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Nick has been doing educational 
research since 2002. While he has 
consistently been interested in what and 
how people learn, his focus on services 
for families with children began when 
he joined UTS in 2010. He first worked 
with Teena in a long-term observational 
study of the Residential Unit of Karitane. 
This was a turning point, when he saw 
what a difference support for families 
can make, and became passionate about 
using research to better understand 
this process and help practitioners and 
services improve.
“As the project lead I would like 
welcome all readers to this Handbook. 
I have been humbled by the practices 
I have observed and the people I have 
met through this project. My wish is 
that the following pages reflect the best 
of this and make it available in ways that 
others find useful. Supporting families 
with young children is rarely easy work, 
and this handbook provides glimpses 
into the knowledge, skill, artistry, insight 
and creativity that we found when we 
tracked stories of positive change. I 
hope this book makes a difference to 
parents, children, and the many people 
who support them.”

About the authors

Nick Hopwood 
Associate Professor  
UTS School of Education

Teena Clerke
Research Associate 
UTS School of Education

Teena has conducted educational 
research since 2006, covering a wide 
range of projects and disciplines, 
including her PhD about women 
rewriting design scholarship. Her 
research interests include how people 
learn in professional practice, feminist 
research approaches and visual 
methodologies, reflecting her visual 
communication design background.
“As a key member of the project 
team, I am immensely grateful to 
the professionals and families who 
welcomed me into their workplaces  
and homes. This enabled me to  
observe ‘practice wisdom’ in action, 
which is reflected in this Handbook. 
I hope this helps those who use it to 
better understand the opportunities  
for change that positive early 
intervention offers those experiencing 
challenges in parenthood. The insights 
I have gained through this experience 
have helped, even though my children 
are now teenagers.”

IN
TR

O
DU

CT
IO

N

4



Welcome to this handbook

This Handbook is the outcome of a 
three-year research project called 
Creating Better Futures. It reflects  
the voices of over 170 people involved 
in services for families with young 
children. Parents, practitioners and 
volunteers generously allowed us to 
observe what happens in different 
services, and to talk to them about their 
work or their experience as parents.
All the key findings from the project 
are presented. These describe features 
of practice that are already occurring, 
but which we found were important 
in making positive change happen 
for families. Explanations, reflective 
questions, and questions to explore  
with parents are intended to enable 
helpers and parents to enhance 
outcomes by fine tuning what is  
already working most effectively. 
Our analysis constantly focused on  
the ingredients of impactful  
partnership between helpers and 
families. By impactful, we mean 
processes that are purposeful, leading 
to positive change in families. By 
partnership, we mean relationships 
founded on mutual respect1.  

Our particular perspective looks at 
partnership as a purposeful relationship 
that involves different people’s 
knowledge coming together and being 
put to work to produce something new.
The Handbook is divided into five 
sections. Readers can go straight to 
the sections that seem most relevant 
to them – they don’t have to be 
read in sequence. However, there is 
special value in the whole story that is 
presented, and we encourage readers 
to briefly visit the key findings from 
each section to help inform decisions 
about which parts will be most useful. 
The Table below will guide you to the 
section that is most relevant to you.  
Each section describes relevant  
findings and concepts, and has a  
related worksheet. Reading through 
each section and completing the 
relevant worksheets may be recognised 
as contributing to required professional 
learning or professional development 
hours if documented appropriately.  
We suggest confirming this with  
your manager or supervisor. If 
you would like a Certificate of 
Completion, please email Nick on 

1 The Family Partnership Model was an inspiring 
foundation for our general understanding 
of partnership. See Day C, Ellis M, & Harris L 
(2015) Family Partnership Model: Reflective 
practice handbook (2nd edition). London: 
Centre for Parent and Child Support, South 
London and Maudsley NHS Foundation Trust.

What absolutely has to be there for 
impactful partnership to work

How partnership ideals are translated  
into practice

Striking the right balance between guiding 
parents based on my knowledge, and them 
taking the lead

Exploring alternative ways to capture the 
outcomes of partnership

Thinking beyond work with particular 
families, and learning from other contexts

How do I know I have the right elements in 
place to maximise lasting, positive change?

How do I build the right relationships and 
initiate change?

How can I use my expertise to help families 
without being a bossy expert? How can I 
avoid getting stuck in the relationship?

What could I look out for, with families, as 
outcome indicators?

How can I identify the causes of problems 
and potential solutions at service level?

Essence of partnership:
- Help, support and possibility
- Conditions of impactful partnership
- Ways of being in partnership

Living partnership practices:
- Building impactful partnerships
- Making change happen
- Working at the frontier

Pathways for expertise:
-   Four change-focused activities
- Making noticing count
- Escaping impossible situations
- What matters to parents and children 

Outcomes of partnership:
- What parents learn through partnership
- What children learn through partnership

Enhancing partnership at the service level:
- A diagnostic tool to think system-wide
- Special features of particular services

I’m interested in… The question I’d like addressed is… I should read… to learn about…
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betterfutureswebsite@gmail.com 
providing evidence that you have 
completed Sections 1–4 (Section 5  
is oriented towards service-wide  
change). Scans or photos of  
completed worksheets would  
normally be sufficient evidence.
An overview of all the sections is 
provided on Page 7. This handbook 
has a companion website with links to 
videos and other information. Please 
visit www.creating-better-futures.org

http://betterfutureswebsite@gmail.com
http://www.creating-better-futures.org


Our findings reveal important things 
about how to achieve impactful 
partnership. All the sections and 
worksheets that follow connect back to 
this central idea.
Many of the services we studied were 
using the Family Partnership Model 
(FPM) as a basis for their work (www.
cpcs.org.uk). The practice questions 
presented in this handbook complement 
the FPM, but are not restricted to 
practices explicitly using this model.

Project partners

The project would not have been 
possible without support from our 
partners. These were:
• From New South Wales – Karitane, 

Tresillian, and Northern Sydney  
Local Health District

• From South Australia – the Women 
and Children’s Health Network

• From Tasmania – the Child and  
Family Centres

• From the UK – the Centre for  
Parent and Child Support.

Confidentiality

It is important to us to respect the 
privacy of parents and helpers who 
participated. We never use their real 
names, and we have permission from 
everyone whose picture we use.

Further information

Details about publications from the 
project are provided on Page 73. A full 
account of the project, month by month 
is available at nickhop.wordpress.
com and details of the project are also 
included in the companion website 
www.creating-better-futures.org

In Phase 3 (2017) we collected data in 
NSW, Tasmania and South Australia. We 
used one-off interviews to elicit stories 
of positive change. We spread fieldwork 
over a wide range of services, including 
those involving volunteers.

The study involved 11 
different kinds of parent 
support services, from 
New South Wales, South 
Australia and Tasmania.

Our unique approach

What made this study different was 
its focus on learning. We wanted to 
understand impactful partnership in 
terms of reciprocal learning – what 
parents and helpers learn together 
and how this learning happens. We 
paid close attention to different kinds 
of knowledge and expertise that are 
used by helpers and families to find 
ways forward. This complements 
other ways of understanding effective 
practices such as those focusing on 
communication or therapy.

Impactful partnership

By partnership we mean respectful, 
purposeful relationships between 
families and those helping them.  
By impactful, we mean partnerships  
that deliver positive change for  
families. See Pages 8–9 for more 
information about the specific idea  
of impactful partnership.

Aims

We studied diverse services for parents 
with young children, aiming to:
1. Identify the most effective practices 

for bringing about lasting positive 
change for families

2. Identify aspects of parenting  
support services that enable and 
constrain impactful practices.

This Handbook is the outcome of the 
work we did to meet these aims.

Methods

The study involved a combination of 
observing parenting support live as 
it happened, and talking to parents, 
volunteers and practitioners. In total 
101 parents, 61 professionals and 13 
volunteers participated. Over three 
phases, we conducted 130 interviews 
and 71 observations. 
These were spread across 11 kinds of 
parenting support services including 
different parenting groups, day-stay 
services, four approaches to home 
visiting, a toddler clinic, peer support 
groups, supported play groups, a 
wellbeing service, and child and  
family centres.

Over 100 parents and 
more than 70 helpers 
participated in the study.

Phase 1 (2015) was based in NSW  
and involved shadowing professionals  
as they worked with families. This 
allowed us to do a deep dive into 
partnership practice.
Phase 2 (2016) involved tracking the 
relationship between professionals 
and families over several months. This 
allowed us to trace long-term outcomes 
for families and how they come about. 
We did this through a sequence of 
interviews with professionals and 
parents, again in NSW.
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Overview of sections

1. ESSENCE OF PARTNERSHIP

Esse
ntial in

gredients o
f p

artn
ersh

ip 

Characte
risti

cs o
f p

artn
ersh

ip 

Ways o
f b

eing in partn
ersh

ip

2. LIVING PARTNERSHIP PRACTICES
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A colour system is used in this handbook 
to help you navigate from the contents 
page to each section. 
A series of questions at the end of each 
section are designed to help you reflect 
on your practice and to work directly  
with families.

Indicates space for you to make notes as 
you work through the handbook.

NOTES WORKSHEET 

Indicates a double-page worksheet in 
some sections, designed for you to copy 
and use in reflective practice and in 
your work with families. 

Worksheets should only be completed 
after reading the findings and key 
concepts pages that precede them. 
They include questions to check your 
understanding of the most important 
ideas and help you connect them with 
your practice, reflective questions to 
help you fine-tune your partnership 
practice, and questions that you might 
use or adapt in your work with families.



Impactful partnershipIN
TR

O
DU

CT
IO

N

8

‘Impactful partnership’ is the central 
concept in this handbook. It refers to 
particular kind of relationship between 
helpers and clients that is crucial but is 
not the purpose or end-goal in itself.
1. Impacts include more visible 

outcomes such as progress towards 
goals, but also more subtle and 
hard-to-see outcomes

2. Small things with big effects play  
a crucial role 

3. It is a mind-expanding process  
for all involved in which helpers’  
and parents’ knowledge  
become productively entangled  
with each other 

4. Helpers can be thought of as 
intimate outsiders in the lives of the 
families they work with

5. Impactful partnership is an  
evolving art.

Links to these central ideas and other 
key concepts based on them are 
highlighted in subsequent Sections.
The idea of ‘partnership’ usually implies 
that there is also some kind of impact. 
In the Family Partnership Model1 for 
example, a relationship that was warm, 
kind, respectful but going nowhere 
wouldn’t count as a partnership in the 
sense that is meant in FPM.

The term ‘impactful partnership’ 
reminds us that the difference made 
with families is most important, not the 
relationship itself. When reflecting on 
practice it is always important to keep 
outcomes in mind. Also, the idea of 
impact in this Handbook may be a little 
different from the notions of outcomes 
that practitioners and volunteers might 
be more familiar with.

