 

the four participating schools and 

qualitative data from key stakeholders. 

In phase one, 135 students (100 high 

school students and 35 primary school 

students) completed an online version 

of the Student Engagement Instrument 

(SEI). Student participants were 

recruited through their school and 

appropriate consents were obtained 

before the questionnaire  

was undertaken.

In phase two of the study 19 

stakeholders participated in individual, 

semi-structured interviews that 

focused on their experiences of the 

FRS in Schools program followed by a 

series of focus groups. Participants in 

the semi-structured interviews included 

six parents who had used the FRS in 

Schools, seven students who had been 

referred to the FRS, and four school 

principals. In addition, a further two 

stakeholders participated in a semi-

structured interview. 

 

Principals were interviewed 

independently to provide an insight 

into their views of the FRS in 

Schools. This was important as their 

perceptions, directly or indirectly, 

influenced how the service was 

managed and implemented. Principals 

were also well-positioned to provide 

information regarding the costs and 

benefits of the service and provide 

details on other school based 

initiatives that were being utilised to 

enhance student wellbeing within 

their respective schools. Parents and 

students were interviewed to provide 

feedback on their experiences with 

the FRS in Schools and their views 

on whether the FRS was helpful or 

successful in addressing their specific 

needs and referral issues. Interview 

participants were recruited via 

purposive sampling and appropriate 

consents were obtained before the 

interviews were conducted. The 

purposive sampling method was 

used to capture persons who were 

directly involved in the FRS in Schools, 

either as a student or family who was 

referred to the service, or as executive 

management or a key stakeholder 

who was involved in the development, 

implementation or management of the 

service. This allowed for a holistic view 

of the FRS in Schools from persons 

who came in contact with the service.   

 

Four focus groups were used as 

a second element of phase two 

qualitative data collection to capture 

the experiences of an additional 32 

stakeholders. Participants in focus 

group one (five participants) and 

focus group two (eight participants) 

were invited because they were key 

stakeholders in the delivery of the  

FRS in Schools. Participants in focus 

group three (eight participants) were 

invited because they were primary 

school teachers or school learning 

support personnel who had knowledge 

or direct experience of the FRS in 

Schools program. The fourth focus 

group comprised 11 participants 

who were all high school teachers or 

learning support personnel. Table 1 

presents the number of participants 

who were involved in the FRS in 

Schools evaluation.

33 This include EFWs, NSWDEC representatives, FRS representatives, FACS representatives and other persons who were involved in the development of the FRS in Schools 
project. 

Semi-structured 
interviews

Focus  
Group 1

Focus  
Group 2

Focus  
Group 3

Focus  
Group 4 SEI

Principals and Assistant 
Principals

4 4 1

Teachers and Learning 
Support

1 6 10

Parents/Guardians 6

Students 7 135

Other Stakeholders 33 2 5 3 1 1

Total 19 5 8 8 11 135

Table 1: Participants involved in evaluation
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School Sites
High school 1

High school 1 is one of 186 government 

schools in the Riverina area. It is a 

co-educational, comprehensive high 

school. It has a student enrolment 

of approximately 560 students of 

which approximately 200 identify 

as Indigenous Australians. In 2014, 

the school’s welfare system moved 

to a restorative practice model with 

the aim of developing students’ 

social and emotional wellbeing, and 

improving inclusivity and a sense 

of belonging. Student support staff 

include Aboriginal Educational Officers 

(AEOs), school counsellors, and three 

assistant principals. The school offers  

a wide-range of extracurricular 

programs that support student 

learning and wellbeing.

High school 2

High school 2 is another government 

co-educational high school in the 

Riverina area. It is a comprehensive 

high school with a reasonably equal 

gender balance. In 2014, the student 

population was approximately 900 

students. The school comprised 58 

students who identified as Indigenous 

Australians, and a number of students 

from CALD backgrounds. Student 

support staff include an SSO, a school 

counsellor, LST, welfare head teacher, 

and two deputy principals. Student 

attendance has remained relatively 

stable; however, Year 11 and 12 students 

have not matched the attendance rates 

of their counterparts across the state. 

The school has instituted attendance 

programs for selected students.

Primary school 1

Primary school 1 is located in the 

Riverina area. The total student 

population is approximately 460 

students and in 2014, approximately 

47 percent of students identified as 

Indigenous Australians. The school is 

located in an area that has a number 

of families from low SES backgrounds. 

There are a comprehensive range of 

extracurricular activities available to 

students within the school and close 

links have been established with 

community health and other welfare 

services. The school has a diverse 

student population and offers a range 

of services for students with special 

education needs. Student support 

services at the school are provided by 

three LSOs, and a school counsellor.

Primary school 2

Primary school 2 is another public 

school in the Riverina area. Its 

enrolment is approximately 450 

students. The school is located in an 

area that has a mix of families from 

both low socioeconomic backgrounds 

and middle income households. There 

are a full range of extracurricular 

activities at the school. Student 

support services are undertaken by 

the LST and school counsellor. This 

support is further complemented by 

the school welfare team.

Measures
Quantitative data in phase one of the 

evaluation were collected through 

the online administration of the 

Student Engagement Instrument 

(SEI). The SEI measured student 

engagement in four areas: academic 

engagement, behavioural engagement, 

cognitive engagement, and affective 

engagement. This 35-item instrument 

yields six subscale scores that measure: 

teacher-student relationships; peer 

support; family support; control and 

relevance of school work; future 

aspirations and goals; and extrinsic 

motivation. Each item was rated on 

a scale from Strongly Disagree (1) to 

Strongly Agree (4). The instrument 

took approximately 20 to 30 minutes 

to complete. The SEI has excellent 

reliability and validity34.  

Sample questions from the SEI include:

Psychological engagement

1. Teacher-student relationships (9 

items): Sample items: “Adults at 

my school listen to the students,” 

“The school rules are fair.”

2. Peer support for learning (6 

items): Sample items: “I have some 

friends at school,” “Other students 

at school care about me.”

3. Family support for learning (4 

items): Sample items: “My family/

guardian(s) are there for me 

when I need them,” “My family/

guardian(s) want me to keep 

trying when things are tough  

at school.”

Cognitive engagement

1. Control and relevance of 

schoolwork (cognitive control) (9 

items): “The tests in my classes 

do a good job of measuring what 

I’m able to do,” “Learning is fun 

because I get better at something.”

2. Future aspirations and goals 

(cognitive goals) (5 items): “I am 

hopeful about my future,” “School 

is important for achieving my 

future goals.”

3. Extrinsic motivation (2 items): “I’ll 

learn, but only if the teacher gives 

me a reward.”

Data relating to the number of referrals 

received and the occasions of service 

were provided by the FRS. School level 

measures of absenteeism, attendance 

rates, and academic achievement 

were provided for a small sample 

of students. Qualitative data were 

collected using a protocol for semi-

structured interviews and a protocol 

for focus groups. Interview and focus 

group protocols were developed and 

adapted for principals and other key 

stake holders, teachers, students,  

and parents. Interviews ranged 

between 15 minutes to one hour. Focus 

group discussions lasted between 45 

and 90 minutes.

34 Fredricks, J., McColskey, W., Meli, J., Mordica, J., Montrosse, B., & Mooney, K. (2011). Measuring student engagement in upper elementary through high school: A description of 
21 instruments. Issues & answers. REL 2011-No. 098. Regional Educational Laboratory Southeast.
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Data collection points
Data were collected at strategic 

periods during the evaluation. This was 

to ensure that the data represented the 

lived experiences of participants. Table 

2 presents the data collection points. 

Ethical considerations
Ethical approval was provided by 

two relevant human research ethics 

committees, the Charles Sturt 

University Human Research Ethics 

Committee (Protocol No. 2015/022) 

and the NSW Department of 

Education’s State Education Research 

Applications Process (SERAP No. 

2015099). Information sheets were 

provided to all stakeholders and the 

nature of the evaluation was explained 

to participants before consent was 

obtained. Information regarding data 

collection, handling, and storage was 

also conveyed to the participants. 

