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Executive Summary 

What is Best Start? 

The first years of life are crucial to lifelong learning, wellbeing and success. The Andrews Labor Government is 

making Victoria the Education State and this begins with giving every child a great start in life by strengthening 

early childhood services for children and families.  

Best Start is a prevention and early intervention program that aims to improve the health, development, learning 

and wellbeing of all Victorian children from conception through to transition to school (up to eight years old). 

There is consensus that a loving, healthy and intellectually stimulating early childhood is critical to a personôs 

wellbeing and success throughout their life. Children who have a strong start in life are more likely to do well 

academically and socially as they grow older. Conversely, young children who miss out on positive experiences 

with parents, caregivers and educators are much more likely to have to struggle to catch up. 

Best Start is characterised by an approach that supports parents and caregivers to create a positive environment 

for children by encouraging communities to work with their local early years services and schools. 

Communities and service providers collaborate to address issues as they are experienced at a neighbourhood or 

regional level. 

This localised, targeted way of finding solutions to problems faced by families has been shown to be extremely 

effective. Efforts are focused on boosting childrenôs participation in the programs we know have the best results 

for setting them up for success, such as kindergarten and maternal and child health (MCH) services. The 

program also puts in place prevention strategies, such as providing referral pathways when targeted supports are 

required.  

Victoria has a strong early childhood system with high participation rates in MCH services and kindergarten ï 

however some children are missing out. Typically, these are children who are experiencing vulnerability and have 

the most to gain from engaging in high-quality services.  

The Best Start program operates in 30 locations across Victoria. There are 24 mainstream sites and six 

Aboriginal Best Start sites in rural and metropolitan locations. 

It is based on formal partnerships of local agencies and service providers to improve the outcomes for children. 

Aboriginal Best Start  

The Aboriginal Best Start projects have been established to ensure that local Aboriginal communities and 

organisations are given every possible opportunity to support positive outcomes for their children and families. 

The Aboriginal Best Start sites are operated by Aboriginal organisations in Horsham; La Trobe and Baw Baw; 

Wathaurong-Geelong; Echuca; and Dandenong-Casey. The East Gippsland Aboriginal Best Start site is operated 

by East Gippsland Shire. 

Why is Best Start changing? 

In 2015, the Department of Education and Training conducted a comprehensive review of Best Start with the aim 

of updating the project in light of the latest research and policy developments. 
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The review identified a number of priorities to ensure that Best Start remains an effective program for supporting 

families, including the need for: 

¶ clearer, more measurable and more evidence-based strategies and actions   

¶ a strengthened focus on boosting the participation of all Aboriginal children and children experiencing 

vulnerability in key universal and targeted services, in particular in kindergarten, maternal and child health 

services and supported playgroups; and 

¶ improved monitoring, data collection and reporting.  

The review has led to the development to a set of new Best Start guidelines. 

What has changed? 

The new guidelines set out four new priorities. These replace the 15 indicators in the previous guidelines. 

The new outcomes have a sharper focus than the previous 15 indicators, and emphasise a childôs holistic growth, 

including their learning, health and development. There is also a greater focus on ways to improve and tailor the 

service for families and children experiencing significant challenges. 

Best Start Outcomes 

Primary Children engage and participate in early childhood education (kindergarten and supported 

playgroups). 

Children and families actively engage with MCH services, attending key ages and stages visits. 

Optional Children acquire literacy and numeracy skills through active participation in their education. 

Early childhood services provide an engaging and high-quality environment for children and 

families experiencing vulnerability. 

The new approach is also centered on monitoring and reporting. An evaluation of the Best Start program 

highlighted the need for clearer, more measurable and more evidence-based strategies and actions.  

The new approach provides Best Start partnerships with evidence-based strategies and actions to deliver 

measurable benefits for young children. 

Best Start Partnerships will now use rapid action-reflection óPlan, Do, Study, Actô cycles. The cycle tests an idea 

by temporarily trialing a change and assessing its immediate impact.   

How will the new approach be implemented? 

The approach will commence from 1 July 2016. Training and support to Best Start sites has already commenced 

and will continue throughout 2016 and into 2017.  

Improved data collection and reporting will assist local communities, service providers and Government to track 

and regularly monitor the progress towards the outcomes. 

What support will be provided? 

The Murdoch Childrens Research Instituteôs Centre for Community Child Health will deliver training and support 

to Best Start Facilitators to assist all Best Start Partnerships implement the new approach. This will include a 

focus on building local capacity to understand and apply data from a range to sources to plan and implement 

effective strategies to improve childrenôs learning and development outcomes. 
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About Best Start 
 
 

Vision: Communities work in partnership to improve the learning, health and development 

outcomes of young children and their families, particularly those in greatest need. 