Partnership

In this Handbook, partnership refers to 
particular kinds of relationship between 
helpers and clients. For readers it is 
likely the clients will be families, and the 
people with whom the partnership is 
most focused are parents or caregivers. 
Children are important too, but they 
aren’t in the same kind of relationship 
with helpers as their parents or carers. 
‘Parents’ is a shorthand for all those 
with significant active involvement in 
caring for children and young people.
Many models of partnership guide 
practitioners and offer training in 
relevant skills. These include the  
Family Partnership Model1, Family 
Systems Nursing2 and the McGill  
Model of Nursing3. This Handbook  
aims to complement these and other 
models. It works in the same spirit,  
and draws inspiration from them.  
It does not replace or displace the  
useful ideas and practices associated 
with any of these models.

Impact

The idea of impact is closely linked  
to outcomes of partnership. Outcomes 
might include progress made towards 
goals that families set or negotiate  
with helpers. This Handbook takes the 
view that progress on goals is important 
and valuable, but can be restrictive if  
it is the only way in which we think 
about impact.
Impact can include ‘big’ and long-lasting 
changes that are clearly visible to those 
involved. It can also include ‘small’ and 
perhaps temporary changes that might 
be harder to detect or easy to overlook. 
Just because an impact is short-lived 
does not mean it is not important. 
Some temporary impacts might be 
crucial in enabling other longer-lasting 
ones to happen.
This Handbook and the research upon 
which it is based draw on cultural-
historical theory. This has roots in 
the work of Vygotsky, who wrote in 
the early 20th century but whose 
ideas about children’s learning and 
development continue to inspire many 
researchers and educators today. 
As cultural-historical researchers 
we think about learning as changing 
interpretations of something in the 
world, and how these connect with and 
enable changing actions in the world4. 
Put differently, we are interested in 
how parents can see new meaning in 
the things around them, such as their 
children’s behaviours, expressions, 
and interactions, and how these new 
meanings provide a platform for them 
to do things differently as parents. 

Mind-expanding

The idea of impactful partnership 
as mind-expansive connects with 
a particular theory of learning. 
This theory says that learning isn’t 
about information or knowledge 
transferring from one person to 
another. Instead it is about new 
meanings and interpretations being 
created. When a helper and a parent 
work together, it isn’t simply an 
exchange of knowledge, but a process 
through which both people’s minds 
expand, and new knowledge or 
understandings are created.

KEY CONCEPT

NOTES 
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Small things with big effects

The study found that impacts were 
often linked to small things with big 
effects. ‘Small’ does not mean ‘easy’ 
or ‘unimportant’. Steps along the way 
can seem small when the change is 
incremental or the distance still to 
travel remains long. Small things can 
have big effects because they make 
other changes possible, because they 
open doors to new possibilities in the 
partnership, like crossing a threshold. 
These are a precious aspect of  
impactful partnership because their  
can have positive benefits through 
various knock-on or cascade effects. 
Many of the practices of living 
partnership, pathways for expertise,  
and forms of outcomes discussed in  
this Handbook can be understood as 
small things with big effects.

Mind-expanding

The idea of impactful partnership as 
mind-expanding implies growth for both 
the helper and the parent. It also has 
roots in cultural-historical theory, and 
means when we think about parents’ or 
helpers learning isn’t about information 
or knowledge transferring from one 
person to another. Instead it is about 
new meanings and interpretations 
being created. Working in partnership 
isn’t just about exchanging knowledge 
that one person had before a particular 
encounter. It can also be a process 
through which both people’s minds 
expand, and new knowledge or 
understandings are created.

Productive entanglement

A mind-expanding view means 
partnership is not like a jigsaw in which 
a helper has some pieces of knowledge 
that can fit together with what parents 
know to provide a complete picture.  
The Creating Better Futures study 
looked at how what different people 
know gets productively entangled. This 
is a positive idea about things coming 
together to make something new and 
beautiful possible, like the tangle of 
roots under a tree. It is not a knot that 
needs undoing. The point is that if you 
get to the end and ask which bit of 
knowledge made it possible, you can’t 
simply pick one piece and say ‘that was 
it’. What parents contribute and what 
helpers contribute become so inter-
connected that you can’t tell which it 
was that made the difference: what 
makes the difference is how different 
knowledges come together.

Intimate outsiders

Impactful partnership implies a 
relationship between a family and a 
helper who is (for a certain period of 
time) an ‘intimate outsider’5. Impactful 
partnerships always come to an end: 
they are open-ended but not unending 
(see Page 14 [characteristics]). The 
helper is not part of the family, and 
there always comes a time when the 
family carries on with their life and their 
contact with a helper ends, or a new 
relationship with them is formed. This 
makes helpers ‘outsiders’. But helpers 
are also ‘intimate’ in the sense that 
they often come to know private and 
sensitive things about a family that few 
other people do. 

An evolving art

Impactful partnership is not a linear 
process. It might involve dead-ends, 
sudden leaps, tiny steps, sideways 
movement. What works with one 
family may not work with the next, 
and may not even work in the next 
part of the journey with the same 
family. The relationship and the process 
of change evolve. The idea of an 
evolving art suggests that impactful 
partnership work can’t be done by 
robots or computers. It can’t be 
reduced to a formula, a set of steps 
or strict guidelines to follow. There 
is judgement, discretion, intuition, 
learning from experience, and informed 
best-guesses. Outcomes are hoped for 
but not guaranteed. While there are 
some essential ingredients and key 
characteristics (Section 1), there are 
unique and artful aspects to working 
in impactful partnership. The spirals 
in Section 2 convey partnership as 
expanding and evolving.

1 Day, C., Ellis, M., & Harris, L. (2015). Family 
Partnership Model: reflective practice 
handbook (2nd ed.). London: Centre for 
Parent and Child Support, South London and 
Maudsley NHS Foundation Trust.

2 Wright, L. M., & Leahey, M. (2009). Nurses 
and families: a guide to family assessment 
and intervention (5th ed.). Philadelphia: 
F. A. Davis. See also Bell, J. (2009). Family 
Systems Nursing re-examined. Journal 
of Family Nursing, 15(2), 123–129. 
doi:10.1177/1074840709335533 

3 Gottlieb, L. N., & Gottlieb, B. (2007). The 
developmental/health framework within the 
McGill Model of Nursing: “laws of nature” 
guiding whole person care. Advances in 
Nursing Science, 30(1), E43–E57.

4 Edwards, A. (2005). Let’s get beyond 
community and practice: the many 
meanings of learning by participating. 
The Curriculum Journal, 16(1), 49–65. 
doi:10.1080/0958517042000336809

5 See: (a) Ganong, L. (2011). Return of the 
‘intimate outsider’: current trends and 
issues in family nursing research revisited. 
Journal of Family Nursing, 17(4), 416-440. 
doi:10.1177/1074840711425029 and (b) 
Hopwood, N. (2016). Professional practice 
and learning: times, spaces, bodies, things. 
Dordrecht: Springer.



For example, a Tasmanian Child and 
Family Centre used making a photo 
book as a way to help parents take a 
child’s perspective by suggesting they 
put words in speech or thought bubbles 
(see Page 23 for more about obvious 
and subtle intervention). 
Acknowledging and affirming that 
parents have already done something 
positive by seeking help is powerful too.

Challenge

Impactful partnership means helpers 
need to go beyond being nice. It 
inevitably involves complex and  
layered challenge. Participants 
described this in terms of addressing  
the tough stuff, talking about the 
elephant in the room, sometimes 
needing to confront parents with 
difficult ideas, including being honest 
about the fact that they will be actively 
involved in bringing about change –  
it isn’t going to be done for them.
Challenge is delicate, because it can 
easily make parents feel overwhelmed, 
or confirm a (false) idea that they are 
failing at parenting. 
Challenge goes the other way too: 
parents can challenge helpers, too. One 
example of challenge in both directions 
is in giving and receiving honest 
feedback. If the way of working together 
needs to be adjusted, it is crucial that 
this is explicitly discussed, but raising 
this can be difficult. 

Challenge works best when 
it is just ahead of what 
parents are already doing.

Help

Impactful partnership requires helpers 
to assist parents in a number of ways. 
This is not about a rescue or helpers 
‘carrying the baton’ for parents but 
about working with parents in a way 
that makes things possible. We found 
these kinds of help were often needed:
• Practical – appointments, providing 

transport, accessing other assistance
• Strategic – suggesting things to do 

(differently) as a parent
• Emotional – listening, being 

empathetic and not judging
• Relational – connecting families with 

others in the community and helping 
parents learn new ways of being in 
a relationship with others, including 
those helping them.

However, our findings show it isn’t 
just a question of offering the right 
kind of help. Help has to be acceptable 
to parents and affirming of them in 
positive ways.
Parents don’t always find asking for help 
or accepting help from others easy. It 
can make them feel needy or dependent 
on others. Help in impactful partnership 
has to be offered in a way that assists 
parents to feel comfortable. Normalising 
the idea of getting help is an effective 
way of doing this. 
Sometimes help is obvious, meaning it is 
talked about in detail together. Offering 
referrals to other services, suggesting 
parenting strategies, or joining in 
activities with children are examples of 
obvious support.

“She’s helped me get  
him into speech because 
his pronunciation has 
always worried me…she’s 
rung them up and given 
me a lift down there.”

(Parent)

Help can also be subtle. This does not 
mean hidden or stealthy. It means that 
suggestions or assistance are presented 
quietly or as a part of obvious support. 

Summary

Help, challenge, and possibility are 
essential to impactful partnership. 
They were present in every example of 
change we studied. If any one of them 
is missing, lasting positive change is 
put at risk. They are also the essence of 
impactful partnership – they are what it 
is made of. All three of these ingredients 
are connected with partnership as 
mind-expanding: help, challenge and 
possibility all involve exploring new 
ways of understanding, responding to 
others, acting and relating to others.

Help, challenge and 
possibility are essential to 
impactful partnership.

These essential ingredients have to 
occur in a relationally safe space.  This 
is a space that makes it safe for parents, 
children, and the helpers working with 
them to learn.
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Essential ingredients of 
impactful partnership

Safe space for learning

While help, challenge and possibility 
are essential, they have to occur 
in a safe space for learning. This 
safe space is made through the 
relationship helpers have with 
families, and is grounded in trust, 
openness and honesty. This is not 
just a relationship to be in for its own 
sake, but for learning. It has to be 
safe for parents, children and those 
helping them to learn together. 

KEY CONCEPT

NOTES 
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This shows how helpers sometimes 
need to encourage parents to be bold 
or open-minded in their sense of 
possibility. However, helpers also have a 
responsibility to manage expectations in 
terms of short-term concrete outcomes.

Possibility works best  
when there is a dynamic 
balance between the 
achievable (soon) and the 
possible (in future).

Re-imagining what is possible can  
relate to parents themselves, children, 
the family, and their relationship with 
the community. 

