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AN EARLY INTERVENTION PLATFORM 

BACKGROUND 

Time for Youth (T4Y) is a youth agency that has been supporting vulnerable adolescents in the Barwon 

region for nearly thirty years.  TGP is a project established by T4Y and its core partners, Barwon Youth, 

Geelong Region Local Learning Employment Network (LLEN) and Swinburne University. An additional 22 

integral community partners, committed to this platform, are actively integrating their services to support 

this work.  The partners and stakeholders are looking for interim funding to enable TGP to build a 

sustainable platform for early intervention with vulnerable young people. These are young people who are 

disengaging from school and home and are at high risk of entering the homelessness, justice, mental 

health, substance abuse and protective service systems.  

This platform for early intervention will draw upon the work that has been accomplished over five years by 

the Geelong community in developing a framework and model for early intervention and from piloting the 

model, with outstanding documented results, over the last 12 months. While Victoria has a range of early 

intervention programs with potential to support vulnerable young people and their families, they lack a 

comprehensive, coherent and coordinated system of early intervention.   

TGP, based on strong collaboration between schools and cross sector community service organisations, is 

tackling the very real problem of fragmented, uncoordinated planning and siloed service delivery to young 

people identified by several recent reports including the Cummins Report Victoria’s Vulnerable Children 

March 2012, the VCOSS & VACVIC report Building the Scaffolding April 2013 and the Final Report by 

Professor Peter Shergold Service Sector Reform in Victoria July 2013. 

The strength in this model of  ‘community of schools and youth services’ is that it engages and integrates 

the work of all of the key people and providers that together can make the difference in helping to 

reengage the young person with school, family and community.  

WHAT WE HAVE DONE SO FAR 

 Identified the real problem in addressing the increase in homelessness, youth suicide and justice issues 

and school disengagement   
 

 Formed an Early Intervention (EI) Working Group and the subsequent EI Governance Model to solve this 

problem      development of a whole of community early intervention platform. This is supported by the 

Commissioners of the HREOC National Inquiry into Homeless Children and Young People, 30 years of 

academic research data, the Council to Homeless Persons, senior practitioners, Principals and student 

support staff, Government representatives and national mental health bodies (appendix A: Signed letter 

of Support published in Geelong Advertiser September 12 2013) 

 

 

 Uncoordinated, fragmented, crisis-driven service                           

system and lack of evidence-based early intervention 
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Much of the underpinning service development and reform work that is necessary to provide effective 
early intervention services to young people and their families has already been commenced:  

 Established formal partnerships with 11 Secondary Schools and Alternative Education settings to trial 
and implement effective systems to identify early and support at-risk students and their families. Note 
that most young people first experience homelessness while still at school  

 Formalised agreements and integrated work plans with 11+ additional partnering community service 
agencies, health providers, peak bodies and universities to commence building an integrated, efficient 
and sustainable early intervention platform which will instigate the required systemic reform  

 Integrated the Students Needs Survey (Mackenzie At-Risk-of-Homelessness scale) to identify young 
people at-risk and implemented this tool across all 11 secondary schools with proven effectiveness 

 Developed a cross sectoral Early Intervention Training Needs Analysis and accredited framework 
 An evaluation and research framework based on an Action Research Model including unit costing 
 Substantial work undertaken on the E-Wellbeing cross-sectoral database 
 Launched a TGP website to support cross-sector collaboration and information sharing 
 Developed guidelines, manuals, protocols, tools, and information for schools and clients for operating in 

this new area of early intervention  
 Piloted this system, with time-limited funding, to test our early intervention tools and see if this really is 

the answer        

  

 

Following TGP’s client-focused collaborative interventions: 

 100% of the young people have remained engaged in school, increased engagement or returned to 

school (who were not attending regularly or had recently left) 

 100% of the young people supported have retained or obtained safe sustainable accommodation 

(86.2% remained in or returned home after leaving or regularly ‘couch-surfing’, 13.8% were supported 
into alternative accommodation when home was not appropriate, but in these cases, improved family 
relationships and reconciliation with other family members was also achieved)  

