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KEY CONCEPT

Children’s agency

Agency is about how we can influence
the world around us and move in a
particular direction (see key concept
box on Page 42). It may seem strange
to think of young children or even

newborn babies as having agency.
However, the impactful partnerships
we studied often worked on an implicit
view that infants and children can have
agency, and that parents play a crucial
role in supporting the development
and expression of this agency.
Children’s agency can relate to

‘having a say’, for example when
parents follow a child’s lead and have
a break during a breastfeed: the child
is child saying ‘Il need a pause’. Things
children do to activate caregiving (like
crying) can be seen as forms of agency
because they are ways children
arrange the world around them in
order to meet their needs. Fostering
children’s agency is about enabling
them to exert an influence on what
happens around them, but it doesn’t
mean that parents never have to step
in and take charge. Children are both
agentic and dependent.

Children’s learning

Summary

In the services we observed, overcoming
difficulties always had an aspect that
related to supporting children’s learning.

All the helpers we studied helped
parents understand childhood as a
process of learning. Building on this,
they helped parents understand what
they can do to foster their child’s
learning. This and the next section
(see Pages 62—65) focus primarily on
the framing idea of diverse outcomes.
However, this account of outcomes is
consistent with the mind-expanding
approach, as they rely on helpers

Emotional
development
& regulation

Being confident
in the world

Being with others

MY CHILD’S

Physical
development

Communicating
speech & language

enabling parents to interpret aspects
of parenting differently and then to act
in new ways in response to those new
meanings. The conditions of security,
opportunity and agency are a key focus
for these expansions.

Security, opportunity,
and agency are crucial
conditions for
children’s learning.

We traced outcomes relating to
six interconnected domains of
child learning:

e Being confident in the world
e Being with carers

e Being with others

e Communicating

e Physical development

e Emotional development
and regulation.

Helping parents notice their children’s
learning in these domains can
significantly boost their confidence, their
positive sense of self as parents, and
their readiness to take on challenges.

Helping parents support their children’s
learning often involved drawing their
attention to small things that have

big effects — things they can do day-
to-day that don’t have an immediate
consequence, but over time make huge
strides possible.

We expect many readers will have
extensive knowledge of these aspects
of children’s development. In the
examples we studied, parents’ goals

LEARNING

Being with carers

Something else...?
Add what you think is missing

did not always focus directly on an
aspect of their child’s learning, but
nonetheless the partnership led to
changes that fostered learning on one
or more domains.

The six domains and the three
conditions that enable learning across
those domains can be used:

1. Asa map to define future directions,
identify priorities

2. As a way to solicit what matters
to parents (see Pages 50-53
[working with what matters section])

3. Asa way to help make progress
visible to parents — signs of learning
in these domains may be visible
before a goal has been accomplished
(and helper expertise is needed to
recognise these signs)

4. As a way to chart outcomes of the
partnership when it ends.

The three conditions of security,
opportunity and agency can serve as
mediating tools (see key concept box
on Page 54). They redirect parents’
attention towards things they can do
that facilitate their child’s learning. They
can also attune helpers’ attention to
possibilities for intervention.

Security

By security, we mean safety,
attachment, belonging, being
understood, and having needs met.

The importance of secure attachment

is a foundation of many approaches to
helping parents with young children.
We found that successful partnerships
helped parents understand why learning
certain things is hard for children, and



to know how and when to be there, and
what support to offer. Circle of Security*
ideas of safe and secure base were often
effective regardless of the child’s age.

Opportunity

Children’s learning is not a passive
process. It is linked to the opportunities
they are given to try new things,
explore, take risks, and relate to others.

Whether learning to breastfeed, link
sleep cycles, eat solid foods, share play
with others, or manage frustration,
children have to have the chance to

do these new things, even when it is
likely they won’t yet quite be able to
do so. Impactful partnership involves
supporting parents to create these
opportunities, without expectation of
immediate success.

Agency

Agency is about independence,
making choices and having a say

(see key concept box; see also Page
42 [agency definition in noticing]). It
involves thinking of the child as being
their own person, and giving them
space to be this way.