Relationally safe space for learning

Help, challenge and possibility have 
to exist together in a relationally safe 
space. This means parents feel they 
can trust those helping them, and 
can be open and honest with them. 
From here, parents, children and 
helpers can venture into the unfamiliar 
and unknown territory that learning 
inevitably brings with it.
However, a safe space doesn’t mean 
that parents feel comfortable all the 
time. We saw many instances where 
helpers had to ask difficult questions and 
take parents out of their comfort zone, 
for example by responding differently to 
children’s cries or tantrums.
A safe space ultimately means 
protecting children. When there was a 
need to report safety concerns to other 
authorities, skilful practitioners did this 
in a way that was shared with parents, 
and addressed their emotional needs.

constrained by their sense of what is 
impossible. Through careful  
questioning, and allowing the vision 
of possibility to evolve over time, 
some partnerships enabled families to 
end up in a space they wouldn’t have 
considered at the outset.
Possibility works best when it has both 
the near and distant future in view.  
The near future gives an immediate 
focus for things to work on. The distant 
future puts these efforts in a context – 
why this all matters.

“Those little people are 
going to go to school  
one day. I think mum  
will be more confident to 
engage in their education 
… she will feel okay 
about inviting people 
over and having play 
dates so that her kids 
can have the most rich 
and meaningful life that’s 
available to them really. 
They can reach their 
potential ideally.”

(Helper) 

We found many examples of parents 
describing changes they didn’t think 
could be possible earlier on. One 
mother who had been scared to take 
her child out was later making friends 
and interacting with other parents and 
children in a park.

We found challenge works best when  
it is just ahead of what parents are 
already doing. In other words, it is 
achievable with the right support. 
Parents also need to understand why 
taking on a particular challenge is 
necessary in relation to something  
that matters to them.
Helpers in our study challenged parents 
in relation to aspects of parenting and 
change shown in the table below.
 
Challenge can focus on…

Technical understandings –  
eg. about children’s sleep cycles

Parents’ actions, responses,  
practices – eg. why shouting at a  
child may not help 

Safety concerns – eg. objects in a cot that 
may pose a danger

Parents’ understandings of themselves – 
eg. that they are not failing or hopeless

Parents’ commitments to self care  
– eg. that it is okay to look after 
themselves properly

Parents’ understanding of the change 
process – eg. that it will take time and 
have ups and downs along the way

The partnership itself – how the work 
together is going and what needs to 
change in the process.

Failure to address challenges in any  
of these aspects can undermine 
impactful partnership. Challenging 
parents in this way doesn’t have to 
mean they feel judged or criticised. 
Section 3 (Pathways for expertise) gives 
a framework (Pages 42–43) that shows 
how challenge can affirm parents as 
positive agents of change.

Possibility 

Impactful partnership needs to  
progress in a positive, jointly  
understood direction. We found that 
the most effective helpers often made 
sure this direction was full of possibility. 
Possibility is jointly imagined through 
partnership, it is not fixed at the start. 
In this way, possibilities can be mapped 
onto outcomes in terms of learning  
(see Section 4). Sometimes, parents’ 
visions for what they want can be 



Revision

Help, challenge and possibility are 
the essential ingredients of impactful 
partnership. It does not work without 
them. These have to exist together in 
a relationally safe space for learning, 
grounded in trust, openness and 
honesty. It has to be safe for parents, 
children and those helping them to 
learn together. 

For more information on  
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/
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Concept How it relates to my practice
Help

Challenge

Possibility

Relationally 
safe space for 
learning

2. Linking ideas to practice
Now you have the concepts in mind, the next step is to connect them to  
your practice:

FRAMING IDEAS FOR 

Impactful Partnership

Diverse impacts

Small things with big effects

Mind-expanding

Intimate outsiders

Evolving art

1.  Key concepts – check your understanding
In your own words, explain what each of the three points of the triangle means, and 
make connections to the framing ideas for impactful partnership where you can:

H

C

P

Help:

Challenge:

Possibility:
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RELATIONALLY 
SAFE SPACE 

FOR LEARNING

H

PC

Helping families in practical, 
strategic, emotional and 

relational ways.

Challenging families without 
overwhelming them.

Imagining new  
Possibilities with families.

3. Understanding the diagram
The three essential ingredients are 
shown as being part of the same 
single thing. If you took any one away, 
the triangle would collapse. They are 
connected to each other, and are 
inseparable from the relationally safe 
space for learning. 
If the diagram doesn’t make sense to 
you, draw something that captures 
the essential ingredients of impactful 
partnership on a separate sheet.

4. Working with the diagram
Think of a family you have been working 
with recently – how did your practice 
relate to what is shown on the diagram? 
What could you do in your next 
interaction with them or a similar family 
in future in relation to these ideas? 

What have I done to support this family?
What challenges have I presented?
What possibilities are we working towards?
What have I done well to create a safe space for this family?
What worked well for me in creating support, challenge and 
possibilities with other families in the past?
How can I help this family feel ready to take on further challenges?
How can I anticipate the help the family might need in future?
What would help in creating a shared vision of what is possible  
for this family, based on our work together?
What has helped you the most in our work together?
What has been hard about our work together?
What would be different if we achieved this?
What you do need from me in order to feel safe and confident  
as we go on?
In the past, what worked well when you needed to make  
a change or cope with something difficult?
What would make you able to try this, even though it’s hard?
What do you think about…? (referring to an offer of help)
If you waved a magic wand and this problem went away,  
what would be different?

QUESTIONS TO  
ADAPT AND ASK  

WITH PARENTS

QUESTIONS  
FOR REFLECTIVE 

PRACTICE
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.



Partnership work has to be stable in its 
positive orientation, based on families’ 
strengths and with purpose towards 
desired outcomes. It also needs honesty 
about struggle and difficulty.

“I can go on a home visit 
and I’ve got my agenda. 
Okay, today we’re going 
to talk about Max’s 
play skills. I’d get there 
and Tessa’s like oh my 
god, I didn’t get paid by 
Centrelink – all right, 
well, let’s do that.”

(Helper)

Families need to feel that those 
supporting them are always on their 
side, but this cannot rule out helpers 
being ready to challenge parents and 
raise things they may find hard to hear.
It can help to build trust and secure 
parents’ commitment to change if 
the help they get is consistent and 
predictable. However, impactful 
partnership often requires creative work 
and agile practice.
The third part of this section describes 
dual ways of being (Pages 18–21) that 
connect with the characteristic of 
flexible stability.

The study findings show that impactful 
partnership work is often at the frontier 
in one or more ways. Sometimes ‘going 
where you need to go’ can mean going 
just ahead of policies, procedures 
and systems; this needs to be done 
in a considered manner and guided 
by what is in a family’s or child’s best 
interests, and weighed against any risks 
to helpers. Open communication with 
colleagues, managers and supervisors 
about this kind of work is important. 
Section 2 – Living partnership practices 
(Pages 22–37) explains how work at the 
frontier is done.

Flexible stability

The project data showed that where 
lasting positive change happened, the 
partnership combined consistency and 
predictability on the one hand, with 
agility and responsiveness on the other 
hand. This is flexible stability.
Parents need those helping them to be 
consistent and predictable, so that the 
relationship feels solid and secure.  
However, impactful partnership also 
requires helpers to be sensitive, agile 
and responsive. Conditions of flexible 
stability are critical. Pacing and timing 
are a key part of this – being flexible to 
work at a pace that is best for parents, 
and to change this as parents’ needs 
change, but also offering stability by 
avoiding long or unplanned breaks 
without contact.

Consistency and 
predictability have to  
be balanced with  
creativity and agility.

Helpers need to treat all clients with the 
same respect and empathy, but they 
also need to match their approach to 
specific parents’ needs and preferences.
Clear responsibilities help both parties 
navigate change together, but roles have 
to be fluid and adapt to circumstances.
Parents often need helpers to be reliably 
present and available, but also need to 
be given space from time to time.

Summary

Our findings show that impactful 
partnership has five characteristics. 
These are: working at the frontier; 
flexible stability; grounding and 
grounded; open-ended but not 
unending; and authenticity, which 
means working as people.

Working at the frontier

Working at the frontier means being 
in unfamiliar situations or charting 
new territory and it often results in 
encountering the unexpected.  
This kind of work is done through 
innovating, improvising, flexible 
logistics, going with the flow, going 
just beyond what is normal or routine. 
Working at the frontier connects with 
the idea of partnership as an evolving 
art (see Pages 8–9).

1 
ES

SE
N

CE
 O

F 
PA

RT
N

ER
SH

IP

14

Characteristics of 
impactful partnership

Open-ended but not unending
As intimate outsiders in family life, 
helpers always enter relationships 
knowing there will be an end. 
However, it is important to avoid 
endings that feel abrupt or 
unexpected to families. Being open-
ended means giving a sense that the 
relationship can go where it needs 
to or connect with others when it 
finishes. Being unending means that 
it is working towards an inevitable 
closure of some kind.

KEY CONCEPT

NOTES 
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Being open-ended also means making 
sure the door doesn’t close suddenly 
on parents. Sometimes parents may 
overstep the mark in a relationship 
with a helper, or they may miss 
appointments or be unable to take 
agreed actions. The condition of open-
endedness means support remains 
available, without judgement, when 
parents are able to come back in.

Authenticity: working as people

Parents, professionals and volunteers  
all described the importance of  
working with each other as people – 
being real, not being a number. One 
parent described this as ‘working on  
my level’. Being authentic as an intimate 
outsider in family life is a key challenge 
for helpers.
Engaging with who people are, not what 
they are, avoids clients feeling they are 
defined in terms of their problems, and 
helps to ensure a holistic approach. 
When one parent mentioned star  
signs as important, the nurse helping 
her said, ‘I’m a Capricorn, what are 
you?’ This showed care for what 
mattered to the mother.
Remembering small details, or 
remembering families when they move 
between services or come back after a 
break (practice memory) help parents 
feel they are being treated as people.
Authenticity is also accomplished 
through respectful communication. 
This acknowledges parents’ doubts 
and concerns as legitimate, but avoids 
confirming their sense of inadequacy. 
For example, when one mother said 
she didn’t know what her child wanted 
when she was crying, the nurse replied, 
‘It’s good to wonder about these  
things, isn’t it?’

Open-ended, but not unending

We found that lasting positive change 
often depended on the partnership 
with families being open-ended but 
not unending. This is connected with 
the ways in which helpers are intimate 
outsiders in family life – sharing many 
difficult things, but never becoming part 
of the family (see Pages 8–9).
Parents’ readiness to invest in a 
relationship and to take on challenge 
can be compromised if they see the 
pathway of support as short, leading to 
a cliff-edge, or if they fear it may end 
abruptly and unexpectedly.
Sometimes, services can offer indefinite 
timeframes, or at least have a long 
‘tail-end’. When this is not possible, 
parents need to be assured that help 
won’t disappear just because they have 
used up what a particular service offers. 
However there is always the intention 
that the relationship ends in some way. 
This is why partnerships are open-
ended, but not unending.
There can be multiple forms of  
ending in the course of a relationship 
between a helper and family, as their 
work together transitions from one 
focus to another, or as the relationship 
shifts gear.

Being open-ended  
means the door doesn’t 
close on parents.

One early parenting group made 
effective use of social media to  
address this. While the group focused 
on the first 12 weeks of a child’s life, 
parents made lasting connections  
and continued to support each other  
for months afterwards.