THE GOVERNANCE AND PARTNERSHIPS STRUCTURES WORK 
THE EARLY IDENTIFICATION TOOLS WORK-these YP were definitely at-risk 
THE HOLISTIC YOUTH FOCUSED, FAMILY CENTRED INTERVENTIONS WORK 
THIS MODEL NEEDS TO NOW MOVE INTO A LONG-TERM SYSTEMIC PLATFORM FOR ALL 
OF THE COMMUNITY SERVICES AND SCHOOLS TO IMPLEMENT 
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BEFORE AND AFTER THIS WORK: the risks identified among the 95 pilot participants  

 

The presenting risk-factors of the 95 young people we have identified and supported in our first brief trial 

show how critical this early intervention platform is, particularly when we realise how difficult the complex 

service system is to access. Geelong schools for example have hundreds of agreements with individual 

service providers. The Better Youth Services City of Greater Geelong report revealed that 60% of young 

people surveyed in Geelong did not know where to go for help from. (See Sarah’s story below: from 

darkness to success). 

For the 95 young people and 41 family members, involved in this pilot, The Geelong Project was the first 

program to identify the participants as being at risk of homelessness and assess all of the risk factors in 

their lives. These factors, if left unsupported would lead many to a lifetime of homelessness, mental illness, 

low socio-economic employment, entry into the justice system or worse, or could have ended their short 

lives. In most cases our early intervention team offered the first caseworker to ever discuss their challenges 

at home and at school. Young clients, who were identified through our survey and partnership work with 

schools, were dealing with family violence (60%), without being aware that this was what was making them 

absent from school, perform badly, demonstrate violence or arrive at school without a computer or lunch.  

TGP also identified and supported young people and family members whose disabilities were unknown or 

unsupported (22% of young clients had a disability). There were alcohol and drug abusing youth (28%) and 

parents (32%) that were placing them at-risk of an unstable future, 48% had mental health issues left 

unaddressed and overall 90% were disengaging from school. Through our carefully considered and 

informed inclusive practice framework we diligently identified many culturally and linguistically diverse 

young people who were at-risk also (10% of clients from CALD). This is clearly an area in need of 

improvement in our community and TGP is addressing the needs of this vulnerable group of adolescents 

who face even more added pressures.  see Mary’s story below: from homelessness to better health and 

education) 
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REAL STORIES, REAL YOUNG PEOPLE BEING HELPED  

Sarah: from Darkness to Success 

Sarah was identified at-risk through a school survey initiated by TGP.  Case workers subsequently met with 

her to discuss how she was doing at school and at home. In this meeting it became apparent that Sarah was 

suffering from anxiety, had been in trouble with the police, was running away from home and not 

attending school very often, and was now displaying symptoms of suicidal behaviour.  Her parent describes 

the chaos of the system below: 

“When my daughter first presented as a candidate for ‘The Geelong Project’ she was in a state of despair 

and hopelessness, she was lost in a system that wasn’t able to provide her with the desperate help she 

needed. I had no idea where to turn; I lived in a state of fear, a fear of losing a child, of not being able to help 

her, even though she was frantically crying out for help. The many assessments, doctor visits, police 

involvements, hospital visits and counselling sessions were not able to provide the long-term help she 

needed. Faced with incidents of self-harm, suicidal thoughts and living through the panic of her running away 

has brought us so much anguish – these feelings are awful and indescribable. The intervention of The 

Geelong Project meant my daughter’s voice was finally heard, she felt someone cared enough to listen and 

work with her…if it were not for TGP, I may not have a child today”.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mary: from Homelessness to health and education 

Mary is an unaccompanied refugee minor attempting to complete secondary school without stable 

accommodation and without ever receiving prior medical treatment or trauma counselling. Mary was 

referred to TGP by a partnering school, as there was an imminent risk of homelessness. Upon assessment, 

it became apparent that Mary and her sister and cousin were all in need of support, not offered to them 

previously. All 3 young Women from war torn Liberia were about to be made homeless within 48 hours.  