Prior to the evaluation commencing, 

consultations were held with  

Elders from the local Aboriginal 

community, local Aboriginal 

Educational Consultative Group 

(AECG) and NSWDE Aboriginal 

Educational Team (AET). 

Findings
Management of the FRS in 
Schools
The FRS in Schools was implemented 

and managed differently from 

school to school. The complex and 

differentiated structures that exist 

across the four schools necessitated 

adaptation of the delivery model. This 

difference in the FRS model was most 

apparent when examining primary and 

secondary schools. The interaction 

between primary school students 

and their teachers is more constant 

and consistent than the interactions 

high school students have with their 

teachers. Students in high school 

may be allocated to home rooms 

with specific teachers assigned to 

a homeroom. However, students in 

secondary schools have contact with 

a range of teachers. Noteworthy is 

the fact that the model was flexible 

enough to address the peculiarities 

between schools and across primary 

and secondary levels. The way in which 

the FRS in Schools was implemented 

and managed is presented below.

High school 1

High school 1 had a welfare team that 

met regularly to discuss issues that 

were important to school welfare, 

particular students, and the wider 

community. Students requiring 

counselling were identified by the 

welfare team. The EFW worked two 

days per week at the school and 

attended welfare team meetings 

that provided insight into the overall 

school context. The EFW did not have 

close interactions with the principal 

of this school but worked closely with 

one head teacher and the assistant 

principals who were responsible for 

students who were at risk. There were 

three assistant principals at this school: 

one for Years 7 and 8, one for Years 

9 and 10, and one for Years 11 and 

12. These assistant principals had a 

clear understanding of the presenting 

issues in their respective cohorts. High 

school 1 gave significant thought to the 

referral process and cases that required 

mandatory reporting. Before an EFW 

was attached to the school, assistant 

principals managed most of the cases 

which required mandatory reporting. 

As a result, all referrals from the school 

to the EFW were processed by the 

three assistant principals. None of the 

students self-referred.

High school 2

The structure of the referral process 

in high school 2 was not as defined as 

the structure outlined in high school 

1. This school had the support of a 

Student Support Officer (SSO) who 

coordinated all of the referrals and 

directed them to the EFW. The EFW 

was present at the school one day 

per week. The SSO attended weekly 

meetings with the six year advisors. 

She acted as the liaison between the 

principal, deputy principals, counsellor, 

the welfare team, the home-school 

liaison officers, and the EFW. The SSO 

completed a referral form and directed 

it to the EFW. No referrals were 

solely initiated by students. However, 

students occasionally had meetings 

with the head teacher welfare, year 

Types of Data Months Post Implementation
Focus Group 1 3 Months

Principal Interviews 4-6 Months

Focus Group 2 7 Months

Focus Group 3 8 Months

Focus Group 4 8 Months

Student and Parent Interviews 11 Months

Student Engagement Data Variable

Other Student Data 12 Months

Table 2: Data Collection Points
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advisors, or deputy principals as issues 

arose. They also approached the SSO 

or school counsellor when they felt 

that they needed assistance. There was 

an existing referral process in place 

before the FRS in Schools. This referral 

process was flexible and enabled an 

appropriate response, especially when 

students presented with challenging 

issues requiring immediate follow-

up. Impromptu meetings were held 

with the principal, the SSO and the 

EFW. Promotion of the FRS was 

accomplished through numerous 

channels. Announcements were made 

at the school assembly, through the 

Parent and Citizens (P & C) committee, 

at staff meetings, in the school’s 

newsletter, and also through a mobile 

phone app created by the school.

Primary school 1

The structure of the referral process in 

primary school 1 was managed by the 

principal. Referrals were made from 

teachers to the principal. The principal 

acted as the main gatekeeper for these 

referrals and directed referrals to the 

EFW for follow-up. The EFW worked 

at the school two days per week. Close 

communication between the principal 

and EFW was established via face-

to-face meetings and through email. 

Teachers appeared to have less direct 

contact with the EFW. Once referrals 

were made, the EFW worked with the 

student’s entire family. Students did not 

self-refer, however this may have been 

related to the students’ young age.

Primary school 2

In primary school 2, teachers 

completed referral forms. The forms 

were forwarded to the executive in-

school coordinator, then to welfare 

meetings and then were directed 

to the EFW. Interaction was mainly 

between the EFW, who worked 

at the school one day per week, 

and the school principal. The EFW 

attended all welfare meetings which 

enabled a number of school staff to 

engage with the EFW. Teachers also 

approached the EFW directly. Students 

did not self-refer and were only able 

to access the service through the 

executive in-school coordinator and 

the welfare team. Promotion of the 

FRS in Schools occurred through the 

school newsletter, a promotional sheet 

in the school foyer, and a flyer with 

information about the service.

Management of the FRS in Schools 

raised several issues. The first issue 

related to the referral process and 

models of leadership. It would appear 

that those schools which had a 

distributed leadership model had 

the most success with the FRS in 

Schools as measured by the average 

number of referrals. This does not take 

into consideration the context and 

challenges at specific participating 

schools. Distributed leadership is based 

on the idea that all organisational 

members can lead, and leadership is a 

form of agency that can be distributed 

or shared (Muijs & Harris 2003)35. 

“Leaders’ practice is stretched over 

the social and situational contexts of 

the school; it is not simply a function 

of what a school principal, or indeed 

any other individual leader, knows 

and does” (Spillane, 2001, p. 6)36. 

Distributed leadership manifested at 

some schools through the involvement 

of multiple staff in the student 

referral process. In these schools 

management of the FRS in Schools 

was shared by teachers, welfare staff, 

and student support officers. In doing 

so, individuals with a broad range of 

skills and capabilities were given the 

opportunity to  

pool their expertise and collaborate 

(Gronn, 2002)37.

A second issue in the management of 

the service was the physical location 

of the EFW. This included the amount 

of time that the EFW spent within the 

school as well as the visibility of the 

location of the EFW. One early change 

that was made to the model was that 

the EFWs initially worked a half-day 

within the school, and then returned to 

the main FRS office to follow-up and 

manage referrals. All of the principals 

requested that on the days the EFW 

was allocated to the school, that they 

be based at the school for the entire 

school day. Principals felt that if they 

were investing in one or two days of 

FRS in School delivery, they should 

have the EFW present for the one 

or two full days. The visibility of the 

location of the EFW also emerged as 

a crucial issue. As one EFW stated, “I 

have actually been thinking about my 

position, where I’m actually located… 

today I was situated up in the front 

office and you just get so much more 

traffic and it’s really helpful.” 

A third issue related to the need to 

balance clearly structured referral 

processes with a more flexible  

process that can accommodate 

the immediate needs of students 

and their families. When discussing 

referral processes one principal stated, 

“depending on the urgency some kids 

simply rock up… because there is an 

issue at the time. Remember we’re 

dealing with teenagers…, they actually 

go looking [for help]. And kids don’t 

work on forms.” 

Analysis of referrals
Referrals to the FRS in Schools were 

disaggregated by schools, school 

levels, gender, and whether or not 

students identified as Indigenous 

Australians.

35 Muijs, D., & Harris, A. (2003.) Teacher leadership—Improvement through empowerment? Educational Management Administration & Leadership, 31(4), 437-448.
36 Spillane, J. P., Halverson, R., & Diamond, J. B. (2000). Towards a theory of leadership practice: A distributed perspective. Evanston, IL: Institute for Policy Research, 
Northwestern University.
37 Gronn, P. (2002). Distributed leadership as a unit of analysis. The Leadership Quarterly, 13(4), 423-451.
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Figure 3: Referrals by school
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Referrals by gender 

One hundred and twenty-eight 

females were referred to the FRS 

compared to 50 males. The gender 

of three students was not stated. The 

FRS in School referrals by gender is 

presented in Table 4.

The number of referrals 

disaggregating gender and school 

levels showed that more females were 

referred in both primary and high 

schools. A total of 55 females and 14 

males were referred from the primary 

Referrals by schools 

The FRS in Schools received 181 

referrals and provided 2,482 occasions 

of service. Eighty-six referrals were 

from high school 1, 25 from high 

school 2, 39 from primary school 1, and 

31 from primary school 2 (see Figure 

3). The number of referrals included 

students who may have had an issue 

resolved and had to be re-referred due 

to additional issues. 