“We have this Facebook 
page that’s fabulous and I 
think that should almost 
be a formal part of it, 
within that twelve week 
cycle, it should be set up 
and off you go, so you get 
a seamless transition.”

(Parent)

Grounded and grounding

Impactful partnership work has to be 
grounded in and interacting with what 
is happening for families, and can mean 
helpers actually getting involved, for 
example, by joining children in play, 
or assisting parents while they settle a 
child or respond to a toddler tantrum. 
It also has to be grounding – helping 
families respond to and shape their 
everyday experiences.
Being on the ground with parents, 
and helping them feel grounded, 
complement aspects of partnership  
that involve thinking about possibilities 
for change.
These characteristics are accomplished 
in a number of ways. Those in a 
supporting role can help bring families 
into a focus on the here and now, 
particularly when the future is scary  
for them.
Groundedness also comes from meeting 
parents where they are in the moment. 
This can mean getting down onto the 
floor with them during play, having a 
coffee together, or pausing to listen 
when parents need to get something off 
their chest.
Families trusted others, and outcomes 
were secured, when they felt helpers 
were walking alongside them through 
change. Remembering details, being 
contactable when needed, and talking 
about a journey taken together all 
helped to achieve this.



Revision

Impactful partnership was found to 
have five characteristics. These are 
ways of describing what impactful 
partnership work is like. They involve 
embracing the unfamiliar and new; 
balancing consistency with agility; 
addressing the here and now for 
families; careful management of 
endings; and working at parents’ level.

For more information on  
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/
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FRAMING IDEAS FOR 

Impactful Partnership

Diverse impacts

Small things with big effects

Mind-expanding

Intimate outsiders

Evolving art

Concept How it relates to my practice
Working at the 
frontier

Flexible stability

Grounded and 
grounding

Open-ended 
but not 
unending

Authenticity 
– working as 
people

2. Linking ideas to practice
Now you have the concepts in mind, the next step is to connect them to  
your practice:

1.  Key concepts – check your understanding
In your own words, explain what each of the characteristics means, and make 
connections to the framing ideas for impactful partnership where you can:
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Working at the frontier:

Flexible stability:

Grounded and grounding:

Open-ended but not unending:

Authenticity – working as people:
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What have I done that places our work at the frontier?
In what ways have I been stable and flexible?
What is the ground that we are on together?
What have I done to work with these parents as people, and  
to be a person rather than just a role to them?
What from my past work could help me go further into  
frontier territory with this family?
Based on my experience, what forms of stability are likely to  
be most important to this family?
What benefits might there be if I were agile and responsive in  
different ways?
What could I do to help the family feel that the door of help  
isn’t going to close suddenly on them?
What about our work has been unfamiliar or new to you?
What have you come to expect from me?
What has helped you focus on the here and now?
What else might it be good for me to know about things that  
matter to you?
What things do you want us to work on that we haven’t  
really covered yet?
As we move forward, what about our relationship needs to  
stay the same?
And from your point of view, what might need to change  
about the way I work with you?
Thinking ahead a few (weeks/months/years), what help  
will be important to you?

QUESTIONS TO  
ADAPT AND ASK  

WITH PARENTS

QUESTIONS 
FOR REFLECTIVE 

PRACTICE
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3. Understanding the diagram
The five characteristics of impactful 
partnership are shown as distinct but 
overlapping. This is meant to show that 
they each require particular reflection 
and action, and that they are in a messy 
relationship with one another.
If the diagram doesn’t make sense to 
you, draw something that captures the 
characteristics of impactful partnership 
on a separate sheet.

4. Working with the diagram
Write your own explanations for each 
of the characteristics. Can you describe 
an example where one of these 
characteristics might apply to your work 
with a family? 

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.

OPEN ENDED 
BUT NOT 

UNENDING

AUTHENTICITY 
– WORKING  
AS PEOPLE

WORKING AT 
THE FRONTIER

FLEXIBLE 
STABILITY

GROUNDED  
AND  

GROUNDING

WFA

FSGG

OE



Parents also have to feel that their 
knowledge and experience are 
respected and made to count. This can 
be tricky, because they may initially 
think that they don’t know much, or see 
their experience as one of failure. When 
both parties are knowers and questions, 
then their knowledge and curiosity can 
come into productive entanglement 
(see Pages 8–9).
No-one has all the answers at the 
outset, so both parents and helpers 
have to be knowledge-seekers, asking 
questions. These can be about each 
other, about what is happening, and 
about the change process. This is why 
partnership has to be mind-expanding 
(see Pages 8–9).

Being a supporter and a challenger

Helpers have to manage a delicate 
balance between being supportive and 
being challenging. Knowing when, how, 
and how much to challenge, requires 
sensitive judgement.
If challenge comes too soon, parents 
may not feel ready, may not cope with 
what is being asked, or may be reluctant 
to try. If challenge comes too late, 
parents may start to question whether 
the partnership is going anywhere. 
The project data showed that effective 
helpers attuned the timing and level  
of challenge, as well as the help given  
to enable parents to face challenges 
more readily.

Helpers have to manage  
a delicate balance between 
being supportive and  
being challenging.

Being a supporter can involve naming 
strengths and affirming positive things 
about a family. It can mean being 
empathetic when parents describe 
difficult circumstances. In many services 
we found that professionals showed 
empathy by saying things like ‘I agree 
this is a really hard time for you’.

Ways of being in partnership are not 
fixed. The need to move between 
different ways of being is part of 
what makes partnership hard. But 
this movement is also what makes 
partnership work – it is an ingredient  
of success.
Some ways of being apply to parents 
and helpers, while others are mainly 
relevant to either parents or helpers.

Being a knower and a questioner

This way of being applies to both 
parents and helpers alike. Helpers 
have to feel confident in putting their 
expertise to work in order to bring 
about change. Section 3 – Pathways for 
Expertise provides more details on how 
this can be done. 

“I asked Aria where Grace 
was up to in her day. It 
was quite comfortable for 
Aria to change Grace and 
prepare her for sleep with 
me there and the two of us 
wondering and listening. 
Grace went to sleep with 
hardly any little peep at 
all, I have to say.”

(Helper)

Summary

Working in partnership places demands 
on families and those helping them. 
Our findings show that all involved have 
to navigate five paired ways of being, 
otherwise the partnership won’t work. 
By ‘ways of being’ we mean positions 
that helpers and parents take in relation 
to each other. In full, it is ‘ways of being 
in an impactful partnership relationship’.
These ways of being fall into pairs. 
They seem at first to be contradictory, 
but we found that helpers and parents 
alike were shifting between them. One 
way of being from each pair may be 
more appropriate at one moment or in 
relation to one issue being worked on, 
and others may apply at other times and 
in other contexts. Impactful partnership 
does not mean splitting each pair 
equally 50/50. Instead, helpers need 
to be alert and reflecting as to the 
dynamics of ways of being – how they 
may need to change over time – and 
to support parents in navigating these 
dynamics. This is another way in which 
impactful partnership is an evolving art. 
So, we think of them as a series of pairs 
in a yin-yang relationship.
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Ways of being  
in partnership

Knower

Questioner

Agency and being agentic
Agency relates to making things 
happen. Someone who is agentic  
can set a goal and take steps towards 
that goal. Being agentic does not 
mean being totally independent. 
Seeking help can be a crucial way of 
being agentic. Being a resourceful 
agent implies that as well as seeking 
help, someone recognises strengths 
and their capacity to make progress.

KEY CONCEPT

NOTES 
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Being a help-seeker and a  
resourceful agent

Partnership is initiated by parents 
recognising the need for help.  
However, positive change will remain 
out of reach if parents are trapped in 
a sense of complete dependence on 
others. See the key concept box  
which explains what we mean by 
‘agency’. Being an effective help-seeker 
is not just about asking others for 
support. It involves actively clarifying 
purpose, setting boundaries, and 
maintaining open communication  
about how things are going.
Being a resourceful agent in a 
partnership relationship means taking 
on some of the responsibility for 
change. Some parents showed agency 
by trying out new strategies suggested 
by professionals. Others did so by 
experimenting and adapting things as 
they went along. Deciding not to do 
certain things because they didn’t feel 
right or conflicted with values is also a 
way of being a resourceful agent.

“It’s been working for me 
because I’m not treating 
her the way my Mum 
treated me. There’s a huge 
difference. My Mum 
started to realise how to 
treat her when she sees 
how we treat her, how  
we talk to her, and she 
started to change a little 
bit as well.”

(Parent)

“I think Nesra is a really 
resilient young woman. 
She has the strength to  
get through.”

(Helper)
Parents also need to be strong when 
working in partnership. It takes  
strength to trust others and open up 
about concerns and fears. It requires 
strength to take on challenges and 
persist with them.

Parents seeking help  
have to shift between  
being vulnerable and  
being strong. They will 
often need assistance with 
these ways of being.

Parents will often need assistance with 
both these ways of being. This is why 
the relational safe space of learning 
(see Pages 10–11) is so important. We 
can only expect people to be vulnerable 
with us if it is safe for them to be that 
way. We can only expect them to be 
strong and act courageously if there is a 
safety net in place. Because helpers also 
navigate both of these ways of being, 
they can model being both strong and 
vulnerable. This is part of how helpers 
are intimate outsiders in the lives of 
families (see Pages 8–9).

Being a challenger means tackling 
rather than avoiding difficult issues or 
questions. It also means recognising 
when something represents a challenge 
for parents – knowing when trying new 
things or even talking about certain 
things can take a lot of courage from 
those you are helping.

Being a leader-talker and a  
follower-listener

Change can’t happen if helpers refuse  
to take the lead from time to time. 
Doing so doesn’t undermine the 
partnership – it helps to maintain 
purpose and focus. Being in the lead 
often meant the helper was the one 
doing the talking, but we also found 
helpers leading the interaction by asking 
questions and explaining why those 
questions are important.
However, it wouldn’t be a partnership 
if the helper does all the leading 
and talking. So helpers also have to 
be followers while parents are the 
leader-talkers. We found helpers were 
followers by adjusting to parents’ pace, 
and sequencing work according to 
their priorities or capacities. Being an 
effective follower depends on being a 
good listener. Leading and following 
are both needed for partnership to be 
mind-expanding for all involved.
The four partnership activities (Section 3 
– Pathways for Expertise, Pages 38–41) 
involve both these ways of being.

Being vulnerable and strong

Parents seeking help have to shift 
between being vulnerable and being 
strong. Helpers also have to show 
courage in their work, and can be 
vulnerable when asking for honest 
feedback from parents or when dealing 
with upsetting situations.
Being vulnerable as a parent is needed 
because helpers have to understand the 
full picture around specific difficulties. 
Even the act of turning up or accepting 
support in your home can make people 
feel vulnerable.