Partnering mental health staff, TGP workers and staff from the two schools involved all collaborated in the 

best interests of the women.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

TGP supported a further 93 young people, in similar situations to these two case studies, in the initial stage 

of the project. There are 500+ additional young people recently identified in our 2013 school survey that 

also need support. With your funding, we can offer these same life-changing, family interventions to 

OUTCOMES OF TGP PROACTIVE IDENTIFICATION AND INTERVENTION:  

 Ceased self-harming 
 Suicidal thoughts stopped 
 No further running away from home 
 Attending school full-time and planning future career goals 
 Confident and forming new friendships at school 
 Re-established relationship with estranged father 
 Mother less anxious of daughter’s wellbeing and can work again 

 

OUTCOMES:  

 Short-term and permanent accommodation obtained 
 Material aide provided 
 Medical appointments scheduled 
 Trauma counselling offered for the first time 
 Relationships with siblings and extended family they were 

unable to live with strengthened 
 Remained in secondary education and aspiring to further study 
 Linked into other supports as required, through their TGP 

worker i.e. mental health support 
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hundreds of vulnerable adolescents, who are falling through the cracks and missing out on opportunities to 

fulfil the dreams they still have, despite the chaos in their lives. And while we support these young people 

we can capture more longitudinal data, test and enhance the model further and finalise a whole of 

community platform which will achieve what everyone in all sectors has only dreamed about achieving – a 

cost-effective, sustainable, efficient and diligent, whole of community early intervention platform that 

identifies, supports and prevents vulnerable youth from losing hope and confidence, becoming homeless, 

leaving school early, committing crimes and suffering from untreated mental illness for life.  

WHAT WE NEED TO DO NOW 

The outcomes to date are very compelling. TGP is showing that seemingly intractable community problems 

of school disengagement and youth homelessness are not insurmountable and can be successfully tackled 

by developing ‘place based’ solutions through close collaboration between schools and community service 

organisations. While there are strong indications that the model works, the enterprise is incomplete at this 

stage. There is still a way to go in getting all Geelong schools and relevant services fully engaged with this 

new way of working together.  

The Project funds that we received have ceased and the Government has issued an invitation to the 

Partners to develop a proposal for a sustainable Early Intervention platform utilising wherever possible 

existing resources and community contributions.  The Partners are confident the Geelong community are 

keenly interested in examining how resources and funding can be used more productively. Together with 

schools and stakeholders the Partnership is putting together a local proposal for a sustainable EI platform 

from a range of contributions.  

 

This will set out our vision for the development of EI platform across the Geelong Community over the next 

two year phase 2014-15, 2015-2016; comprising wider reform and development across all schools and 

youth services, backed by common data system developments, underpinned by sector workforce training, 

with service delivery providing for an estimated 800 young people at risk across the region. All this will be 

comprehensively evaluated where TGP will continue to show life changing outcomes for young people, the 

systemic impact of this reform on reducing homelessness and school drop- out rates, and the social and 

financial savings that can be made. This further research data can then inform and influence systemic 

reform, policy shifts and sustainable government funding. 

 

The Partners will go back to government early in 2014 seeking a ‘whole of government approach’ bridging 

the funding gaps that will inevitably remain, but which will be substantially less than the pilot stage and far 

less than the ‘life course’ costs of not intervening early.  This ‘across government’ approach is required 

because the needs of young people at this level span a range of State and Commonwealth Departments 

and programs including homelessness, education, youth and family services, family violence, disability, 

mental health and health.  

 

The immediate concern is the need to maintain development and operations for the next six months while 

we negotiate a longer-term government contribution. TGP requires $250,000 to maintain this service. We 

are working with trusts, schools, partners, community service agencies, local members of parliament to 

help us to identify ways to keep the program afloat while we develop a sustainable EI platform into the 

future. 
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HOW MUCH DOES THIS WORK COST 
Based on established staffing models to meet the known need of young people identified at risk in the 

participating school catchments in the next 12 months, TGP is costed at $3,653 per family. This is a massive 

saving to the community when compared to the cost of homelessness and early school leaving, not to 

mention incarceration and untreated mental illness or perpetuation of family violence.  