It is important to note that one of the 

secondary schools and one of the 

primary schools each purchased the 

service for two days per week. The 
other secondary and primary school 
each paid for one day. In total, the 
secondary schools had the service 
for three days each week and likewise 
for the primary schools. The FRS in 
School was accessed the most in high 
school 1. A total of 70 students were 
referred from primary schools and 
111 students were referred from high 

schools. Of note, FRS referral rates 
were 15 percent higher in secondary 
schools. Approximately 918 hours of 
service provision over the course of 
one year were delivered. The average 
time per occasion of service was 22 
minutes. Table 3 presents the number 
of referrals and occasions of service.

Schools Total number 
of referrals38

Days of FRS 
service  

purchased per 
week39

Average 
number of 
referrals

Total 
occasions of 

service40

Total service 
provision 

time (mins)

Total service 
provision 
time (hrs)

Average time 
per occasion of 
service (mins)41

Primary School 1 39 2 20 420 8,025 133.75 19.11

Primary School 2 31 1 31 397 7,545 125.75 19.01

Primary Schools 70 3 817 15,570 259.50

High School 1 86 2 43 1,309 29,700 495.00 22.69

High School 2 25 1 25 356 9,855 164.25 27.68

High Schools 111 3 8 1,665 39,555 659.25

Total 181 6 2,482 55,125 918.75 22.21

Table 3: Number of family referrals and occasions of service

38 The actual number of family units referred by schools for intervention  
39 The number of days per week that an EFW was allocated to the school 
40 The actual number of sessions provided by an EFW, each discrete session consists of one occasion of service.
41 The average time in minutes for the delivery of each occasion of service 

Schools Female Male Not Stated Total

Primary School 1 32 6 1 39

Primary School 2 23 8 31

High School 1 57 27 2 86

High School 2 16 9 25

Total 128 50 3 181

Table 4: Referrals by gender
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42 Wang, M. T., & Sheikh-Khalil, S. (2014). Does parental involvement matter for student achievement and mental health in high school? Child Development, 85(2), 610-625.
43 Boyle, C., & Jenkins, H. (2012). Social and interpersonal development. In A. Ashman, & J. Elkins (Eds.), Education for inclusion and diversity (4th ed., pp. 361-395). Frenchs 
Forest, NSW: Pearson.
44Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2015). The health and welfare of Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 2015. Cat. no. IHW 147. Canberra: AIHW.

schools. One student did not state 

their gender. A total of 73 females and 

36 males were referred from the high 

schools. Two students from the high 

school level did not state their gender. 

Figure 4 presents the referrals by 

school level.

Primary School High School Total

55

14
1

70
73

36

2

111

181

128

50

3

Female Male Not Stated Totals

Figure 4: Referrals by gender and school level

Indigenous identification

Forty-three of the 181 students who 

were referred to the FRS in Schools 

identified as Indigenous or Torres  

Strait Islander students. Ninety-nine 

students identified as non-Indigenous 

and 39 students did not state 

whether they were Indigenous or 

non-Indigenous. Twenty-four percent 

of all referred students identified 

as Indigenous students. Table 5 

summarises school referrals based on 

Indigenous identification.

Schools

Indigenous 
Aboriginal 
and Torres 

Strait 
Islander

Indigenous 
Aboriginal 

but not 
Torres 
Strait 

Islander

Non-
Indigenous

Not 
Stated Total

Primary School 1 8 22 9 39

Primary School 2 6 19 6 31

High School 1 1 28 40 17 86

High School 2 18 7 25

Total 1 42 99 39 181

Table 5: Referral by Indigenous Identification

From the analysis of the referral data, 

three findings are worth highlighting. 

Firstly, the greatest number of referrals 

was received from high schools. It 

has been commonly found that as 

students’ progress through their school 

years, family involvement with school 

decreases (Wang & Sheikh-Khalil, 2014) 
42. The fact that the greatest number of 

referral to the FRS in Schools was from 

high schools is significant. Secondly, 

there was a disproportionate number 

of females represented in the referrals. 

Given that boys are much more at 

risk of poor educational outcomes 

including higher suspensions, school 

drop outs, behavioural and emotional 

disorders, and underachievement 

(Boyle & Jenkins, 2012)43, efforts to 

ensure that male students also receive 

appropriate family interventions are 

warranted. Thirdly, the percentage of 

Indigenous students who accessed the 

service is proportional to the number 

of Indigenous students in the schools’ 

population. This suggests that the FRS 

in Schools is well placed to meet the 

needs of Indigenous students and their 

families. A recent Australian Institute 

of Health and Welfare report (2015)44 

found that Indigenous students had 

lower school attendance rates, lower 

National Assessment Program—

Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) 

scores, lower school retention rates, 

and were more likely to face barriers 

entering post-secondary education. 

Nationally, Indigenous Australians 

had higher rates of homelessness and 

Indigenous children were found to be 

seven times as likely as non-Indigenous 

children to have received child 

protection services.

Cost-benefit analysis of the 
FRS in Schools
Undertaking a cost-benefit analysis 

for the FRS in Schools model proved 

challenging for two reasons. One, 

the evaluation of the model was 

done six to nine months after the 

implementation of the model, and as a 

result, did not provide sufficient time 

to explore larger project impacts and 

longer term outcomes for students 

and families. Two, there were no 

other evidenced-based evaluations 

undertaken within the schools that 

explored the impact or outcomes of 

other school-based initiatives designed 

to meet the needs of at-risk students. 

During an interview one participant 

stated that “there has to be a level of 

consistency [in evaluating programs] 

or we will not ever know the impact 

of a particular initiative.” Even though 
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discussions with teachers, principals 

and parents suggested that they 

benefitted significantly from the 

service, interviews with principals 

suggested that the model for the most 

part was costly compared to other 

initiatives. It is important to note that 

most responses focused solely on 

the cost of the program and not on 

the cost-benefit, opportunity cost, or 

return on investment. 

Cost-effectiveness

Due to the fact that each school 

received different amounts of 

specialist funding based on NSW DE 

Resource Allocation Mode45, some 

principals reflected on the cost of 

the FRS in Schools in relation to the 

amount of funding they received. One 

principal stated that his school did 

not qualify for the same amount of 

specialist funding as other schools. 

As a result, he viewed the program 

as “not a cheap spend in terms of the 

resources received.” Other principals 

examined cost-effectiveness based 

on the funding model in this project. 

Part-funds were received from FACS 

and NSW DE. One principal stated 

that the referral service in their school 

was cost-effective if it continued to be 

offered at half of the price, but at full 

cost it would not be affordable. “The 

staff and executive said they can’t 

see any value paying $15,000. I just 

don’t think its cost value for anything 

more than what we’re paying. It would 

be better value to release one of our 

welfare teachers once a week off class 

to do exactly the same job.”

All principals acknowledged the time 

and effort required to effectively 

engage students and families who 

have complex needs and who may 

have challenging home environments. 

Depending on the complexity of the 

issues, a significant amount of time 

was spent on case management 

and following up on students and 

families who were referred to the FRS 

in Schools. The time spent by EFWs 

on referrals would have been time 

that principals and other school staff 

would have to spend following up 

with students and trying to engage 

families. Another principal articulated 

the difficulty in measuring the value of 

the FRS in Schools. He stated “anytime 

we put money and support into 

projects like this, you are talking social 

capital. Social capital is extremely 

valuable, it’s very difficult to quantify 

and determine, but in the end, if you 

have students and families who are 

receiving and accepting support, and 

students are then coming regularly to 

school, then there is value there.” 

Indirect cost-benefit

An indirect cost-benefit of the FRS in 

Schools was that schools increased 

their knowledge of the community 

support services that were locally 

available. Participating schools have 

also been able to build stronger 

networks with services that they have 

previously engaged. Recognising how 

time consuming it can be trying to 

engage families with complex needs, 

principals acknowledged the reduction 

in the amount of time they would 

normally spend trying to discuss 

issues relating to students who may be 

at risk and connecting  families with 

services. Another important benefit 

was having a specialist available to 

manage difficult situations which 

were beyond the expertise and scope 

of personnel at the school. It was 

felt that although educators come in 

contact with many challenging issues 

within the school environment, one of 

their main job functions was to teach. 