FRAMING IDEAS FOR 

Impactful Partnership

Diverse impacts

Small things with big effects

Mind-expanding

Intimate outsiders

Evolving art

Revision

Working in partnership places demands 
on families and those helping them.  
All involved have to navigate different 
ways of being, otherwise the 
partnership won’t work. By ‘ways  
of being’ we mean positions that 
helpers and parents take in relation to 
each other. These can be conceptualised 
in terms of pairs of contrasting ways of 
being, where the emphasis on one or 
the other evolves and requires subtle, 
contextualised judgement.

For more information on  
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/
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Concept How it relates to my practice
Help-seeker ~ 
Resourceful agent 
of change

Vulnerable ~ Strong

Knower ~ 
Questioner

Supporter ~ 
Challenger

Leader-talker ~ 
Follower-listener

2. Linking ideas to practice
Now you have the concepts in mind, the next step is to connect them to  
your practice:

1.  Key concepts – check your understanding
In your own words, explain what each of the ways of being bubbles means and  
who it applies to, and make connections to the framing ideas for impactful 
partnership where you can:

Help-seeker ~ Resourceful agent of change:

Vulnerable ~ Strong:

Knower ~ Questioner:

Supporter ~ Challenger:

Leader-talker ~ Follower-listener:

Also explain what you understand ‘agency’ to mean:
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What have I done as a knower and questioner?
What have I done as a supporter and challenger? 
In what ways have I led the work, and in what ways have I followed?
What from my past experience could help me recognise the  
strengths and vulnerabilities in this family?
In the past, how have I balanced giving parents the help they need, 
with getting them to take their own action?
What aspects of my knowledge could I put to work that haven’t  
come into play yet?
What shape will the next challenges take?
What will the best balance between being a leader-talker and  
follower-listener be in our next interactions?
What have you found out through our work together so far?
What aspects of your own knowledge and experience have  
been important?
In what ways have you had to be courageous?
What would the most valuable help to you right now look like?
What are the things that you feel you are gaining more control over?
What past experiences could you draw on to help you through  
the next stage?
What have you done that has surprised you since we first met /  
since our last meeting?
Of all the things you’ve done while we’ve been working together,  
what has made the biggest difference?

QUESTIONS TO  
ADAPT AND ASK  

WITH PARENTS

QUESTIONS 
FOR REFLECTIVE 

PRACTICE
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3. Understanding the diagram
The diagram shows five distinct, paired 
ways of being in partnership. This is 
meant to show the often rapid shifts 
between seemingly opposite ways of 
being that helpers and parents can 
experience in partnership. 
If the diagram doesn’t make sense to 
you, draw something that captures 
the ways of being in partnership on a 
separate sheet.

4. Working with the diagram
Can you think of an occasion when  
you found yourself shifting between 
each side of one or more of the  
paired ways of being in your recent 
work with a family? Describe the 
conversation that occurred and identify 
which of the bubbles reflects the way of 
being in partnership you experienced. 

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.



same issues may be addressed multiple 
times, but each time from a new 
relational place (indicated by the loops 
of the spiral around a centre). Each 
successful investment in the relationship 
has consequences for the core essence: 
help, challenge and vision (indicated by 
the lines curving back to the centre). A 
shift in the relationship may make help 
more acceptable, may elevate scope for 
challenge (either of parents or helpers), 
and may make new things possible.

This reminds us that partnership-
building is not for its own sake, but 
serves a purpose that relates to making 
change happen for families.
We found many examples of small 
steps and actions that had big effects 
in terms of the partnership itself. They 
can be collected into these groups: 
working to gain acceptance; working so 
that families value themselves; subtle 
intervention; obvious intervention; and 
repair after rupture when needed.
Building impactful partnerships also 
involves working at the frontier of the 
relationship. This means not always 
resting in a comfortable relationship 
space, but always being alert to the 
possibilities that a new aspect of the 
relationship may bring about.

1  Day, C., Ellis, M., & Harris, L. (2015). Family 
Partnership Model: reflective practice 
handbook (2nd ed.). London: Centre for 
Parent and Child Support, South London and 
Maudsley NHS Foundation Trust.

pay-offs. These pay-offs may be 
immediate and visible, or they may 
be deferred and harder to detect. 
However, all the elements presented 
here were found in the impactful 
partnership relationships studied over 
the three years. Some ways of building 
partnership can initiate a helpful 
contagion through features that catch 
or take hold in other ways. We use the 
metaphor of helpful contagion to imply 
a force that begins to do work of its own 
and spread.

Effective partnerships are 
built up through many 
smaller actions and steps 
that make a big difference.

Seemingly small steps can still require  
a lot of work. Smallness relates not to 
the effort involved or to significance, 
but to their being part of a bigger, 
expansive partnership-building process, 
and to their coupling with effects that 
are bigger.
The relationship underpinning an 
impactful partnership is not just 
established at the start, but is an 
ongoing accomplishment that changes 
as people work together. Building 
impactful partnerships is an evolving art 
(see Pages 8–9) – it changes from family 
to family, and over time with any one 
particular family.

“It’s the little steps that 
make the big changes. 
A lot of little steps, big 
changes in the end.”

(Helper)

Building on an idea expressed by a 
helper, we think of partnership-building 
in terms of a spiral. At the centre is the 
essence of partnership – help, challenge 
and possibility (see Pages 10–11). The 
spiral indicates expansion, linking to the 
idea of partnership as mind-expanding 
(see Pages 8–9), and suggests that the 
process is non-linear. Spirals occur often 
in nature and can convey both dynamic 
and stable, secure qualities.
Building an impactful partnership can 
be conceptualised as a journey along 
the spiral. Different steps progress the 
relationship (indicated by movement 
along the line), and expand possibilities 
(indicated by outward movement). As 
the relationship-building advances, the 

Summary

This is about how partnerships between 
families and helpers come about. We 
found the most impactful partnerships 
were built up through many actions and 
steps that make a significant difference 
to the relationship and what becomes 
possible through it. The way of building 
a safe relationship for learning is one 
example of how the study found small 
things with big effects (see Pages 8–9) 
to be crucial in impactful partnership. 
This means that investing in seemingly 
minor aspects of a relationship is 
important because it can have major 
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Building impactful 
partnerships

Each action links back to 
the core – the partnership 
– as well as expanding the 
process along the spiral

Partnership-building as an expansive, 
evolving art
Building an impactful partnership 
with families is not a one-off process. 
A relationally safe space for learning 
is never finished as long as the work 
with families continues. The process is 
not linear, but is expansive, meaning it 
is about opening up new possibilities 
for learning together. Describing this 
work as ‘evolving’ implies small steps, 
and as an ‘art’ suggests it requires 
nuanced judgement and relational 
skill, rather than strict adherence to 
rigid protocols or sequences. 

KEY CONCEPT



LI
VI

N
G 

PA
RT

N
ER

SH
IP

 P
RA

CT
IC

ES

23

It can be done by:
• Using specific, labelled praise 

to reflect what parents have 
accomplished

• Encouraging parents to consider 
how they look after themselves

• Taking time to dwell in the issues 
that parents feel are important, 
even if they are not the focus of a 
particular service or practitioner role.

These actions show the parent that 
the helper respects and values them 
as an active partner. It also helps the 
parent see themselves in a new light. 
A changing sense of how they are in a 
relationship with a helper can be one 
of many shifting interpretations that 
support changing actions in a mind-
expanding process.

Subtle intervention

Subtle intervention is offered 
gently, but never by stealth, hidden 
from parents. It helps to build the 
relationship by effecting relevant change 
without confronting parents with overt 
challenges or strategic discussions that 
might feel corrective or daunting. We 
found that helpers usually offer subtle 
intervention of their own accord and 
may draw attention to aspects of it later 
on. Examples include:
• Comments that show you notice 

something about a parent’s  
physical or mental state –  
suggesting their wellbeing is as 
important as their child’s

• Putting a young child down on the 
floor for some tummy time and 
watching with the parent how she  
or he responds

• Asking parents questions that 
require them to think in specific 
ways, such as ‘What do you think  
he feels when you cuddle him?’

These small, gentle steps help to build 
strong, purposeful partnerships that can 
deliver lasting positive change.

Obvious intervention

Some intervention is obvious in 
the sense that it is subject to negotiation 
about what to do, why, when, how, who 
with, and so on. It is part of what is 
referred to as guided or planned change 
in the Family Partnership Model. Not 
all partnerships are ‘ready’ for obvious 
intervention, especially right at the start. 
However, obvious intervention can also 
contribute to the relationship between 
helpers and parents by explicitly working 
on issues that parents have said are 
important to them. 

Earning acceptance

Helpers need to earn the 
trust of parents, to be accepted as an 
intimate outsider in family life. This 
means being someone who shares in  
some of the most difficult, private 
things, but who is not part of the family 
(see Pages 8–9).
Gaining this trust and position takes 
effort and skill, and is itself an  
evolving art. Examples of how this is 
done include:
• Listening to what parents have to say
• Reflecting back to show you are 

listening but not judging
• Securing quick wins to show you’re 

there to make a difference
• Living out that you care – 

remembering details, bonding with 
the child.

In some services we studied, acceptance 
work was done quite quickly, although  
it never finishes. In Tasmania’s Child  
and Family Centres, practitioners 
sometimes worked for months or years 
to help parents feel comfortable with 
accessing support.
The time taken to secure acceptance 
should not be a barrier to families 
getting the help they need. 
Steps relating to acceptance are 
contagious – small things with big effects 
– because they enable other aspects of 
partnership-building to proceed. They 
also nurture the essence of partnership.

Helping families  
value themselves

This is about helping parents feel 
positive and capable of good things. It 
is also about helping parents feel they 
have something important and valuable 
to contribute to the partnership 
relationship itself. They are not victims 
being rescued, but crucial agents in 
a collaborative, shared journey. A 
mutually mind-expanding partnership 
(see Pages 8–9) is not possible if parents 
see themselves as passive, of limited 
worth, and wholly dependent in their 
relationship with helpers.
Many parents feel like they are failing 
and have low self-regard. Those who are 
convinced they are hopeless are unlikely 
to commit to the challenges that change 
inevitably requires.
Helping parents recognise their own 
value and worth is a way of revealing 
to parents that they are important, 
capable and have lots to give in the 
partnership. 

While other steps in 
building impactful 
partnership may 
work towards making 
obvious intervention 
possible, obvious 
intervention is itself a 
way of strengthening 
the relationship between 
helpers and parents. 

Working through an obvious 
intervention can nudge the relationship 
along the spiral, creating new kinds of 
shared experiences. It moves outwardly 
(expands), as it means the relationship is 
now being used as a basis to take on new 
aspects of what matters to a family. It 
also nurtures the essence of partnership 
– sometimes addressing help, challenge 
and possibility simultaneously.

Repair after rupture  
when needed

Many of the impactful partnership 
relationships we studied had moments 
when the relationship was strained 
or even broken in some way. Readers 
may recognise ideas of rupture and 
repair from descriptions of relationships 
between parents and children (as in 
the Circle of Security2). Helper-parent 
partnerships are not impervious to 
ruptures, and when these happen 
repair is needed. Such ruptures can 
arise through logistical mishaps (like 
when home visitors turn up at an 
unexpected time or when parents miss 
appointments), through expectations not 
being met, or sometimes confrontation 
or behaviour that is not okay. Helpers 
taking the lead in facilitating repair 
helps parents to recognise that they are 
important in the relationship, and that 
they matter to the helper.