A recent report, Lifecourse Institutional Costs of Homelessness for Vulnerable Groups, has for the first time 

acquired empirical data enabling accurate costings, taking into account all the factors and agencies 

involved. This recent research vigorously determines the lifecourse institutional costs for this cohort from 

between $900,000 to $5.5 million, with the highest costs being associated with the younger individuals.  As 

we are intervening early in a range of complex issues that are and will continue to prevent safe, stable 

housing and education attainment, there is a dramatic difference in the projected life costings of $5.5 

million for one of our young people, with our cost of $3653 per family intervention. 

WHAT YOU CAN FUND 

Below are the main categories of funding being sought for work to continue.  Each of the below 

components forms an integral part of the service delivery, developments and reforms that are necessary in 

building an effective early intervention platform for vulnerable young people across Geelong. 

The work encompassed here will help us achieve outcomes including  

 Developing a model that can identify early and support vulnerable youth effectively;  

 Achieving outcomes that directly benefit youth, family and community ;  

 Providing successful interventions in supporting education retention and removal of the risk of 

homelessness;  

 Capturing longitudinal data to measure the impact of the early intervention model and the progress 

of young people  

 Meeting workforce training needed to implement this platform to the benefits of all at-risk youth  

 Choosing one of these or a combination of more than one may fit within your organisation’s funding 

interests and parameters. 

Surveys and Screening across schools  

This involves a systemic, replicable and scalable approach to proactive early identification of young people 

at risk as well as screening practices that provide valuable data for measuring the impact of the early 

intervention model in targeted sites. This also provides the basis for longitudinal tracking. Students across 

all state schools in Geelong have been surveyed using the Student Needs Survey- a validated tool 

developed through Swinburne University that identifies needs and risks.  Work to date has shown a large 

number of young people and families with complex needs, identified through the survey and screening, 

who are not being identified or supported elsewhere. Funding is required to continue to conduct and 

stream-line surveys so that we have near, real time data on the at‐risk youth population in order to flexibly 

manage support to young people and their families.  
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Early interventions with young people and their families 

The proposed Early Intervention Team for the next phase will build upon a small core cross-disciplinary 

team (comprising expertise in family services, homelessness services, youth work, drug and alcohol and 

education support services). The work will involve the ‘youth focused and family centred’ approach that has 

proved to be so successful in the pilot. It will be based around a three tiered response to young people 

depending on the level of need and risk identified and involve the provision of a wide range of brokerage 

options including tutoring, mediation and support to families. In the next phase we aim to provide support 

to over 8oo young people who have been identified as at risk across Geelong schools and require funding 

to support the delivery of services to these young people.   

Integrated Care Team approach looks like this: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Outcomes for individuals, family and the community can be seen here: 
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E Wellbeing and Outcomes Measurement data system  

In order to manage the data requirements of a youth-focused, family-centred and outcomes-focused 

approach, an information system that supports the longitudinal and cross-sectoral engagement that TGP 

provides is essential. A prototype known as e-Wellbeing is under development which will include a case 

management data module for early intervention, a Student Mapping Tool to support schools actively 

monitoring at-risk students, a student support data module for school staff undertaking student support 

activities, a re-engineered Real Time Student dashboard, a community mapping tool of youth service entry 

and an electronic referral module. The Case Management modules are close to be deployed as working 

prototypes, which will then need further enhancement alongside the platform development. Funding is 

required to support continued work on this data system.     