Therefore, principals believed that a 

service which had the professional 

focus and ability to handle difficult 

issues without impacting on teaching 

time and roles was of high value.

Perceptions of teachers and 
principals 
The perceptions of teachers and 

principals of the FRS in Schools 

were generally positive. The qualities 

and expertise of the EFWs were 

revealed as important aspects to 

both principals and teachers. They 

stated that the service met most 

of their expectations. Moreover, the 

FRS in Schools helped to foster 

better relationships between schools, 

families, and communities. The FRS 

in Schools also provided access to 

services for families, and assisted both 

teachers and principals by reducing 

the amount of time they spend 

managing students and families that 

required extensive case management 

and follow-up. 

The perceptions of teachers and 

principals were not all positive. Some 

participants stated that they did not 

have high expectations of the model 

because it was not clear how the  

FRS in Schools would work or 

eventually evolve. It was stated by 

one of the participants that school 

executives felt that there would have 

been a greater level of mobilisation 

of students and families who were 

in need of assistance. There was 

also the view that the model had 

no real structure and that it might 

cause teachers to become confused 

about their reporting responsibilities. 

Additionally, it was felt that the model 

needed to be more streamlined. 

Educators also shared their views 

about the broader reporting process. 

They felt that more information 

needed to be shared when students 

are referred to FACS. One teacher said 

that “there’s not much connection, 

they say that they will contact you and 

it does not happen.” The schools and 

teachers particularly valued feedback 

from welfare organisations that were 

working with students.  

Expertise and characteristics of the 
EFWs

Principals and teachers commented 

on the wealth of knowledge of the 

EFWs. According to principals, the 

links that the EFWs have, which are 

supplemented by the wide spectrum 

of services available through the FRS, 

contributed to effective problem 

resolutions. Although some of the 

referral cases that the EFWs had to 

deal with were challenging, principals 

45 NSW DEC. (2015). Resource allocation model. Retrieved from http://www.dec.nsw.gov.au/about-the-department/our-reforms/local-schools-local-decisions/reform-agenda/
resource-allocation-model
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felt that the attributes of the EFWs 

facilitated managing these issues and 

engaging with families. The EFWs 

were described as “knowledgeable”, 

“effective”, “approachable”, 

“supportive”, “persevering”, and “good 

communicators.” These characteristics 

contributed to EFWs developing good 

rapport and trust with parents and 

families. One principal stated that 

it was beneficial to have EFWs who 

were from younger age brackets. 

It was believed that this made the 

EFWs more approachable and 

encouraged students to feel more 

comfortable. “It is really important 

that you marry up the EFWs as best 

you can to the clientele that are in 

the school and the demands that 

are probably going to be needed in 

the school.” Although teachers and 

principals acknowledge the expertise 

and positive characteristics of the 

EFWs, it was also stated that it would 

be beneficial for the EFWs to have 

a better understanding of school 

structures and how they operated.  

Access to services

It was a common perception that the 

local FRS worked well with schools 

and welfare services. Some teachers 

believed that having an EFW in 

schools better connected schools 

with FACS. It was further stated that 

having a knowledgeable EFW on site 

who was well-connected with support 

services “removed the barriers” which 

prevented access to the appropriate 

services. By removing these barriers 

through the on-site placement of an 

EFW, schools were able to facilitate 

the support of students and families 

in need of assistance and enable 

necessary change. Ease of access 

helped parents and students develop 

a relationship with the EFW. According 

to one principal, the intermediary role 

played by the EFW assisted agencies 

offering services to operate in a more 

targeted manner. 

Both principals and teachers felt 

that some parents did not possess 

the knowledge or skills required to 

access relevant agencies. As a result, 

having a point of contact for referral 

to the appropriate agency meant 

that families successfully received the 

assistance required. Case management 

was no longer fractured. The FRS in 

Schools allowed for a unified, holistic 

approach to case management. 

Unlike teachers, the EFWs were 

accessible during school holidays. 

It was felt that at all times the EFW 

provided responsive service and took 

immediate action to address problems. 

This was made possible through the 

FRS having an established relationship 

with agencies and being a part of 

an existing support network. The 

improved linkage between the schools 

and the FRS helped schools to be 

“even more targeted with families who 

really did have high support needs.”

School-community relationships

Some of the teachers and principals 

reported that having the FRS in 

Schools helped to improve the 

relationship between families and 

schools. School was no longer seen 

as simply some place to go to learn 

but provided added value with the 

introduction of the FRS in Schools. 

School became an environment where 

families went if they had a problem 

and needed assistance. According 

to some teachers, having an EFW in 

schools helped parents and students 

to feel more comfortable accessing 

and engaging with services. The 

school was able to provide students 

and parents an opportunity for 

“positive interaction with someone 

other than a teacher” and “offer the 

support required by families.” Often, 

the EFWs timeliness in response 

to referrals resulted in prompt 

resolutions to issues. According to 

one principal, relationships between 

staff and parents “improved and were 

maintained.” Some teachers felt that 

it was easier for staff to approach and 

communicate with parents that had 

interacted with the EFW; “parents 

no longer felt inferior, intimidated, or 

hostile.” It was felt that in the long-

term this would assist schools to 

become “better-connected with the 

community.” It was stated by some 

teachers that it will take years for 

some families to feel comfortable. 

It was recognised that the service 

needed to be implemented over a 

sustained period of time, with the 

same persons involved, and with the 

same structure to achieve a higher 

rate of success. 

Capacity building and workload 
reduction

The FRS in Schools was able to 

build the capacity of schools. Some 

teachers stated that having the service 

housed in the school enabled staff to 

gain a better understanding of the 

FRS and, as a result, staff felt more 

comfortable in making referrals. They 

also became more aware of the range 

of services that were being offered 

within the wider community. Teachers 

also felt that after they had referred 

a student to the EFW and received 

feedback, they were able to gain a 

better understanding of the student 

who was referred. In addition, the 

EFWs’ ability to do home visits was 

advantageous for families. This was of 

benefit to the schools, as school staff 

often did not have the authority to 

carry out home visits.  

According to one principal, 90 percent 

of their time was used to manage 

and follow-up with complex student-

family needs. Having the EFW in 

schools allowed both support staff 

(SSOs, counsellors, learning support 

officers, welfare officers, etc.) and 

teachers to focus more on their roles 

and provide service to a wider student 

population. Moreover, several teachers 

reported the benefit of having this 

resource onsite to manage difficult 

cases, as they “didn’t have the time 

and resources to case-manage 

specific problems.” This allowed them 

to “concentrate more on teaching”, 

and “prioritise and cope with other 

demands.” The availability and 

involvement of the EFW relieved some 

of the stress teachers experienced 

because they felt responsible for 

students’ welfare. As one participant 

stated, the FRS in Schools “alleviated 

their work pressure.”
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Behavioural impact

Some teachers stated that subsequent 

to students’ interaction with the EFW, 

they observed positive behavioural 

changes in the classroom. Some 

students appeared happier and better 

organised. In reference to a particular 

student who had behavioural 

problems, one teacher reported that 

the student became more engaged in 

learning and demonstrated a greater 

degree of control in social situations.

Perceptions of students  
and parents
The views of students and parents 

who accessed the FRS in School  

were largely positive. The views of 

students and parents were organised 

around three themes: comfort, ease of 

access to the FRS, and connection to 

external services.

Comfort 

Students felt more at ease interacting 

with someone who was not a teacher, 

about their personal or family-related 

problems. They also felt that it was 

easier to speak to one person than 

having to involve several people in the 

discussion. This sentiment was shared 

by parents as well. Parents also felt at 

ease interacting with the EFWs. They 

considered it beneficial for the EFWs 

to be “out of the education system, 

but still involved in the school.” One 

parent said “it makes the children 

more comfortable, knowing it’s not  

a teacher.”