“Pop him down, shush
and leave the room,
listen to the cry, he’s
going to escalate, like he

should, it’s good mental
health for a child”

(Helper)

We found examples of helpers
supporting parents in fostering
children’s agency even just a few weeks
after birth by, for example, giving a
newborn a say in breastfeeding (when
to change breasts, when to take a rest).

This can be a tricky idea, and feel risky
for parents. It doesn’t mean parents
have no responsibility: security has

to be there to keep children safe, and
help them feel confident when they do
develop and express their agency.

Being confident in the world

From the moment of birth, the

world is an exciting, but also often
daunting place for children. Many of
the partnerships we studied included
helping parents understand the world
from the child’s point of view, and to
help the child develop confidence.

This can be confidence in falling
asleep by themselves, separating
from parents, exploring new textures
in play and with food, climbing and
balancing. These small things have the
big effect of helping children grow up
as confident learners in school,
members of social groups and
participants in physical activities.

Being with carers and others

Learning how to be with others is
crucial for children. This starts with the
transition from the womb to the world,
and new kinds of relationships with
parents in the ‘fourth trimester’. Later,
relationships with peers and perhaps
siblings become important foci of
children’s learning.

Playgroups of various kinds (see Section
5) created opportunities not just for
children to be with others, but for
parents to help children develop their
social skills.

Children need help learning how to be
with others. They also learn by being
with others. Helpers often enabled
parents to understand how special

time with them is to their children. We
observed many cases where helpers
pointed out things parents were already
doing to help their children’s learning.

“Those little stops, when
you gaze together and
wonder, they are like food
for his brain. There’s a big
exciting world he’s getting
to know, and you're
helping him connect all
the stars together”

(Helper)

The previous quote is one of many

examples of how helpers explained

to parents the small things they were

doing could have a big effect on their
child’s learning.

Communicating

The partnerships we studied always
seized opportunities to help children
develop speech and language. It was
often a surprise for parents when they
learned how early this starts to happen,
and when they learned the many things
they can do to facilitate children’s
communication skills.

“They’re very smart. They
know mum is going to
bang bang, bang on the
mat, because she wants to
put me to sleep.”

(Parent)

The approach often focused on

small things like parents offering
commentaries during routines like
nappy changes, or older toddler’s play.
Singing songs together, linking words
with actions, and regular reading
together are also small things through
which big changes happen. However
these often required careful work on the
part of helpers to enable parents to feel
comfortable and confident doing these
things. ‘Small’ does not necessarily
mean ‘easy’ or ‘obvious’.

Physical development

The most impactful helpers never

took their eye off children’s physical
development. They often folded in
ways to help parents foster fine and
gross motor skills as part of working on
other issues. Some used tummy time
as a moment to help parents read the
child’s cues; others used dedicated play
spaces to create physical challenges (like
balancing and climbing) that children
might not have access to at home.

Emotional development and regulation

Emotions are a key part of what makes
the world hard to navigate for young
children. Parents rarely explicitly sought
help relating to their child’s emotional
development and regulation. However,
the process of working on other issues
often led to helpers supporting parents
to implement small things that deliver
big, positive changes on this front.

The idea of being with children

when they are unsettled or having a
meltdown was a common example of
a small thing with a big effect. This
shifts parents’ attention from fixing a
problem to helping the child process
what is happening and sending a
message there is always someone
there for them when needed.

t powell, B., Cooper, G., Hoffman, K., &
Marvin, R. S. (2016). The Circle of Security
intervention: enhancing attachment in early
parent-child relationships. London: The
Guildford Press.
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Impactful partnership often if not
always leads to children’s learning on Agency:
one or more domains. The study found
that security, opportunity and children’s
agency were crucial conditions for this
learning to take place. Therefore, a key
role for the helper is to help ensure
these conditions are in place, and to
support parents in understanding why
they matter and what they can do to

Agency

bring them about. Explicitly discussing
these conditions and the learning
outcomes can serve multiple uses in
partnership work.

2. Linking ideas to practice

Now you have the concepts in mind, the next step is to connect them to your
practice. When filling out the table below, make connections to the learning
domains represented on the circle diagram where you can.

| Concept How it relates to my practice

For more information on Security
the key concepts and findings
relating to this worksheet see:
creating-better-futures.org/

To claim a certificate on completed

worksheets see: https://www.

creating-better-futures.org/claim-your-

certificate/

Opportunity

Agency

CREATING
BETTER

FUTURES
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3. Understanding the diagram

The diagram below represents
children’s learning outcomes when
helpers establish the three conditions
of security, opportunity and agency

in impactful partnership by helping
parents understand what they can do to
foster their child’s learning.

