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The purpose of this paper 
This Background Paper is one of a series of papers and resources that accompany 
the National Best Practice Framework for Early Childhood Intervention (the 
Framework). This paper provides an overview of the theory of change that underpins 
the Framework’s approach.  

1 Theory of change  

1.1 What the theory of change tells us 
The ultimate aim of early childhood intervention (ECI) and related services is to 
ensure that all children with developmental concerns, delay or disability and their 
families thrive in the early years. For families to thrive, they need support from 
connected and supportive communities, so we need communities to thrive as well. 
This is especially true for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples where 
communities play an important role in supporting families and children.   

The theory of change model shows how by implementing the Framework principles 
and practices, ECI and other services contribute to this ultimate aim. The theory of 
change is based on the following assumptions: 

• Families seek the best outcomes for their children regardless of their personal 
circumstances  

• Good outcomes can always be achieved despite conditions and services not 
meeting the highest standards, but are more likely when they do so 

• More support is not necessarily better for children – over-servicing can be 
harmful for the child and family    

• Children with developmental concerns, delay or disability and their families 
will need different supports depending on their circumstances 

• Support can be provided informally as well as through universal services, 
foundational supports and the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS)
  

The theory of change includes the following elements: 

• The first level begins by identifying the different groups involved with children 
with developmental concerns, delay or disability - the Framework is most 
relevant for ECI practitioners but is relevant for all these groups in various 
ways 

• The second level shows what these groups individually and collectively need 
to do to have a positive impact on children, families and communities, as well 
as on the services and governments that support them 

• The third level shows what impact these actions have on children, families 
and communities, as well as on services and governments  



6 

 

• The fourth level shows what the outcomes are for children, families and 
communities 

• Achieving these outcomes contributes to the ultimate aim of ensuring that all 
children with developmental concerns, delay or disability and their families 
thrive in the early years 

The graphic below is a highly compressed version of this sequence. The text version 
that follows the graphic gives more detail of what is involved at each level. This fuller 
version is, in essence, a summary of how all the elements of the Framework work 
together to achieve the vision and aims of ECI. The Framework provides a full 
account of the principles and practices involved in helping children, families and 
communities thrive.  

1.2 Theory of change graphic 
The theory of change graphic is designed to be read from the bottom to the top. In 
the diagram and subsequent table, ECEC refers to Early Childhood Education and 
Care. 
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1.3 Theory of change in more detail 
 

Who needs to be involved 

ECI practitioners and 
services 

Parents, carers and 
families 

ECEC services and 
schools 

Other child and family 
services 

Government agencies, 
program designers and 

relevant regulatory 
agencies 

What we need to do 
     

Children 
Parents, carers and 

families 
Communities Services Governments 

Practitioners and services 
understand and promote 
children’s rights to 
participation and non-
discrimination.  
Practitioners and services 
recognise and support 
children’s need for a 
balanced life and support 
their right to have a say. 
Practitioners and services 
optimise children’s 
meaningful participation in 

Practitioners prioritise 
building trusted 
relationships with children, 
families and other services. 
Practitioners use family-
centred and strengths-
based approaches, and 
seek to enhance parents, 
carers and family’ 
confidence and capabilities 
to meet child and family 
needs. 

Community services and 
facilities are readily 
accessible to children and 
families and welcome them 
regardless of their abilities 
and circumstances.  
Families are supported to 
access community services 
and facilities, both formal 
and informal, and 
participate in community 
activities. 

Support is provided by an 
integrated team, and 
practitioners develop 
authentic power-sharing 
partnerships with families.  
Services are adapted to 
local circumstances and 
needs.  
Services engage with 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander children, families 
and community members in 
ways that are safe and 

Government funding, 
whether individualised or 
commissioned, is based 
on best practice models of 
support. 
Regulatory standards 
align with and support 
best practice ECI. 
Implementation of the 
Framework is monitored 
through regular data 
collection. 
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everyday home, 
ECEC/school and 
community activities. 
Practitioners and services 
provide supports in the 
child’s everyday home, 
ECEC, school and 
community settings. 

Practitioners and services 
recognise that children’s 
wellbeing depends upon 
the wellbeing of the family 
as a whole. 
Practitioners and services 
recognise and respect the 
diverse cultures and 
identities of children and 
families and foster 
connection with community 
and culture. 
Practitioners and services 
focus on outcomes agreed 
with families and use 
evidence-informed 
decision-making processes 
and strategies. 
Practitioners and services 
work together to help 
families access the social 
supports and material 
conditions they need to 
thrive. 