 Both students and parents stated 

positive views in relation to the non-

judgemental and accepting traits 

of the EFWs. Students said that 

the EFWs helped them regain their 

confidence. They were described as 

“helpful”, “supportive”, and “someone 

to talk to.” Traits of the EFWs that 

appealed to parents included 

“genuine”, “a neutral person who was 

non-judgemental”, and “a pleasant 

person who was prepared to listen and 

provide reassurance.”

Ease of access to the FRS

It is noteworthy that some schools 

utilised the services of the FRS before 

the EFWs were placed in schools. 

The perspective of both students and 

parents suggested that having EFWs 

based in schools was ideal. It enabled 

easy access and contact with the FRS, 

and facilitated prompt action when 

required. Supporting narratives from 

parents included “it was excellent for 

all students to be able to go to the 

[EFW]”; “[EFWs] being involved with 

the children was really good”; and “it 

was really good to know that there 

was someone there for parents and 

students.” Of importance, one parent 

explained how beneficial it was to 

have EFWs based at both primary 

and high schools when siblings were 

students at both schools as it “enabled 

[the EFWs] to work with the family.”

Connection with external services

The EFWs’ knowledge of a range 

of services in the community was 

mentioned by several parents. It was 

stated that the EFWs “know what 

goes on”, “know the whole situation”, 

and “know what steps we needed to 

46 0% represents a figure that is less than 1%

Issue Number of 
Occurrences

Percentage  
of Total Issues

1 Family Breakdown 575 31%

2 Mental Health 255 14%

3 Parenting Issues 240 13%

4 Domestic Violence 176 9%

5 Financial Stress 153 8%

6 Drug and Alcohol 120 6%

7 Carer Concern 83 4%

8 Homelessness 76 4%

9 Psychological Harm 47 3%

10 Neglect 30 2%

11 Sexual Abuse 28 1%

12 Young Parent 23 1%

13 Unborn Child 21 1%

14 Suicide Risk 13 1%

15 Runaway Child 10 1%

16
Emotional Abuse  
of Child

9 0%

17 Relinquishing Care 8 0%

18 Physical Abuse of Child 3 0%

Total 1,870 100%

Table 6: FRS presenting issues46
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take and what might be the best way 

to go about it.” This level of expertise 

facilitated the provision of appropriate 

advice and referrals to address 

problems on a case by case basis. It 

resulted in parents considering their 

respective situations to be “improving” 

or “fixed.” Older students suggested 

that this change was possible due 

to the EFWs’ connection with a 

wide range of services, compared 

to teachers who may not possess 

the same knowledge or have the 

necessary links. 

Issues presented at the FRS  
in Schools

An analysis of the five most presented 

issues in both the FRS and the FRS 

in Schools revealed that family 

breakdown, mental health, parenting 

issues, and financial stress were in the 

top five for both services. Domestic 

violence was in the top five issues 

presented at the FRS, 4 percent higher 

than when presented via the FRS in 

Schools. Moreover, homelessness was 

in the top five issues presented via 

the FRS in Schools, 2 percent higher 

than when presented at the FRS. Table 

6 and Table 7 display the presenting 

issues at the FRS and in the FRS in 

Schools respectively. 

Neglect represented 2 percent of the 

presenting issues both at the FRS 

and the FRS in Schools. Additionally, 

relinquishing care represented less 

than 1 percent of the presented 

issues in both the FRS and the FRS 

in Schools. Young parent was equally 

represented at 1 percent in both 

service centres. A further analysis 

showed that presenting issues relating 

to runaway child, emotional abuse 

of child, physical abuse of child, 

financial stress, and family breakdown 

increased by a marginal 1 percent 

in the FRS in Schools. Parenting 

issues saw a significant increase by 

10 percent when presented via the 

FRS in Schools. Unborn child was not 

presented as an issue in the FRS in 

Schools. Figure 5 contains a graph 

of presenting issues to the FRS and 

Figure 6 shows presenting issues to 

the FRS in Schools.

Issue Number of 
Occurrences

Percentage  
of Total Issues

1 Family Breakdown 113 32%

2 Parenting Issues 81 23%

3 Mental Health 37 11%

4 Financial Stress 32 9%

5 Homelessness 20 6%

6 Drug and Alcohol 17 5%

7 Domestic Violence 17 5%

8 Runaway Child 8 2%

9 Carer Concern 7 2%

10 Neglect 6 2%

11 Young Parent 3 1%

12 Physical Abuse of Child 2 1%

13
Emotional Abuse  
of Child

2 1%

14 Psychological Harm 2 1%

15 Relinquishing Care 1 0%

16 Suicide Risk 1 0%

17 Sexual Abuse 1 0%

Total 350 100%

Table 7: FRS in Schools presenting issues
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Many of the issues which children and 

young people face stem from unstable 

home environments and fragile 

families (Parkinson, 2011)47. Family 

breakdown has been shown  

to be the most frequent issue 

presented to the FRS. This is 

mirrored by the FRS in Schools. 

According to the Australian Institute 

of Family Studies (2016)48, divorces 

involving children under the age of 

18 represented 47.4 percent of all 

divorces granted in 2013. Breakdowns 

within the family are more likely to 

subject children to other risk factors 

such as abuse and neglect (Parkinson, 

2011). It is advantageous that the 

FRS has the reach to address family 

breakdown, but more importantly, 

that that reach has extended to 

school environments where negative 

outcomes for students manifest.

The FRS in Schools showed a marginal 

increase in issues relating to runaway 

child, emotional abuse of child, 

physical abuse of child, and financial 

stress. It is worth highlighting that 

parenting issues showed an increase 

by 10 percent. This suggests that the 

FRS in Schools is better placed to 

capture parenting issues and intervene 

with these families. Although the data 

do not provide insight in the nature 

and scope of this presenting issue, the 

literature is clear around the impact 

parenting and related concerns can 

have on students’ academic outcomes 

and emotional well-being49.

Homelessness was represented as 

the fifth most presented issue at the 

FRS in Schools compared to eighth 

most presented at the FRS. Nationally, 

children under 18 make up 27 percent 

of people experiencing homelessness 

(Homelessness Australia, 2016)50. 

The effects of homelessness are far 

reaching. Effects include feelings of 

instability and insecurity, emotional 

isolation, reduced family and social 

connections, increased stress, 

discrimination at school, difficulty 

staying engaged in education, and 

reduced potential future opportunities 

(Homelessness Australia, 2016; Gibson 

& Morphett, 201151). The fact that the 

FRS in Schools is capturing more 

homeless youth than the FRS further 

illustrates the benefits of a school-

based service.   

Student engagement 

Over the past decade student 

engagement has emerged as 

an important construct that has 

the potential to improve learning 

outcomes52, increase student retention 

rates53, and reduce a wide range of 

risk factors that are associated with 

school disengagement54 55. According 

to Fredricks, Blumenfeld, and Paris 

(2004)56, school engagement is a 

multidimensional construct that 

combines the academic, behavioural, 

cognitive, and emotional investment 

that is required for learning to be 

effective. The construct overlaps 

with motivation, however, motivation 

is often recognised as a necessary, 

but not always sufficient condition 

for active student engagement 

(Appleton, 2012)57. Significant 

positive correlations have been found 

between measured engagement, 

school achievement, and standardised 

test grades58. Correlational studies 

have also established a relationship 

between low engagement levels and 

a higher likelihood of dropping out of 

school59.  