Purpose and focus 

Best Start is a Victorian Government early years, place-based initiative that is funded and administered by the 

Department of Education and Training (the Department) to support families, caregivers and communities in 

providing the best possible environment, experiences and care for children from birth to age eight. 

Best Start places a strong emphasis on prevention and early intervention, and has a particular focus on children 

experiencing vulnerability and all Aboriginal
1
 children.  It is based on formal partnerships of local agencies and 

service providers that plan, deliver and monitor evidence-based strategies to improve outcomes for children.  

Defining vulnerability 

In the context of the Best Start program, vulnerability can refer to a broad range of factors that may prevent 

children from reaching their potential ï for example, children in Out of Home Care or at risk of abuse or neglect, 

newly arrived migrants/refugees, children with a disability or developmental delay, isolated and rural 

communities, transient populations and areas of entrenched disadvantage.  

Best Start partnerships should use local data and community knowledge to identify those who are experiencing 

vulnerability at their sites. 
 
 

Best Start supports the principle that participation and success in early childhood education 

should be equitable and should not depend on personal or social circumstances. 

Best Start key directions 

Victoria has a strong early childhood system with high participation rates in maternal and child health (MCH) 

services and kindergarten ï however some children are missing out, typically, the children who are experiencing 

vulnerability and have the most to gain from engaging in high-quality services.  

A comprehensive review of the Best Start program was undertaken in 2015.  The review sought to build on the 

achievements of Best Start since its inception in 2002 and set it up for future success by: 

¶ more closely aligning it with current Government policy priorities for early childhood 

¶ incorporating contemporary knowledge and evidence regarding place-based approaches 

¶ responding to evolving demographic and socio-economic patterns. 

 

The 2015 review of the program confirmed the key directions for the Best Start program as being: 

¶ a continued focus on local partnerships and community engagement as the programôs foundation 

¶ a greater focus on the participation of all Aboriginal children and children experiencing vulnerability in key 

universal and targeted services, in particular in kindergarten, MCH services and Supported Playgroups
2
  

¶ improved monitoring, data collection and reporting by Best Start partnerships so that the intended outcomes 

are realised and sustained. 

                                                      
1
 Throughout this document the term óAboriginalô is used to refer to both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.  

 
2
 In the context of Best Start, óSupported Playgroupsô refers to Department-funded, targeted playgroups. 
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The shift in the Best Start program to have a greater attention on the participation of all Aboriginal children and 

children experiencing vulnerability in key universal and targeted services, in particular in kindergarten, MCH 

services and Supported Playgroups will further support improved outcomes for all Victorian children. 

Best Start outcomes 

Being clear about the outcomes Best Start programs need to achieve is important for several reasons: 

¶ an outcomes focus gives partnerships an unambiguous view of what they need to achieve. Having this 

information before implementing a strategy means partnerships will think about what they have to deliver to 

ensure they meet the outcomes ï and this will not necessarily be the services they currently provide or know 

how to provide 

¶ focus more intently on the change they want to bring about for children and families, as opposed to focusing 

on services 

¶ identify the strategies and actions that are most likely to achieve desired outcomes for children and families 

¶ determine whether a service is having the intended effect.  

To deliver on these key directions we have moved from the previous 15 indicators to four outcomes that we know 

make a difference to the lives of children who are at risk of falling behind. 

While the new outcomes have a sharper focus than the previous 15 indicators, the emphasis is still very much on 

a childôs holistic growth including their learning, health and development.   As well as the direct benefits that 

children receive from active engagement in kindergarten and MCH, these services provide a referral pathway 

when other, more targeted supports are required. 

The primary and optional outcomes listed below are medium-term outcomes, and have been devised to focus 

and organise partnership efforts so that they align with Best Start key directions. 
 

 

Best Start outcomes 

Primary outcomes Children engage and participate in early childhood education (kindergarten and 

Supported Playgroups) 

Children and families actively engage with MCH services, attending key ages and stages 

visits 

Optional outcomes Children acquire literacy and numeracy skills through active participation in their 

education 

Early childhood services provide an engaging environment for children and families 

experiencing vulnerability 

Refer to Best Start outcomes on page 22 for details on when a partnership may consider an optional outcome. 
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Policy context: Why the early years are important 

Victoria the Education State 

The first years of life are crucial to lifelong learning, wellbeing and success.  The Victorian Government is making 

Victoria the Education State and this begins with giving every child a strong start in life by strengthening early 

childhood services for children and families.  