2 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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Revision

Building impactful relationships is an 
expansive process, and involves  
helpers becoming intimate outsiders  
in family life. It is an evolving art that  
is never the same twice, but has 
some key elements that were found 
consistently in the study. Helper-parent 
relationships may need to be repaired 
after a rupture, just like those between 
parents and children.

For more information on  
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/
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FRAMING IDEAS FOR 

Impactful Partnership

Diverse impacts

Small things with big effects

Mind-expanding

Intimate outsiders

Evolving art

Concept How it relates to my practice – think of a family you are 
working with, and say how each dot on the spiral connects 
back to the essence

Earning acceptance

Helping families 
value themselves

Subtle intervention

Obvious intervention

Repair after rupture 
when needed

2. Linking ideas to practice
Now you have the concepts in mind, the next step is to connect them to  
your practice:

1.  Key concepts – check your understanding
In your own words, explain what each of the ways of building impactful partnership 
relationships means and who it applies to, and make connections to the framing 
ideas for impactful partnership where you can:

Earning acceptance:

Helping families value themselves:

Subtle intervention:

Obvious intervention:

Repair after rupture when needed
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3. Understanding the diagram
The spiral represents partnership-
building as an expansive, evolving 
process. At the centre is the essence 
of partnership – help, challenge and 
possibility (see Essential ingredients of 
partnership). The outward movement 
of the spiral links to the idea of 
partnership as mind-expanding (see 
Living partnership practices). The  
spiral loops around, showing that the 
helper and parent never visit the same 
issue twice from exactly the same 
relational basis. 
If this diagram doesn’t make sense to 
you, draw something that captures 
how impactful partnership is built on a 
separate sheet.

What have I done to gain acceptance as an intimate outsider  
with this family?
What have I done to help the parents value their knowledge, 
experience, and capacity as parents?
What subtle and obvious interventions have I offered?
What has helped me gain acceptance of nervous families in the past?
How did I decide which subtle and obvious interventions to use  
when working with similar families in the past?
What could strengthen this family’s acceptance of me so that  
we can extend help, challenge and possibility?
What could I do to help families recognise more value and  
worth in themselves?
What subtle or obvious interventions seem likely to deliver  
positive outcomes on what matters to the family?
What has made you feel comfortable in working with me?
If I asked someone who knows you well what your strengths are,  
what would they say?
What have you been doing or thinking about differently?
How did you cope with challenges in the past?
When you were engaged in actions relating to a strategy or 
intervention we planned, did you notice any effects?
What would make you feel more comfortable in terms of  
how we work together?
What is the problem that you most want to focus on right now?
If you look into your future and things are better, what is different 
about you and your family?

QUESTIONS TO  
ADAPT AND ASK  

WITH PARENTS

QUESTIONS 
FOR REFLECTIVE 

PRACTICE
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4. Working with the diagram
Think of a family you have worked 
with recently and map the issues you 
addressed along the spiral to represent 
the evolving process in which the 
partnership was built.

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.

1

2

3

4

5



parents, helpers, and as a partnership). 
As with building impactful relationships 
(see Pages 22–25), this process may 
be disrupted, for example when things 
don’t go according to plan, or when 
things that worked previously seem to 
become less effective. 

Making sure families feel listened to 
and respected

Our study showed that there can be  
a difference between helpers listening 
to and respecting families, and  
parents feeling respected and heard.  
It takes special kinds of work to  
achieve the latter.

Many stories of major 
change began simply  
by asking parents to 
tell their story. 

Many stories of major change began 
simply by asking parents to tell their 
story, listening attentively and  
without judgement. Helpers had to 
resist the urge to leap in and solve 
problems. Processes where this step 
was missed or done too quickly tended 
to be less successful.
Effective ways of making families feel 
listened to and respected included:
• Saying nothing when parents pause 

– giving them a chance to start again
• Reflecting eg. ‘I can see that is very 

important to you’
• Asking parents to say more  

about something.
Practices like these had the effect  
of signalling to parents that their  
story, told on their terms, matters –  
not a rushed agenda imposed by 
someone else.

• Works like a ratchet – moving the 
process forward, but also providing a 
safety net to stop sliding backwards.

The changes we studied all involved 
four kinds of smaller steps that met 
the criteria above. These are explained 
below, and are conceptualised in terms 
of an expanding spiral – a companion 
to building impactful partnerships (see 
previous Section) and working at the 
frontier (see next Section).
The steps shown along the spiral can 
potentially have positive contagious 
effects. This means that the benefits of 
accomplishing one of them can keep 
going and helpfully affect other aspects 
of change. 
The significant benefits of the  
seemingly small steps described below 
explain why investing in them is so 
important, even if their impact is not 
immediately obvious.

An expanding spiral

Just as with building impactful 
partnerships, it is helpful to think of 
these findings in terms of a spiral. The 
main line is the change happening for 
families. Facilitating this process is an 
evolving art (see Pages 8–9), meaning it 
requires nuanced judgement in context, 
unfolds differently each time, and 
cannot be reduced to a fixed formula.

Smaller steps can be marked on the 
line. They all link back to one or more 
aspects of the essence of impactful 
partnership: help, challenge and 
possibility. The fact that the spiral 
loops around the centre more than 
once illustrates how change processes 
may involve revisiting similar problems 
or strategies several times. This is 
expansive rather than repetitive if each 
return involves coming at the problem 
in a new way, from a new space (as 

Summary

We found that positive outcomes for 
families were built through an evolving, 
expansive and non-linear process. 
Impacts didn’t happen in one big event 
but through multiple smaller steps, 
an example of small things with big 
effects (see Pages 8–9). These are most 
effective when each step:
• Has an effect bigger than the work 

done to get there
• Has an effect that endures
• Enables other steps to be taken
• Moves forward (advancing on 

something that matters to  
parents) and outward (expands  
what is possible) 

Making change  
happen2 
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Dynamic balance
Dynamic balance here refers to 
two foci for new meanings or 
interpretations of the world. These 
relate to what counts as normal, 
focusing on parents or children, 
specific issues in relation to the big 
picture, and the dance between 
trusting the child and taking charge 
as parents. Dynamic balance does 
not mean equal parts, but, shifting 
the emphasis between two aspects, 
depending on the context.

KEY CONCEPT

NOTES 
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“I think validation is one 
of the important things, 
that somebody listens 
and validates, then helps 
to tap into the resources, 
referrals to other services 
or inner resources within 
a family or individual, to 
help them build back up.” 

(Helper)

When parents feel respected and heard 
there is a contagion and a ratchet effect 
– it opens up possibilities for other kinds 
of change, and acts as a safety net as 
the relationship evolves.

Making families’ strengths visible

The idea of strengths-based approaches 
is not new. However, our data showed 
that for maximum impact, it simply isn’t 
enough for helpers to build on strengths 
they have spotted in families.
What worked best was when helpers 
made those strengths visible. This 
means that they are shared explicitly 
with parents. Often this also needed to 
be backed up with something concrete, 
to convince parents these are legitimate 
and real – not just compliments to make 
them feel better.
Listening carefully to parents’ accounts 
of the past and watching carefully what 
is happening were fertile grounds for 
achieving this. 
For example, one nurse heard a 
mother’s story of changing countries 
and jobs, and used it to point out 
how resilient the mother had been. In 
another example, a home visitor took a 
short video using the mother’s phone, 
showing the mother how much her 
child made eye contact and smiled with 
her, to highlight the strong attachment 
between them.

Trusting 
the child

Taking 
charge

Parent-child 
relationships

Parent focus

Child focus

Nature of  
the problem 
and solution

Specific issue

Big picture

Nature of  
change in  
the short and 
long term

Normal for 
others

Normal  
for us

Expectations 
of change

Using dynamic balance to re-imagine

The best examples of change  
happened when helpers struck an 
appropriate dynamic balance between 
contrasting aspects. 
This balance was different in every case, 
and changed during the course of work 
with particular families. Common to 
all was that shifting between pairs of 
features enabled parents to re-imagine 
things in significant ways. 
One helped used the term ‘exquisite 
balance’. The idea of ‘exquisite’ is useful 
in capturing how special this balance 
can be, and the skill involved  
in achieving it. We use the term 
‘dynamic balance’ to stress how this 
isn’t a fixed target for all relationships, 
or even for one relationship, but is a 
changing feature – another aspect of 
the evolving art of impactful partnership 
(see Pages 8–9).
The most effective helpers remained 
attentive to each aspect, playing a role 
in ensuring optimum balance. And 
regardless of the focus, the significant 
effect is always that parents re-imagine 
something. In doing so, they take crucial 
steps along the expanding change spiral.

“I always knew I had 
Molly’s support. My 
friends would be like, oh 
yeah, he’ll grow out of it. 
I’m like, yeah, but I’m in 
the here and now, I need 
something now.”

(Parent)

The four bubbles show the different 
pairs that need to be in dynamic 
balance, and the aspect of positive 
change in families that they relate to.

Enabling parents to take new action

All the previous steps build towards 
enabling parents to take new action. 
Consistent with the mind-expanding 
view of partnership as a learning 
process, changing interpretations (ways 
of making meaning or making sense) are 
important in themselves, but also as a 
basis for acting differently. 
Taking new action is not easy. Even what 
may seem like small changes can feel 
risky, daunting. The ratchet effect of 
being heard and respected, recognising 
strengths, and re-imagining can give 
parents the courage and confidence 
they need to try new actions.
These actions can relate directly to 
their interactions with children, but can 
also involve accessing help from other 
sources, and committing to self-care. 
When new actions contribute to desired 
impacts, and their connection with 
those impacts is clear to parents (see 
Pages 42–45 [Noticing sequence] for 
details of how this is achieved), then 
this can produce a helpful contagious 
effect, as parents may feel confident 
with expanding the contexts in which 
they apply a particular new action or 
trying out other new actions. One small 
change in interpretation may expand 
into a new action which may expand 
into new interpretations or actions.



Revision

Making change happen is an expansive, 
evolving process. It involves advancing 
on an issue that matters to parents as 
well as outward movement through 
new possibilities. Impact for families 
happens through seemingly small 
changes that have larger, enduring 
effects open up new options and 
provide a safety net for families in the 
change process.