47 Parkinson, P. (2011). For kid’s sake: Repairing the social environment for Australian children and young people. Sydney Law School Research Paper, (11/95).
48 Australian Institute of Family Studies (2016). Divorces involving children. Retrieved from https://aifs.gov.au/facts-and-figures/divorce-australia 
49 Shute, V. J., Hansen, E. G., Underwood, J. S., & Razzouk, R. (2011). A review of the relationship between parental involvement and secondary school students’ academic 
achievement. Education Research International, 2011, 1-10
50 Homelessness Australia. (2016). Homelessness and Children. Retrieved from http://www.homelessnessaustralia.org.au/images/publications/Fact_Sheets/Homelessness_
and_Children.pdf
51 Gibson, C., & Morphett, K. (2011). Creative responses to the needs of homeless children: Promising practice. Developing Practice: The Child, Youth, and Family Work Journal, 
(28), 23-31.
52 Marks, H. M. (2000). Student engagement in instructional activity: Patterns in the elementary, middle, and high school years. American Educational Research Journal, 37(1), 
153-184.
53 Archambault, I., Janosz, M., Fallu, J. S., & Pagani, L. S. (2009). Student engagement and its relationship with early high school dropout. Journal of Adolescence, 32(3), 651-
670.
54 Newmann, F. M. (1992). Student engagement and achievement in American secondary schools. New York: Teachers College Press
55  Henry, K. L., Knight, K. E., & Thornberry, T. P. (2012). School disengagement as a predictor of dropout, delinquency, and problem substance use during adolescence and early 
adulthood. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 41(2), 156-166.
56 Fredricks, J. A., Blumenfeld, P. C., & Paris, A. H. (2004). School engagement: Potential of the concept, state of the evidence. Review of Educational Research, 74(1), 59-109.
57 Appleton, J. J. (2012). Systems consultation: Developing the assessment-to-intervention link with the Student Engagement Instrument. In Handbook of research on student 
engagement (pp. 725-741). Springer US.
58 Scheidler, M. J. (2012). The relationship between student engagement and standardized test scores of middle school students: Does student engagement increase academic 
achievement? (Doctoral dissertation, University of Minnesota).
59 Wang, M. T., & Fredricks, J. A. (2014). The reciprocal links between school engagement, youth problem behaviors, and school dropout during adolescence. Child 
development, 85(2), 722-737.
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In order to examine the engagement 

levels of students who attended 

schools offering the FRS, data were 

collected using an online version of 

the SEI (Appleton, Christenson, Kim, 

& Reschly, 2006)60. This 35-item 

survey yields six subscale scores 

that measure: teacher/student 

relationships; peer support; family 

support; control and relevance of 

school work (cognitive control); future 

aspirations and goals (cognitive goals); 

and extrinsic motivation. 

Data were collected from students 

attending the four schools. The sample 

comprised 135 students, 35 primary 

school students and 100 high school 

students. The data is disaggregated 

below to present engagement levels 

for the entire sample, for primary 

school students versus high school 

students, for males versus females, for 

primary males versus primary females, 

and for high school males versus high 

school females. 

Although each of the subscales 

are relevant to overall student 

engagement, the analysis focused 

on areas where the FRS in Schools 

could have a direct impact, i.e. 

family support. An analysis of the 

SEI measures for the entire sample 

revealed that the lowest mean 

subscale scores were obtained for 

family support. This was also the case 

for the high school sample. In the 

primary school sample, family support 

also had the lowest means. Table 8 

presents the subscale SEI means for 

the overall sample and for primary 

and high school students. This data is 

graphed in Figures 7, 8, and 9.

Grouping Number Teacher  
Relationships

Peer 
Support

Family 
Support

Cognitive
Control

Cognitive
Goals

Extrinsic
Motivation

Overall Sample 135 2.1 1.9 1.7 2.0 1.8 2.9

Primary School 35 1.7 1.7 1.5 1.6 1.5 3.1

High School 100 2.3 2.0 1.8 2.1 1.9 2.8

Table 8: Summary SEI subscale scores for overall, primary and high school students

60Appleton, J.J., Christenson, S.L., Kim, D., & Reschly, A. (2006). Measuring cognitive and psychological engagement: Validation of the Student Engagement Instrument. 
Journal of School Psychology, 44, 427-445.

SEI Subscale Item Means

Figure 7: SEI Subscale Scores for the Overall Sample
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Figure 8: SEI Subscale Scores for Primary School Students
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Figure 9: SEI Subscale Scores for high school students
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Engagement levels for males and females for the 

entire sample were examined. The results showed 

that family support had low means for both genders; 

however, females obtained the lowest subscale 

score on the cognitive goals measure. There were 74 

males and 61 females in the entire sample. Table 9 

and Figures 10 and 11 below present the engagement 

levels for males and females. 
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Family support is an important 

area that contributes to student 

engagement and emotional well-being. 

It includes high carer expectations 

for students, encouraging students 

to respect teachers, and instilling in 

students the value of education. An 

analysis of the disaggregated data 

showed the trend that family support 

consistently had the lowest means, 

except in the primary school female 

sample. It was revealed that cognitive 

control had the lowest mean in that 

subset. There were 23 males and 12 

females in this subsample. Table 10 

presents the measures of the SEI for 

both males and females and so do 

Figures 12 and 13.

Grouping Number Teacher  
Relationships

Peer 
Support

Family 
Support

Cognitive
Control

Cognitive
Goals

Extrinsic
Motivation

Males 74 2.1 1.8 1.7 2.0 1.9 2.9

Female 61 2.1 2.0 1.7 1.9 1.6 2.9

Table 9: SEI subscale scores for males and females

SEI Item Means for Males

Figure 10: SEI Subscale Scores for Males
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Figure 11: SEI Subscale Scores for Females
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Grouping Number Teacher  
Relationships

Peer 
Support

Family 
Support

Cognitive
Control

Cognitive
Goals

Extrinsic
Motivation

Primary School Males 23 1.8 1.6 1.5 1.7 1.7 2.9

Primary School Females 12 1.5 1.9 1.4 1.5 1.1 3.4

Table 10: SEI subscale scores for primary male and female students

Primary School SEI Subscale Item 
Means for Males

Figure 12: SEI Subscale Scores for Primary Male Students
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Figure 13: SEI Subscale Scores for Primary Female Students
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There were 51 males and 49 females in 

the high school sample. Even though 

the measure on the family support 

subscale was marginally higher than 

primary school males and females, 

it still represented one of the lowest 

means across the SEI. Table 11 shows 

the SEI subscale scores for high school 

male and female students. Figures 

14 and 15 graph the SEI subscales for 

high school male and female students.

Grouping Number Teacher  
Relationships

Peer 
Support

Family 
Support

Cognitive
Control

Cognitive
Goals

Extrinsic
Motivation

High School Males 51 2.3 1.9 1.8 2.2 1.9 2.9

High School Females 49 2.3 2.0 1.8 2.0 1.8 2.8

Table 11: SEI subscale scores for high school male and female students

High School SEI Subscale Item 
Means for Females

Figure 15: SEI Subscale Scores for Primary Female Students
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Figure 14: SEI Subscale Scores for High School Male Students
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The focus of this analysis was to 

highlight areas of student engagement 

where the FRS in Schools is most 

likely to have an impact. A main 

objective of the FRS is to promote 

safe and nurturing environments 

by rendering assistance to parents 

and other persons responsible for 

children and young persons. Due to 

their ability to develop relationships 

with students and families, the FRS 

in Schools is well positioned to 

assist families by providing support. 

Specifically, EFWs can locate 

strengths in family relationships and 

use these strengths to foster individual 

student learning, wellbeing, and other 

positive outcomes. They are also well-

positioned to identify barriers within 

the home environment that could 

prevent quality learning and optimum 

student engagement. Due to their 

wide community networks, they  

have the ability to connect families 

with services that can assist parents to 

gain a better understanding of  

their child’s potential. Additionally, 

the FRS in Schools has the capacity 

to mobilise appropriate resources for 

vulnerable families. 

Case studies 
Part of the evaluation was to examine 

the impact of the FRS in Schools 

on individual student’s academic 

outcomes, school attendance, 

and school engagement. Only a 

limited number of returned consent 

authorisations from families who had 

children and young people who used 

the FRS in Schools was received. 

This influenced the extent to which 

the impact of the service in the 

above areas could be evaluated. As a 

result, comprehensive data from four 

participating families were analysed 

and are presented in the case studies 

below. The names used within the  

case studies have been changed 

to protect the anonymity of the 

participating families.  