Outcome Star Tool for early intervention  

The Outcomes Star approach being adopted in Victoria is supported by TGP. The Outcome Star is a unique 

suite of tools for supporting and measuring change when working with people, however there is no ready-

made Star for early intervention for at-risk young people. There is a Homelessness Star developed for use 

with homeless services mainly working with adults. There have been discussions with Triangle Consulting in 

the UK about a joint project with Swinburne University and Time for Youth. The estimated cost of 

developing the Star is $120,000 

 

 

 

Service system governance, reform and development  

Project leadership is essential in developing and managing the considerable partnership and governance 

developments required for the ‘community of schools and services’ reform platform. This includes 

significant roles in communications; information management, project oversight and compliance supplied 

through a 1.0 EFT Project Manager and a 1.0 EFT Project Officer.  
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Web site development  

A significant website has been developed: www.thegeelongproject.com.au which together with social 

media connections performs an important information sharing and education role in the Barwon 

community and more widely. There are many features requiring further development – such as an 

expansion of the resources library providing early intervention research and industry information to 

stakeholders; improved intranet functions for agencies and schools to share research, best practice and 

electronic tools for screening and referral; improved information handling and a greater reach for 

communicating what is working in the area of early intervention with young people at risk of homelessness.  

The E-Wellbeing tool box will be accessible from this site, in addition to a further ‘add-on’ to incorporate 

philanthropic funding bodies needs in providing ‘live’ data and project reports accessible by all relevant 

stakeholders at any time. The above-mentioned Project team would manage this development.  

Workforce Training and Development  

In addition to the substantial training provided to teams during the pilot, a consultant undertook a Training 

Needs Analysis for The Geelong Project and with the Early Intervention Team in particular; the training brief 

entailed:   

 Recommendations on the preferred training responses and priorities, directions and possible 

approaches 

 Identifying training links and options regarding other relevant processes, policies and activities 

including Services Connect, accredited training and recognition 

 Embedding  worker training within the HR processes of employing organisations e.g. schools and 

agencies together with supporting the development of action learning within organisational 

cultures 

 Engaging the broader community of schools and agencies with the conceptual thinking and tools of 

early intervention to generate community wide buy-in 

In the next phase we are seeking financial assistance to continue to develop and implement this training for 

the EI team and also to engage the wider community of schools and services in developing an accredited 

training framework for professionals dealing with vulnerable young people in an early intervention context.  

Brokerage funding  

Funding is sought for brokerage. The ‘what works’ research and literature indicates that there are a number 

of interventions that can make a difference in keeping young people at home, at school and supported by 

the community. A number of options or ‘strings to the bow’ are needed to respond to the varying 

circumstances of young people and their families. Service options are available through our partner 

agencies. Excess demand can often be a barrier and there needs to be capacity to purchase services on 

behalf of clients where required and for the team to be able to broker new opportunities on behalf of 

students and their families.   

http://www.thegeelongproject.com.au/
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It is proposed that a fund, geared to creating additional educational and related supports, be made 

available to the early intervention workers. These funds are made available for some of the following 

activities: 

 Tutoring and coaching for young people by sessional professionals which can be readily developed 

through Barwon Youth and drawing on Big Brother Big Sister which is funded through philanthropic 

trusts 

 Skilling parents in relation to enhancing parenting skills with adolescents which can readily be 

developed through Time for Youth and Bethany Support Services as an extension of the Parent Power 

program currently being undertaken through trust funding  

 Enhanced school based learning opportunities for young people who are disengaging from school. A 

number of best practice and place-based initiatives have been undertaken through BATForce and 

School Focused Youth Work which can readily be developed for individuals or groups. 

 Provision of school focused and targeted support and counselling to students in relation to family 

violence is available through ZENA women’s service. The agency have advised that they can offer 

individual and group sessions to students who are part of the Early Adolescent program and have 

provided brokerage costing for purchase of their service. 

 Time for Youth also has available newly developed manuals and course materials for conducting anger 

management sessions with adolescents based on effective programs.  Time for Youth and Barwon 

Youth have a number of staff and mediators with the skills to run such a program if identified through 

care planning as required.  