For more information on  
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/
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FRAMING IDEAS FOR 

Impactful Partnership

Diverse impacts

Small things with big effects

Mind-expanding

Intimate outsiders

Evolving art

Concept How it relates to my practice
Making sure families feel 
respected & listened to

Making families’ 
strengths visible

Using dynamic balance 
to reimagine

Enabling parents to take 
new action

2. Linking ideas to practice
Now you have the concepts in mind, the next step is to connect them to  
your practice:

1.  Key concepts – check your understanding
In your own words, explain what each of the ways of making change happen means 
and who it applies to, and make connections to the framing ideas for impactful 
partnership where you can:

Making sure families feel listened to and respected:

Making families’ strengths visible:

Using dynamic balance to re-imagine:

Enabling parents to take new action:
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What have I done to make sure this family feels listened to  
and respected?
What have I done to share the strengths I see, and help parents  
accept these as legitimate?
What have I enabled parents to re-imagine?
How did I judge the balance between different aspects in the past?  
(eg support/challenge, talking/listening)
What worked well to help other families balance trusting the  
child and taking charge?
What can I do to move us forward along the change spiral?
Which of the features might need a different balance in  
my future work with this family?
What new actions do the changes accomplished so far make possible?
Is there something important that you’d like to share, given  
what we have done together?
If you watched a video of yourself over the past days/ weeks/ months, 
what strengths would you see?
What do you see differently now, and why has that changed?
What is helping you most in terms of making decisions relating to…? 
(eg. trusting child and taking charge)
What is your sense at the moment of what the solution to  
the problem might look like?
How do you see the things we have been working on as making a 
difference in the longer term?
What aspects of the bigger picture for your family do we need  
to take into account moving forward?
What do you think we should tackle next?

QUESTIONS TO  
ADAPT AND ASK  

WITH PARENTS

QUESTIONS 
FOR REFLECTIVE 

PRACTICE

3. Understanding the diagram
The spiral represents making change 
happen as an expansive, evolving 
process. At the centre is the essence 
of partnership – help, challenge and 
possibility (see Essential ingredients  
of partnership). The outward movement 
of the spiral links to the idea of 
partnership as mind-expanding (see 
Living partnership practices).  
The spiral loops round, showing that  
the helper and parent never visit the 
same issue twice with exactly the  
same interpretations and actions at 
their disposal.  
If this diagram doesn’t make sense to 
you, draw something that captures 
how change happens in impactful 
partnership is built on a separate sheet.
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4. Working with the diagram
Think of a family you have worked 
with recently and map the issues you 
addressed along the spiral to represent 
the evolving process in which change 
happened as partnership was built.

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.
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Impactful partnership 
can’t be found wholly 
in familiar, routine, 
procedural work.

Two issues arise here: being open 
to difference, and how we respond. 
Helpers have to work in a way that 
allows different and unusual aspects 
to come up. We found this happened 
when they didn’t follow a script, worked 
at a pace set by parents, followed 
parents’ lead (even if down side tracks). 
Impressions matter a lot: if parents 
think help is being offered off-the-shelf 
they are more likely to try to fit what 
they think the boundaries are. The 
frontier becomes a wall.
How helpers respond to the unfamiliar 
in their practice is also crucial. Such 
territory can feel insecure or risky and 
there can be a temptation to recover 
by quickly getting back on track. There 
is a fine balance between maintaining 
purpose and avoiding issues that might 
later prove relevant.

Innovating and improvising

By innovating we mean trying new 
things out, trying establishing things  
in new situations, trying new ways  
of doing something familiar, or  
finding new ways of working when  
established practices aren’t having  
the desired effect. 
Innovations can be at service level, 
as with the early parenting group we 
studied in NSW, which was distinctive in 
its parent-led approach. They can also 
be in the way multiple services interface, 
as with the CFCs in Tasmania and the 
Strong Start program in South Australia.
CFCs in Tasmania have a small core 
team, but a large and flexible  
working team. Professionals are 
seconded from other services, or  
work out of the centres. Rather than 
formal team structures, co-location 
enables fluid collaboration. 
Strong Start brings social workers, family 
support workers, allied health and CFH 
nurses together to flexibly support and 
link first time families with complex 
needs to services. The professional 
team team begins working with 
families antenatally, to engage families 
in services within a network of care. 
Family support workers with strong 
links to community transition families 
to secure, ongoing relationships beyond 
the program.

The idea of working at the frontier  
came from one participant’s 
descriptions of their work context  
(see quote below). However, we found 
the idea usefully captures many aspects 
of impactful partnership across all the 
services we studied.

“Our services are  
ground breaking in the 
sense that it’s frontier 
work. There’s so many 
policies, but not all of 
them fit this space.” 

(Helper)

The quote conveys how frontier 
work is part of what makes impactful 
partnership an evolving art. Working 
at the frontier is also often crucial 
to the creation of new meanings 
and possibilities in action that are 
fundamental to partnership as a mind-
expanding process (see Pages 8–9 for a 
summary of these key framing ideas). 
Successful outcomes relied on  
helpers working at the frontier of  
the partnership itself – always just 
ahead of the helper-parent 
relationship (see Pages 22–25 
[building]). This is what ensured the 
relationship kept developing, and new 
forms of help, challenge and possibility 
could be developed. 
Frontier work makes partnership a 
leading-edge practice that can’t be 
found wholly in familiar, routine, 
procedural work. Each instance of 
crossing into frontier territory is 
another example of a ‘small’ thing with 
a big effect. The distance travelled 
across the frontier may be small, but the 
act of doing so has significant benefits 
for families.

Encountering difference

If nothing unusual or different has  
been encountered in work between  
a helper and a family, it is unlikely  
that impactful partnership is in place.  
No two families are the same, and the 
work that needs to be done to secure 
the change they need will often  
involve something unfamiliar.

Summary

The examples of positive change we 
studied all involved working at the 
frontier (see key concept box). Frontier 
work involves creativity, innovation, 
trailblazing, improvisation, being at 
the leading edge, and going beyond 
standard approaches.

Working at  
the frontier2 
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The frontier
The idea of the frontier is used as a 
metaphor to understand key aspects 
of impactful partnership. The frontier 
is a realm of possibility, a space where 
new things open up in front of you. It 
is associated with looking forward, 
but also with unfamiliar, unchartered 
territory. The suggestion is that 
impactful partnership involves work 
at or just beyond the frontier, where 
the boundary is marked by routine 
practice, what is already known or 
experienced, or existing policy and 
procedure. Stepping beyond has to be 
done consciously and skillfully, when 
it is judged to be safe and in a family’s 
best interests. Recognising the 
importance of frontier work means 
accepting that impactful partnership 
cannot be fully captured in a fixed 
formula or set of protocols.

KEY CONCEPT

NOTES 
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Being just ahead of policy or procedure

Many of the services we studied were 
designed as cutting-edge in some way 
(see Section 5). However, a frontier 
design was rarely enough to give helpers 
the scope they needed to act in families’ 
best interests.
Achieving maximum positive impact 
often means working in ways that aren’t 
quite those specified in policies or 
procedures. All the examples we found 
when this arose involved helpers making 
careful, context-specific judgements 
about what they deemed to be the best 
interests of the family involved. What is 
important is that helpers have space to 
do this without punitive consequences, 
and feel comfortable talking about this 
with supervisors and managers, so that 
services as a whole can evolve and 
procedures and policies can catch up 
with the realities and contingencies of 
practice where appropriate.

Innovations can also arise in-the-
moment in the intimacy of interactions 
with parents. These might be 
ephemeral, but they can have big 
effects for the family, and they can 
eventually reshape wider practices. This 
happened with the ‘bad day plan’ that 
was developed by parents in one NSW 
service, and is now being used in day 
stays and various outreach and home 
visiting contexts.

“It was a pilot project – 
the idea came up that 
we should really be 
intervening for families 
at risk in the antenatal 
period, and try and help 
parents to really get 
themselves a bit sorted for 
when the babies came.”

(Helper)

Improvising means responding to the 
contingencies and constraints in a 
particular situation, being inventive 
and making do with what is available. 
This was often talked about as ‘going 
with the flow’. Practitioners in the 
toddler clinic often had to improvise 
when parents brought more than one 
child along, and those in home visiting 
services often had to change plans 
because babies were asleep, awake, 
feeding, unsettled or several of these!

Creating and responding to 
opportunities

The most impactful helpers were not 
only able to respond to opportunities 
in an agile way, but were also able 
to create them. This capacity proved 
especially important in situations where 
it seemed that momentum was being 
lost. Looking for opportunities to take 
the partnership into frontier territory 
helps to enhance outcomes.
Opportunities can be in-the-moment 
with one family, as when toddler 
aggression creates a chance to work 
on behaviour management skills. They 
can also arise at a service level. One 
CFC in particular was notable for seizing 
on opportunities that foster parent 
wellbeing and children’s nutrition arising 
through a ‘love on a plate’ initiative with 
the nearby neighbourhood centre.

Working at the frontier 
of policy means making 
careful context-specific 
judgements in the best 
interests of the family.

Frontier work does not mean blatant 
disregard for clear rules, such as 
mandatory reporting. However it  
might mean that things are done in 
a different order, as when a nurse 
decided not to ask a mother to 
complete a depression scale in the first 
visit, because it seemed inappropriate 
given the mother’s state and the child 
suddenly needing attention.
Flexible logistics, offering scope to work 
at adaptive pace and frequency, and in 
alternative places, often make a crucial 
difference to outcomes.
Frontier work might also involve 
breaking protocols as when a normally 
clinic-based nurse visited a mother 
who was stranded in her home. All the 
examples we found were deviations that 
fulfilled a specific and/or urgent need.

That this kind of frontier work was 
found to be prevalent is a sign of 
success that an environment was 
created in which people could explore 
ways to work that were in some ways 
ahead of policy. In fact, if policy-
makers are open to and tolerant of 
these practices, this kind of frontier 
work presents a bottom-up way for 
policies to evolve.
Frontier work that goes just ahead 
of policy and procedure can be 
supported and made safer, or the 
opposite, depending on the culture of 
compliance in a particular service or 
organisation. Given that frontier work 
is so crucial to impactful partnership 
as an expansive, evolving art, a rigid 
and overly strict compliance regime 
may cause helpers to stop before the 
frontier (and thus jeopardise impacts 
for families), or render these practices 
invisible to managers and supervisors, 
and thus lose the benefits and 
safeguards of shared reflection and 
practice wisdom.
An approached based on ‘comply, 
explain, learn’ could foster openness 
around this kind of frontier work. 
The norm is that practice fits within 
policies and procedures. Helpers’ 

judgements in going beyond this 
would need to be explained and 
justified in relation to the interests of 
the family, and with clear assessment 
of any risks to helpers or others 
involved. Both the service and the 
helper stand to learn from open 
discussions, which may conclude 
the stepping into the frontier was 
indeed appropriate, or if not, help 
to establish clearer understandings. 
This would work only if the culture 
is explicitly open to explanations for 
going one step ahead of policy in 
certain circumstances. 
This idea adapts the ‘comply or 
explain’ approach described by Keay 
(2014). The Creating Better Futures 
Study did not investigate or gather 
evidence on policy and procedure, 
or wider cultures of compliance. 
‘Comply, explain, learn’ is suggested 
as a possible way to support and 
foster the kinds of frontier work 
that we found to be crucial, while 
recognising the importance of policy 
and procedure in governing practices.