Case study one 

Nat lives at home with a younger 

sibling and her mother. She was 

referred to the FRS because of 

instances of self-harm. Her mother 

is a sole parent and has a long-

standing mental illness. Extended 

family support is not available in the 

local area and Nat’s mother is keen 

to move interstate to be closer to 

her family relatives. Restricted family 

finances currently prevent relocation. 

Nat self-identified as having a CALD 
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background and she felt she could 

not go to a counselling appointment 

on her own. Nevertheless, the 

EFW organised appointments with 

the local mental health service 

and accompanied her to these 

appointments. Nat stated that the 

EFW “…really helped me. I don’t really 

like talking about myself with anyone.”  

Two consecutive half-yearly reports 

were evaluated to understand 

the impact family and emotional 

circumstances may have on Nat’s 

school attendance and academic 

outcomes. During the period that 

coincided with the referral and a 

relapse in her mother’s health, both 

her class attendance and grades 

declined. Her GPA for the half year in 

which she was referred was 3:00 (a 

sound knowledge and understanding 

of subject content). In the comparison 

half year it was 3.28. School absences 

(excused and unexcused) increased 

during the period in which she was 

referred with partial unexcused 

absences increasing from two in the 

comparison period to 30 in the period 

when she was referred.  

Nat had a realistic, self-reported 

understanding of her level of 

academic achievement and her 

mid-range estimate matched her 

actual school GPA. On the Student 

Engagement Instrument she obtained 

below average scores on the Family 

Support subscale and the Peer 

Support subscale when compared 

with the overall sample. Her other SEI 

subscale scores including Teacher-

Student Relationships and Cognitive 

Engagement were above the  

sample averages.     

Case study two

Ali has recently moved to the region 

from a large capital city with one 

of his parents. He is now settling 

into a new school after his parents 

separated and he underwent an 

unplanned relocation from his former 

home. Ali self-identified as having a 

CALD background and at school he 

receives learning support. Ali reported 

that the EFW worker assisted him 

by organising ongoing support from 

Headspace and by intervening to 

prevent people from “hurting” him. Ali 

felt “good” that the FRS service was 

available at his school.

At school Ali studies a full range of 

Life Skills subjects, however, only one 

school report was available due to his 

interstate move. His GPA is low at 2.28 

(i.e. he shows a basic understanding 

of the content and a basic level of 

competence). Despite encouragement 

from the school, he is not participating 

in any extracurricular activities.  

On the Student Engagement 

Instrument he obtained low 

engagement scores on all the 

subscales except on Cognitive 

Engagement (Future Aspirations and 

Goals). When compared with the 

overall sample, his SEI scores were 

below average except for Future 

Aspirations and Goals. His lowest 

scores were obtained on the Family 

Support subscale and the Extrinsic 

Motivation subscale. There was a 

significant mismatch between his very 

high self-rated academic achievement 

score and his low GPA. Ali’s self-rated 

academic achievement score was  

well above the average rating for 

students in the overall sample. Class 

absences were also very high with 55 

partial absences.                

Case study three

Jordi was referred to the FRS because 

of family conflict and emotional 

difficulties. She lives in a large blended 

family with a mix of younger and 

older siblings. As a result of the 

FRS intervention she was referred 

to Headspace. Although she was 

reluctant to attend appointments  

and was unsure if she needed this 

service, Jordi reported that she 

continued to use a range of support 

services that the FRS had initiated. 

She stated that she was, “definitely 

a lot happier” because of the 

interventions she had received.  

To assess the impact of the FRS in 

Schools on her academic outcomes, 

attendance, and school engagement, 

two consecutive half yearly reports 

were reviewed. In the half-year 

she experienced increased socio-

emotional problems her GPA was 

4.14 (a high level of achievement 

demonstrating a thorough subject 

knowledge and understanding). In 

the previous, comparison half-year 

she achieved a GPA of 4.57. Her 

class attendance fell slightly during 

the half-year in which she was 

referred; however, her attendance 

remained consistently high. Jordi’s 

self-rated academic achievement was 

also high and matched her school 

achievement score. When compared 

with the overall sample, she obtained 

below average ratings on all SEI 

subscales. Her lowest score was on 

the Family Support subscale. Jordi 

is experiencing success at school 

and factors that are likely to relate 

to her resilience include her strong 

motivation, conscientious work 

habits, and participation in a wide 

range of extracurricular activities. She 

represented the school in sporting and 

academic competitions.

 Case study four

Sam moved into his current school 

at the beginning of term one in 2015. 

He was referred to the FRS due to 

situational stress and family conflict. 

Sam self-identified as an Indigenous 

Australian. In commenting on the  

EFW Sam said, “It’s good to have 

someone to talk to… You can tell 

her stuff… She can help sort [it]… it’s 

good.” Sam also acknowledged the 

practical assistance that the EFW 

was able to provide to his family. He 

suggested this in-home, practical 

assistance for his family was the most 

effective component of the service.   

On the SEI all of Sam’s subscale 

engagement scores except for 

Extrinsic Motivation were below 

average. The lowest score was 

obtained on the Family Support 

subscale. He successfully represented 
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the school at sporting events. Issues 

surrounding his referral were resolved 

and his GPA improved over the 

2015 school year increasing from 

2.75 in his mid-year report to 3.5 at 

the end of the school year. Sam’s 

class attendance was consistently 

good. Sam’s case highlights personal 

resilience that is likely to be related to 

his positive attitudes towards school, 

sound overall academic achievement, 

and good verbal and numerical 

reasoning abilities.

An examination of the case studies 

indicated that all students experienced 

complex problems that were beyond 

the immediate context of their school. 

Referral problems were directly related 

to their family functioning and family 

relationship. Students’ SEI Family 

Support subscale scores were all 

below average and closely aligned 

with the presenting issues. Given 

that the lowest scores were obtained 

on the Family Support scale and 

that family functioning is recognised 

by students as the most important 

component of their personal 

wellbeing, the overarching need for 

family intervention to be a part of the 

suite of effective strategies to improve 

school engagement is essential.   

Over the 12 month evaluation, two 

student’s academic outcomes, as 

measured by GPA, improved, one 

student’s GPA declined, and for 

one student a comparison half year 

report was not available. The two 

students who had improved academic 

outcomes both engaged with services 

that they were connected to by the 

FRS in Schools and reported positive 

experiences. Although the student 

whose GPA declined also had a 

positive experience with the services 

she was referred to, unresolved mental 

illness and financial stress within her 

family could have contributed to her 

academic outcomes. 

All four cases highlighted the 

assistance and care that was provided 

by the EFWs. Students reported  

very positive responses in relation 

to the FRS in Schools. They believed 

that the service was genuinely helpful 

and that it assisted them in resolving 

issues. The opportunity for students 

to be listened to in a supportive and 

non-judgemental way cannot be 

understated.   

 
 
 
 

Limitations
The evaluation of the FRS in Schools 

proceeded as designed; however, 

some limitations may have affected 

the scope of the evaluation and the 

generalisations that can be drawn 

from the study. It was difficult 

gaining access to representative 

samples of students and families for 

three reasons. The first reason was 

that it was necessary to maintain 

the confidential relationship that 

was established between the EFW, 

students, and families. As a result, it 

was not feasible for the evaluation 

team to contact families without 

the FRS acting as an intermediary 

and seeking families’ permission to 

do so. The second reason was that 

some of the referrals included cases 

which went beyond the threshold of 

significant harm and therefore it was 

not practical to engage those families. 

The third reason was due to the 

limited number of students  

and families that returned signed 

consent forms.  

Further, the evaluation was being 

conducted in tandem with the 

implementation of the model. This 

was useful because it allowed for 

adjustments in the way the EFWs 

delivered the service and how the 

FRS was promoted by schools. The 

short time frame in which to complete 

the evaluation did not allow for the 

assessment of longer term impacts 

and outcomes. 
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Summary and Recommendations
There is strong evidence that early 

intervention programs in schools can 

prevent the development of emotional 

and behavioural difficulties among 

children (Lane & Menzies, 2003)61. 

These programs are more successful 

when they address the needs of the 

entire family. There is also evidence 

that parental involvement is important 

for positive academic outcomes. 