Early childhood is the best time to transform a personôs life. This is the time when a childôs potential ï their 

imagination, curiosity and creative spark ï is first nurtured. Effort and investment well spent during our childrenôs 

early years repay themselves many times over ï in better lives and in fairer, more prosperous societies.  Best 

Start contributes to achieving these outcomes by having a particular focus on supporting all Aboriginal children 

and children experiencing vulnerability to increase their participation in kindergarten and MCH services. See 

www.educationstate.education.vic.gov.au for more information. 

Roadmap for Reform: Strong Families, Safe Children 

The Victorian Government is committed to reform that protects families and sets a child up for life, leaving them 

more likely to be healthy, to form positive relationships, to learn and grow, and to get a job.  The Roadmap for 

Reform will create services that are co-ordinated and work together to meet the needs of vulnerable families and 

children, forming an important step in the governmentôs long-term response to the recommendations of the Royal 

Commission into Family Violence. 

Best Start aligns with this work by facilitating a partnership approach via services and communities working 

together to support children and families, in particular all Aboriginal children and children experiencing 

vulnerability to access high-quality early childhood services. See 

http://strongfamiliessafechildren.vic.gov.au/roadmap-for-reform-strong-families-safe-children 

The Victorian Early Years Learning and Development Framework 

The Victorian Early Years Learning and Development Framework (VEYLDF) guides all early childhood 

professionals to work together and with families to support the learning and development of children aged birth to 

eight. 

The VEYLDF describes outcomes for childrenôs learning and development that provide shared goals for 

professionalsô work with children and their families. These outcomes are: 

¶ Children have a strong sense of identity 

¶ Children are connected with and contribute to their world 

¶ Children have a strong sense of wellbeing 

¶ Children are confident and involved learners 

¶ Children are effective communicators. 

The VEYLDF also emphasises the importance of supporting childrenôs and familiesô transitions as they move 

within and across services throughout the early childhood period.  See www.education.vic.gov.au/veyldf 
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Aboriginal Best Start  
The Victorian Government acknowledges that early childhood development is at the heart of its vision for the 

Education State.  Ensuring that all Victorian Aboriginal children have access to and participate in high quality 

early childhood education and care services is an imperative of this key Victorian Government policy.   

The Victorian Government has recommitted to the Closing the Gap targets under the National Indigenous Reform 

Agreement between the Australian Government and state and territory governments to improve the educational 

outcomes for Aboriginal children. 

Aboriginal Best Start projects have been established to make sure that local Aboriginal communities and 

organisations are given every possible opportunity to influence outcomes for their children and families.   

There are six Aboriginal Best Start sites across Victoria run by the Aboriginal community for the Aboriginal 

community.  While these sites focus specifically on the Aboriginal community the priority focus for all Best Start 

sites is Aboriginal children. 

 

The Aboriginal Best Start sites have the same outcomes and accountabilities as mainstream sites. 
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Values and qualities held by all Best Start sites working with Aboriginal children 

The Aboriginal cultural beliefs that have been identified in Best Start and reaffirmed as part of the new policy 

are
3
: 

¶ Our children are our present and our future. 

¶ Our children should have access to good health, wellbeing and education programs so that they will be 

empowered to achieve their full potential. 

¶ Our children have the right to an education that strengthens their culture and identity. 

¶ Our children have the right to live in communities that are safe and free from violence. 

¶ Our children have the right to identify as Aboriginal Australians, to be proud of our history, cultural beliefs 

and practices. 

¶ Our children have the right to maintain connection to their land and country. 

¶ Our children have the right to maintain their strong kinship ties and social obligations. 

¶ Our children have a strong contribution to make to enrich the Aboriginal community and as members of the 

wider community. 

¶ Our children have a right to be taught our cultural heritage by our Elders. 

¶ Our children should be taught to respect their Elders. 

 

 

                                                      
3
 Aboriginal Best Start Status Report 2004, Department of Human Services 
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Governance 
 
 

Best Start partnerships establish governance mechanisms that are strong, clearly defined 

and transparent. Good governance ensures all partnership members have a voice at the 

table ï it supports their ability to make strong decisions with group agreement and those 

decisions contribute to achieving Best Start outcomes. 

Best Start partnerships must establish and meet the following governance requirements: 

¶  A formalised partnership agreement or other legal partnership entity must be in place and approved by the 

relevant regional director. For more information, see óPartnership agreementsô on page 18. 