If this diagram doesn’t make sense
to you, draw something that
captures the ways in which parents’
understanding of what their children
are learning contributes to impactful
partnership on a separate sheet.

4. Working with the diagram

Think of a family you are working

with currently or have worked with

in the recent past. For each of the
three conditions, write something

you have done to enhance these. For
each applicable learning domain, write
something concrete that you have
noticed in the child.

Uses of the learning outcomes map:

1. As a map to define future
directions, identify priorities

. As a way to solicit what

matters to parents (see Working
with what matters to parents)

. As a way to help make progress
visible to parents — signs of

Security

Emotional
development
& regulation

Physical
development

5. Enhancing your practice
On a separate sheet:

1. Choose two of the Questions
for reflective practice (see right) and
write your answer on a separate
piece of paper. If they don’t quite
work you can adapt them.

2. Look at the Questions to adapt and
ask with parents (see right). Think
of a family you are working with
or have recently finished working
with. Choose two questions you
think you could use or adapt to ask
the parents, and explain why these
might be important, and what you
think they might say in response.

Communicating

speech & language

QUESTIONS
FOR REFLECTIVE
PRACTICE

QUESTIONS TO
ADAPT AND ASK
WITH PARENTS

these signs)
. Asawayto

Opportunity

Being confident
in the world

MY CHILD’S
LEARNING

learning in these domains may
be visible before a goal has
been accomplished (and helper
expertise is needed to recognise

chart outcomes of

the partnership when it ends.

Agency

Being with others

Being with carers

Something else...?
Add what you think is missing

What have | done to create conditions of security, opportunity

and agency for the child?

What worked well in the past to foster the

child’s learning in

relation to one or more of the seven domains?

What does my expertise tell me might be the most important

domain or domains to focus on next?

What do you to help your child feel safe, to help him or her try

new things, and to give him or her a say?

What do you think it was that you did to help your child be so...

(eg. confident, good with others, communi

cative...)

What should we focus on next so that you feel more confident

helping your child learn?

WORKSHEET 13 | Understanding outcomes: children’s learning



Creating Better Futures: Practice Handbook for Impactful Partnership

Nick Hopwood & Teena Clerke

School of Education

University of Technology Sydney
PO Box 123

Broadway NSW 2007 Australia

July 2018

CREATING
BETTER

FUTURES

Suggested citation:

Hopwood N & Clerke T (2017) Creating Better Futures: Practice Handbook
for Impactful Partnership. Sydney: University of Technology Sydney.

Nick Hopwood ORCID 0000-0003-2149-5834
Teena Clerke ORCID 0000-0002-5453-4820

Acknowledgements

We wish to acknowledge the Gadigal People of the Eora Nation upon whose
ancestral lands the UTS campus now stands. We pay our respects to Elders past and
present as traditional custodians of knowledge for this place.

The Creating Better Futures project was funded by the Australian Research Council
through the Discovery Early Career Researcher Award scheme (Project Number
DE150100365). Ethics approval was granted by South Western Sydney Local Health
District Research and Ethics Office (Reference HREC/15/LPOOL/77) and ratified

by the University of Technology Sydney Human Research Ethics Expedited Review
Committee (Reference 2015000284).

We would like to thank our project partners for their support: Karitane, Tresillian,
Northern Sydney Local Health District, the Women and Children’s Health Network
in South Australia, and Tasmania’s Child and Family Centres (overseen by the
Department of Education). We also acknowledge the contribution of participating
professionals, volunteers and client families, and members of the Centre for Parent
and Child Support in the UK.

We thank the families whose photos appear in this publication, and the Sinclair
family with Kathy O’Donnell (pics: courtesy of Robyne Bamford).

Design: Teena Clerke

ZUTS

(2 ZOLTN

: R ‘ l_,@,_\

Lari o &b i A | Health ok &
raritane” v/ Tresillian  new [tovenemer ooy | oercoremcnon s

of South Australia

SA Health

¢
J
Women's

& Children’s
Hospital