As students get older the level of 

family involvement in their schooling 

declines and reaches lowest points 

during the senior years of high school. 

Nevertheless, highly effective schools, 

even at the high school level, continue 

to engage families and maintain 

strong collaborative relationships  

with families and their communities. 

As a result, intervention programs 

which aim to address the needs 

of student who are at risk due to 

complex home environments and 

family conflict are necessary.

The FRS in Schools is an example of 

a tier 3 indicated school-based family 

intervention program. The FRS was 

established as a service to address 

the needs of children, young people, 

and families by connecting them to 

appropriate community services. 

Through the placement of EFWs in 

four schools, a ‘wrap around’ model 

to case management was utilised. 

The EFWs were physically located 

within schools for one or two days per 

week. There were two primary and 

two high schools that implemented 

the FRS in Schools model. Schools 

are complex environments where 

multiple demands are made on 

teachers and school leaders’ time. 

There is an inherent tension between 

the need for teachers to teach and at 

the same time to ensure the overall 

wellbeing and safety of students. 

The FRS in Schools is strategically 

placed to target support to families 

in an environment where student 

behavioural and socioemotional issues 

can be identified and interventions 

more readily provided.

The FRS in Schools has been received 

positively. The findings of the 

evaluation indicated that the service 

increased the capacity of the schools 

to handle challenging issues with 

students who were at risk. The service 

also reduced the extra workload of 

principals and teaching staff. Parents 

and students indicated that they 

appreciated having an EFW who could 

take time to provide a responsive, 

‘wrap around’ and individualised 

service that complemented the roles 

of teachers and school leaders. 

This current evaluation of the FRS in 

Schools explored the perceptions of 

students, parents, teachers, principals, 

and other key stakeholders. Based on 

the findings, the FRS in Schools was 

seen to be a viable option to address 

the needs of students and families 

who are at risk of poor educational 

outcomes. The FRS in Schools was 

most successful when placed in 

schools where the need for specific 

tier 3 indicated family inventions  

was high. 

As a result of the evaluation, the 

following recommendations are 

provided with the aim of improving 

the model and ensuring its 

sustainability.

1. The evaluation has shown that 
locating the FRS in Schools has 
been successful for students, 
parents, teachers, principals, and 
other key stakeholders. To be 
most effective, it is recommended 
that the FRS in Schools be placed 
in schools where a clear need 
and priority for tier 3 family 
interventions for students who are 
at risk exists.    

2. It is recommended that the 
delivery of the model remains 
flexible to address specific needs 
within schools. This evaluation 
has shown that schools have 
employed the model differently. 

Primary schools and high schools 
had different referral points 
due to their unique needs. The 
flexibility of the model ensures 
that it can be tailored to meet the 
complexities of individual school 
structures, including  primary and 
secondary school differences, as 
well as the range of leadership 
styles and configurations which 
may exist. 

3. It is recommended that families 
who present themselves at the 
FRS with student related concerns 
who have children attending 
a referral school be treated as 
a school referral. This ensures 
efficiency in case management. It 
also allows the EFW, who may be 
attached to more than one school, 
to manage cases with families 
who have children attending 
different schools.

4. While it is important to have 
several referral points, it seems 
prudent to have one person 
or a highly organised team to 
coordinate the referral process 
and act as a focal-point for 
liaison between the EFW and 
school personnel. This role does 
not have to be undertaken by 
the school principal and in large 
schools it will not be practical for 
the principal to act as the sole 
point of contact. One school in 
the evaluation benefitted from 
appointing a single contact officer 
who did much of the coordinating 
work and referrals. Although, 
at times, there appeared to be 
overlapping functions for the 
contact officer and the EFW, the 
scope of what the EFW could 
do and achieve exceeded that 
which the contact officer could 
achieve. The roles were seen to 
complement each other and it 
is therefore recommended that 
participating schools adopt such 
an approach. 

61 Lane, K. L., & Menzies, H. M. (2003). A school-wide intervention with primary and secondary levels of support for elementary students: Outcomes and considerations. 
Education and treatment of Children, 26, 431-451.
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5. It is recommended that 
professional development 
workshops continue to be 
conducted with school staff 
to address complex issues 
surrounding collaborating 
with families, confidentiality, 
and managing referrals to 
individualised family support 
services. To underpin a supportive 
environment which enhances the 
uptake of the FRS in Schools, a 
pervasive ethos of school-family 
partnerships, which is built on 
respect, collaboration, non-
judgemental attitudes,  
and solution-focussed 
interventions, is essential.

6. It is recommended that promotion 
strategies used in schools to 
promote the referral service take 
into consideration the limitations 
of the families and communities 
who may benefit most from the 
service. Some target families may 
have challenges with literacy, and 
may be from low socioeconomic 
backgrounds. As a result, 
information that is promoted via 
school newsletters, emails, or even 
via smart phone apps may not 
reach the most in-need families or 
at-risk students.

7. As the recommendation above 
suggests, external and internal 
promotion of the model is 
equally important. It is therefore 
recommended that school leaders 
not only effectively promote 
the service among staff but 
that school staff are formally 
introduced to the specific EFW. 
This includes placing the EFW in 
a visible location within the school 
that is easily accessible to staff, 
students, and parents.

8. While it is important that 
executive management have 
overall control of their schools 
and related systems, it is 
recommended that the referral 
mechanism within participating 
schools retain some flexibility. 
To maximise the benefits of the 

FRS, it is important that referrals 
are not be hampered by the 
unavailability of a key gatekeeper. 

9. It is recommended that referral 
schools and the FRS in Schools 
execute their own existing 
processes in relation to mandatory 
reporting. This will ensure that 
cases with circumstances which 
meet the threshold for mandatory 
reporting are relayed to the 
relevant statutory authorities, and 
avoid a potential situation where 
one party assumed that the other 
has done the reporting. This is 
particularly important because 
the model is employed differently 
from school to school and it 
provides a safeguard for reporting 
responsibilities.

10. Although it is the mandate of 
the EFW to work with the entire 
family with the student as the 
focus, it is recommended that 
when an initial FRS in Schools 
referral is declined, this should 
not impact on innovative ways to 
engage with the family at a later, 
appropriate time. In these cases, 
maintaining in-school support, 
such as through the learning 
support team or school counsellor, 
may offer opportunities for 
fostering and strengthening 
school-family partnerships.

11. It is recommended that a high 
level of contact is maintained 
between the EFW and school 
counsellors, welfare terms, and 
school liaison officers. How 
this networking occurs will 
depend on the structures in 
place from school to school. 
However, the roles/functions 
of school personnel should be 
complemented by the FRS in 
Schools and this can only occur 
through ongoing information 
exchanges and maintaining strong 
professional relationships.

12. While constrained under the 
Privacy Act (1988)62, within the 
limits of Section 16A of that said 

Act, the FRS and FACS must 
continue to share pertinent 
information with schools that 
relates to child protection matters. 
This is especially necessary when 
the student remains in the school 
environment because it allows 
the school to be aware of what 
individual intervention programs 
have been organised for the 
student, and relieves the worry 
and stress of relevant educators 
within the referring school. The 
recently implemented Patchwork 
web program63 could be integral 
to this level of information sharing  

13. Data from this evaluation 
suggest that the FRS in Schools 
increases the capacity of the 
school by connecting the school 
directly with services within the 
community. It is recommended 
that this is documented by the 
FRS in Schools as evidence of 
their contribution towards the 
capacity building of the school. 

14. It is recommended that there is 
commitment to this model over 
the longer term. Evidence shows 
that students and families who 
initially declined a referral when it 
was first suggested chose to use 
the service later in the year. This 
shows that sustaining the service 
over a period of time is likely 
to foster positive rapport with 
families and communities.

15. It is also recommended that 
schools and the FRS continue an 
internal evaluation with an aim of 
exploring long-term impacts of 
this intervention.

16. One recommendation outside 
the scope of this evaluation is for 
schools to assess the impact of 
other intervention programs that 
may be initiated internally from 
school to school. The absence  
of such evaluations made it 
difficult to compare the FRS in 
Schools project to similar in-

school initiatives.