Community services and 
facilities are supported to 
understand and meet the 
needs of children and 
families. 
ECEC services and 
schools welcome children 
and families and support 
their full participation, 
regardless of their abilities 
and circumstances. 

respectful and foster 
connection with their culture 
and community.  
  

Governments support the 
continual updating of the 
Framework, its evidence 
base, and resources. 
Governments support the 
identification of workforce 
competencies and 
training, and help ensure 
that there is a sufficient 
supply of skilled 
practitioners.   
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What impact this will have  
     

Children 
Parents, carers and 

families 
Communities Services Governments 

Children have the same 
access to services and 
activities and the same 
opportunities to participate 
as all children. 
Children are better able to 
participate in everyday 
home, ECEC, school and 
community activities. 
Children have more 
opportunities to practise 
functional skills in the 
settings where they are 
needed. 
Children have a balanced 
life and a greater say in 
matters that affect them. 

Parents, carers, families and 
practitioners are more likely to 
build and sustain effective 
partnerships. 
Families become more 
confident, capable and 
empowered, and better able to 
meet the needs of the child 
and family. 
Families from diverse 
backgrounds are more likely to 
engage with and make good 
use of ECI and other services. 
Interventions will be more 
effective in achieving the 
outcomes that parents, carers 
and families want. 
Services address goals for 
parents, carers, siblings and 
the family as a whole as well 
as goals for the child. 
Families are more likely to be 
linked to other services that 
can help improve the 
conditions under which they 
live. 

Community members, 
services and facilities have 
a better understanding of 
the needs of children with 
developmental concerns, 
delay or disability and how 
to meet them. 
Communities are more 
inclusive and welcoming of 
children with 
developmental concerns, 
delay or disability and their 
families. 

Parents, carers and 
families have timely 
access to best practice 
ECI and other support 
services. 
The services supporting 
families are better 
coordinated and are 
tailored for local 
circumstances and the 
needs of each child and 
family. 
Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples 
feel safe to engage with 
ECI and other services. 

 

Regulatory standards are 
evaluated using data on 
best practice outcomes in 
ECI. 
There is a sufficient supply 
of an effective and 
competent workforce able 
to implement best practice. 
Best practice is well 
understood and the 
Framework used by 
everyone. 



11 

What the outcomes will be 

   Children will   

• have secure, stable and safe 
relationships  

• be building social skills  

• be participating and developing their 
sense of agency  

• have a positive sense of belonging to 
their family and community  

• build strong identities and connections to 
their culture and community 

Parents, carers and families will  

• be confident in their ability to provide 
their children with the experiences and 
opportunities they need 

• have positive views about their child’s 
strengths, developmental progress and 
functioning 

• be able to make informed choices and 
decisions about evidence-informed and 
high-quality ECI services and other 
supports 

• have positive social support networks  

• have a better family quality of life 

Communities will be  

• caring and culturally-safe 

• confident in and committed to including 
everyone, regardless of abilities, 
backgrounds and circumstances 

• accessible and providing authentic 
opportunities for participation 

• connected and integrated, 
communicating and collaborating 

What the ultimate outcome is 

All children with developmental concerns, delay or disability and their families will thrive in the early years 



 

2 Where to find more information  
This paper describing the Theory of Change is one of a series of reports and 
resources that accompany the National Best Practice Framework for Early Childhood 
Intervention (the Framework). A copy of the Framework and supporting materials 
and resources, as listed below can be found online. 

2.1 Reports 
The Framework  
The Framework background papers 

• Development of the National Best Practice Framework for ECI: A background 
paper 

• National Best Practice Framework for Early Childhood Intervention theory of 
change – this document 

• The Review Report 

• Consultation reports  

• Desktop review reports  

2.2 Resources  
For practitioners 

• Video: Introducing the Framework 

• Practice guidance for each of 14 principles 

• “Looks like-Doesn’t look like” fact sheets for each of 14 principles 

• Podcasts: families and practitioners talk about the principles and practices 

• Videos: experts talk about the evidence underpinning the principles 

• Decision making guide 

• Outcome measures guides 

• Videos describing best practice with young children and families in Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander communities 

For parents, carers and families  

• Video: What best practice in ECI looks like 

• Guides for parents, carers and families 

For others 

• Guide for those working in ECEC and schools 

https://healthy-trajectories.com.au/eci-framework/


 

• Guide for referrers to ECI 

• Guide for policy makers and government departments 
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