¶ A chairperson must be appointed or elected for a specified period of time as outlined in the Best Start 

partnership agreement. 

¶ New partners must be provided with a comprehensive orientation. 

¶ In partnership meetings, partnership member representatives must hold sufficient delegated authority to 

make decisions and commitments on behalf of their organisation.  

¶  Best Start partnership members have a shared responsibility for the implementation of Best Start program 

strategies, with a view to achieving service system change within their own organisation, across the 

partnership and more broadly.  Working groups with a wider membership than the core Best Start partners 

may be established to address specific outcomes. 

¶ Partnership agreements should be reviewed annually and updated every four years, in line with renegotiating 

Department funding and the service agreement with the Best Start siteôs fund holder. For more information 

about fund holders and the funding and service agreement, see óRoles and responsibilitiesô on page 14 and 

óFundingô on page 19. 

¶ A local partnership may revisit their partnership agreement on a more regular basis, particularly if there are 

significant changes in the policy or service context. 

¶ Where the Best Start partnership is part of a larger local early years network, Best Start business, strategies 

and reporting must appear as a regular agenda item with a clear line of sight to Best Start outcomes.  
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Best Start partnerships 
 
 

Best Start Partnerships lead reform at the local level. They play a key role in bringing local 

services together to deliver on the Best Start outcomes for children and their families, in 

particular those with the greatest needs. All Best Start partnerships have a role to play in 

working in a culturally inclusive manner with Aboriginal communities. 

The Best Start partnership works collaboratively to: 

¶ take responsibility for the interests of all children, especially all Aboriginal children and children experiencing 

vulnerability, to access the key universal platforms of kindergarten and MCH services, and targeted services 

like Supported Playgroups 

¶ work in a culturally inclusive manner with Aboriginal communities 

¶ define and agree on the barriers and needs for their Best Start site that align with the Best Start vision, key 

directions, outcomes and the siteôs special areas of focus. They are careful to ensure the impact of the 

partnership is placed ahead of the interests of any individual organisation 

¶ develop a logic model and devise strategies and actions to test through Plan Do Study Act cycles, and 

engage in improvement cycles to achieve Best Start outcomes 

¶ monitor and report on progress regularly so that improvements can be made to their Best Start strategies 

and actions 

¶ prepare, develop and endorse all reports in line with the Departmentôs requirements. See óReportingô on 

page 30. 

The diagram below describes the collaborative relationships within a Best Start partnership. 
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Partnership members 

Partner groups 

Essential partner groups directly affect and contribute to achieving the Best Start outcomes. They work with the 

regional representative from the Department and other government partners, to progress towards the Best Start 

outcomes.  

These essential partner groups include, but are not limited to: 

¶ families and other community representatives, which could include Aboriginal Elders. Parents and 

families are critical partners in Best Start as they have the first and most enduring impact on their childrenôs 

health, learning, development and wellbeing, and are óexpertsô in their childôs strengths, needs and abilities 

¶ other government departments, such as the Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) 

¶ local government. The Victorian Government values and supports the leadership role that local government 

takes in the planning, coordination and delivery of early years services in Victoria 

¶ Aboriginal community partners provide specialist cultural and community advice to ensure the Aboriginal 

community plays the key role in guiding outcomes for Aboriginal children and families 

¶ early years education services, e.g. supported playgroups, long day care providers, early years 

management organisations and family day care 

¶ early childhood intervention services, e.g. speech pathologists, paediatricians and general practitioners 

¶ maternal and child health services (MCH), including services managed and operated by local government, 

local health services and Aboriginal-controlled services 

¶ health services 

¶ government and non-government schools 

¶ family services, i.e. services that address the inclusion and participation of families experiencing 

vulnerability and families with complex needs in universal early years services 

¶ local community organisations.  

When a partnership determines the strategies they will put in place to progress towards the Best Start outcomes, 

they should objectively review the partnership members to decide if it has the right make up to affect the change.  

Example thinking:  

For what we want to achieve, do we have the órightô people/organisations in our partnership? Do they have the 

appropriate authority in their organisation to affect change? For example, the capacity to allocate and/or 

redirect resources, to identify and network with other agencies, to collaborate in joint strategies and pool 

resources? Do we need to engage others in our partnership for this strategy? 
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Clearly defined roles and responsibilities support strong governance 
 
 

Having strong governance in place supports effective and timely decision-making across the 

partnership. A hallmark of good governance is clearly defined roles and responsibilities. 

 

 

 












