 Independent living skills development  

Research and Evaluation Framework  

The Geelong Project model incorporates near ‘real time’ data on the at-risk cohort in order to flexibly 

manage support to young people. Swinburne University has been a project partner in the design of the 

model, its development during implementation and the design and development and operations of the e-

Wellbeing Platform. It is also responsible for the Program Logic and detailed Outcomes Measurement Plan 

in evaluating the model. An evaluation framework has been developed through Swinburne which can form 

the basis of assessing the outcomes for individuals, cost savings for the community, and the wider impact 

of TGP on youth homelessness and school retention.  

Co-location and lease or purchase of premises 

The full implementation of an effective and sustainable Early Intervention platform would be enhanced 

greatly if there was an opportunity to collate staff from partner agencies engaged in this work within the 

one premise. Key staff from partnering agencies, Time for Youth, Barwon Youth and MacKillop Family 

Services (Reconnect) could potentially form the core co-located staffing component of an Early Intervention 

platform where an appropriate site was available.    
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Projected Budget 

Based on the proposed development and implementation of TGP to include the additional school 

catchment area, an indicative budget has been developed outlining the resource requirements for the 

proposal.  (Please see Appendix) 

WHAT THE EXPERTS SAY 

Student: “I thank TGP for helping me before I left home and school for good. I ended up staying in school to 

complete year 12 and living with my mum because my caseworker made me realise the opportunities I 

would miss out on. She also helped me with my mental health and helped me put things into perspective 

and helping me prioritise.” 

Student: “Thank you for getting me through this year when all I wanted was to give up on school. I’m glad I 

can look back and remember there is help out there for families like mine and worse and that there’s 

people like you willing to help them. I one day hope to be doing something like you in the future.” 

Geelong High School Support Staff: “Alongside Geelong High School, The Geelong Project has case 

managed some of our most complex and at risk students, along with their families.  Without this service, 

due to increasing rates of homelessness and depression in young people, our school simply could not offer 

this level of support. We have 120 student referrals split between a small wellbeing team and it is 

paramount we refer to specialist services like The Geelong Project.  Geelong Project support workers offer 

a high level of skill in both supporting and engaging students in completing their schooling.  Without this 

partnership with Geelong High School, it would mean that a number of students would become homeless 

and simple 'drop out' of mainstream schooling". Denise Collinson and Kate Meadows  

Social Policy Expert: “Your work is so timely, important and significant--internationally.” 

Professor Hal A. Lawson, Ph.D., Professor of Social Welfare & Policy Studies, University at Albany, New York 

Acting Geelong Mayor: “It [TGP] has been incredibly successful and therefore particularly beneficial to not 

only the individual but also the community, you cannot underestimate the impact of having young people 

engaged in programs and staying in education facilities.“ Cr. Bruce Harwood  

(Please See Appendix Geelong Advertiser article published 16 November 2013 for further testimonials) 

Conclusion 

We are committed and ready to take this early intervention platform into its next phase. We know that it is 

critical to prevent youth and family issues escalating to the point where the outcome is youth 

homelessness. We are committed to ensuring that the most vulnerable young people in the community 

remain engaged in education.  Nationally, it has been established that early intervention can make a real 

difference in the lives of young people and their families and TGP has witnessed these outcomes over the 

last twelve months.  

Our partnership group knows we can achieve greater outcomes for our young people and families by 

further developing and consolidating this innovative Early Intervention model.  
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These proposals build upon a wealth of knowledge, development and reform work that has already been 

undertaken and the successful pilot of the project over the last year. 

Through funding of the next phase we will be able to demonstrate how a systemic ‘whole of community’, 

‘schools and youth services’ approach can greatly improve the outcomes that early intervention can 

achieve and demonstrate a substantial (cost saving) reduction in youth homelessness. Moreover we believe 

that The Early Intervention Platform can provide a model for the reform and development of services to 

homeless and vulnerable young people across the State. 

 

Contact 

Clare Petersen  

Project Manager 

The Geelong Project 
P 5246 7508    
M 0418 653 425  
 

Peter Jacobson  

Operations Manager  

Time for Youth  

5246 7502    

M 0419 612 309              
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http://www.thegeelongproject.com.au/