1 Keay, A. (2014). Comply or explain in 
corporate governance codes: In need of 
greater regulatory oversight? Legal Studies, 
34(2), 279-304. doi:10.1111/lest.12014 

Policies and procedures for frontier work: comply, explain, learn



Revision

Working at the frontier means not being 
tied to what is known, familiar, routine, 
or pre-specified.  It is one way in which 
impactful partnership is an evolving art, 
and it contributes to mind-expanding 
qualities of partnership as a joint 
learning process. Frontier work has to 
be done consciously and with families’ 
best interests in mind.

For more information on  
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/
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FRAMING IDEAS FOR 

Impactful Partnership

Diverse impacts

Small things with big effects

Mind-expanding

Intimate outsiders

Evolving art

Concept How it relates to my practice
Encountering 
difference

Innovating and 
improvising

Creating and 
responding to 
opportunities

Being just ahead of 
policy or procedure

2. Linking ideas to practice
Now you have the concepts in mind, the next step is to connect them to  
your practice:

1.  Key concepts – check your understanding
In your own words, explain what each of the ways of working at the frontier means, 
and make connections to the framing ideas for impactful partnership where you can:

Encountering difference:

Innovating and improvising:

Creating and responding to opportunities:

Being just ahead of policy or procedure:

CREATING 
BETTER 
FUTURES
  © Hopwood & Clerke 2018

http://creating-better-futures.org/
http://
http://
http://


What has been unusual about working with this family?
What have I done that went with the flow, going ahead of standard 
procedure, innovating or improvising?
What were the most valuable opportunities that I responded to?
What ideas or workarounds from the past could be useful to  
me with this family?
What turned out to be valuable opportunities or openings in  
working on similar problems with other families?
What would take my work with this family further into  
frontier territory?
How can I make sure my work isn’t constrained by what I’m  
familiar with or what feels comfortable to me?
If I could wave a magic wand to do something really special  
with this family, what would it be?
Has anything unusual or different been happening?
How on track are we in terms of spending our time and  
energy on the things that matter to you?
Have there been any things going on recently that you’d  
like us to work on?
Tell me something good that has happened in your family  
since last time we spoke
What have been the most beneficial things we’ve done together?  
What do you think it was that made those things work so well?
How close to the edge of your comfort zone have we been?
If we could throw away the rule book for how we work together,  
what would you want us to try doing?

QUESTIONS TO  
ADAPT AND ASK  

WITH PARENTS

QUESTIONS 
FOR REFLECTIVE 

PRACTICE

3. Understanding the diagram
The spiral represents partnership-
building as an expansive, evolving 
process. At the centre is the essence 
of partnership – help, challenge and 
possibility (see Essential ingredients  
of partnership). The outward  
movement of the spiral links to the  
idea of partnership as mind-expanding 
(see Living partnership practices).  
The spiral loops round, showing that  
the helper and parent never visit 
the same issue twice from the same 
position in relation to a frontier.  
If this diagram doesn’t make sense to 
you, draw something that captures 
working at the frontier in impactful 
partnership is built on a separate sheet.
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4. Working with the diagram
Think of a family you have worked 
with recently and map the issues you 
addressed with dots along the spiral 
to represent the occasions you saw 
yourself working at the frontier in 
partnership. Explain how each dot 
connects back to the essence.

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.

1

2

3

4



Challenging effectively

Summary 

Challenge is part of the essence of 
impactful partnership (see Pages 
10–13). It is also a key way helpers 
make noticing count (see Pages 42–45). 
However, knowing when, how and  
how much to challenge parents can  
be difficult.

Effective challenge  
targets an optimal 
challenge zone between 
a comfort zone and an 
overwhelming zone.
Effective challenge can be mind-
expanding because it can add to what 
parents are capable of and what they 
think is possible. It can nurture the 
partnership and pave the way to further 
challenges down the track. In this way, 
small challenges can have big effects.
A previous study that focused only on 
residential services (see Page 72 [refs]) 
found that effective challenge targets 
an optimal zone between a comfort 
zone and an overwhelming zone. This 
was also found across the diverse 
service contexts in our Creating Better 
Futures research.
These ideas are based on the work 
of Lev Vygotsky, a pioneering child 
psychologist, who described the zone 
of proximal development, or ZPD1,2. The 
ZPD refers to what a person becomes 
able to do when supported by others 
and/or using appropriate tools to help 
them work on a problem. 
The ZPD points to the ways of working 
on a problem that are just ahead of 
where someone is currently able to 
operate independently. When helpers 
challenge parents, it should be targeted 
to this zone. For ease of memory we 
refer to this as the optimal challenge 
zone (though this is conceptually the 
same as the ZPD).

Thinking about challenge in this way can 
avoid helpers refrain from presenting 
challenge to parents because they 
seem to not to be ready for change. 
Vygotsky’s theory implies that we are 
all on the cusp of new capacities: what 
makes the difference is interaction 
with others who provide appropriate 
guidance or tools to help us. 
In this way, being ready for change 
is not purely a matter of a parent’s 
capacity in isolation. All parents are 
potentially ready for change, provided 
it is targeted in the challenge zone 
and not the overwhelming zone. 
This readiness is a property of their 
relationships with others and the 
support available to them.
This shifts the focus from asking ‘Is this 
parent ready for change?’ to asking 
‘What supports can I put in place to 
help this parent enter her ZPD, or 
optimal challenge zone?’. 
Scholars investigating the ethic of 
care have argued that the ZPD has an 
affective (relating to emotions) aspect. 
The ZPD has an interpersonal character 
that resembles a caring encounter3. 
This is precisely what was found in 
the Creating Better Futures study 
and in prior research on a Residential 
Service2,4, suggesting that the concept 
of the ZPD and associated ideas are a 
good fit for understanding partnership.

Nice zone and comfort zone

Vygotsky wrote that the ZPD lies ahead 
of the ‘actual level of development’ – 
what someone is already capable of 
when acting independently. Our two 
studies suggest that in understanding 
partnership work with parents it can 
be helpful to divide this into two zones: 
the ‘nice zone’ and the ‘comfort zone’.
There is an important distinction 
between ‘nice’ and ‘kind’ here. 
Challenge can be presented in a kind 
way, but has a different feel and a 
different purpose from being nice. 
Helper expertise is needed to build 
trust and establish the relationship, 
and some interactions in the nice zone 
may be useful. While important, the 
nice zone is not sufficient to deliver 
significant impacts; the risk is of getting 
stuck and ‘nice’ becoming ‘too nice’.
The comfort zone also relates to what 
parents can already do. However, this 
has the purpose of setting parents up 
for challenge. This can involve finding 
out what they are motivated to work 
towards and what matters to them 
(see Pages 50–53). It can also involve 
exploring options for future challenges.
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‘I can’t take anything in when the baby’s crying’
It’s overwhelming, even with support and guidance.
Too much challenge may destroy families’ trust in professionals.
Expertise is shared to show how small steps contribute to long term goals.

‘I know how to do this’ 
Current independent capacity.
Families are here for help, but no challenge is presented or sought.
Expertise is shared to build trust and establish the relationship.

‘They support me at my level and with what I’m comfortable with’
It’s doable with support and guidance, helping build families’ strength and confidence. 
Effective help means support can eventually be withdrawn. 
Expertise is shared to determine where the challenge zone lies for individual  
families and to tailor appropriate support and guidance.

‘I don’t feel so alone, they listen to me and help me feel more confident’
Families are motivated to learn and work towards confidence and resilience.
Expertise is shared to identify families’ current strengths and challenges,  
and to offer options.
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The zone of proximal development 
The zone of proximal development 
(ZPD) refers to “The distance between 
the actual developmental level (ADL) 
as determined by independent 
problem solving and the level of 
potential development as determined 
through problem solving under adult 
guidance or in collaboration with 
more capable peers”1. Although 
originally developed and defined 
in relation to children’s learning, it 
applies equally to the ways helpers 
support parents in partnership2. 
Effective challenge targets this zone, 
working on what lies just ahead of 
what parents are currently able to 
do. Over time, what was previously 
overwhelming can come within this 
optimal challenge zone.

KEY CONCEPT
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ZPD / Optimal challenge zone

The optimal challenge zone is the zone 
of proximal development. It is crucial 
if partnership is to be impactful. It 
involves asking parents to do things 
that are unfamiliar, new, and often 
without certainty of being successful. 
Effective challenge has to be doable 
with support and guidance. Helpers can 
provide scaffolding to enable parents 
to move into this zone. Scaffolding can 
take the form of planning or rehearsing, 
in-the-moment guidance, written 
reminders or information, emotional 
support, and so on. 
The intention is that scaffolding  
will be withdrawn at the appropriate 
time. The question of readiness is  
not parents’ readiness for change,  
but readiness to act independently 
in what was previously the ZPD (ie. 
requiring support and guidance from 
another person).
The combination of correct judgement 
of where a parent’s optimal challenge 
zone lies, and provision of the relevant 
support and guidance needed for 
them to enter this zone, help to set 
parents up for success when taking 
on something difficult. In this way, 
challenge becomes less risky, and more 
likely to lead to positive outcomes and 
to nurture the partnership relationship.
Expertise is needed to determine when 
to challenge and what the focus of 
challenge should be. It is also needed to 
judge what scaffolding to put in place, 
and how to withdraw it in a gradual 
process that is planned and anticipated.
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comfort zone is now in 
the nice zone

What used to be in the 
challenge zone is now  
in the comfort zone

What used to be in  
the overwhelming  
zone is now in the 
challenge zone

Overwhelming zone

The ZPD does not stretch infinitely 
ahead of a person; it has a limit. 
Some challenge will be too much, 
even with support and guidance in 
place. Presenting challenge in this 
overwhelming zone may undermine  
the relationship, and have negative 
impacts on parents’ confidence, 
esteem, and readiness to take on more 
appropriate challenges.
The boundary between the challenge 
zone and overwhelming zone often 
relates to what matters to parents  
(see Pages 50–53). Parents can be 
ready to take on significant challenges 
if they feel that doing so is aligned with 
what matters to them. But relatively 
minor challenges that are seen as 
misaligned can quickly be experienced 
as overwhelming or counterproductive.
Scaffolding
Findings from our study showed that 
another key feature of ZPD theory 
applies to challenge in the context of 
impactful partnerships with parents.
What is in the challenge zone (ZPD) 
initially can become the comfort zone 
(actual level of development) over 
time. Appropriate support, guidance 
and other tools can help parents move 
into the challenge zone. When this 
scaffolding is withdrawn and parents 
can now cope independently with this 
specific issue or task, this is now their 
comfort zone. In other words, this is 
now the zone from which to set up for 
the next success in a new ZPD.
A new challenge zone then emerges 
just ahead of where the comfort zone 
now lies. In this way, what was once 
overwhelming can become achievable 
as the challenge zone advances. 
Seemingly impossible problems are 
tackled by focusing on what lies just 
ahead. This links with the characteristic 
of partnership as ‘grounded and 
grounding’ (see Pages 14–17). 
Groundedness refers to connecting 
with what is happening for families 
in the here and now. Challenge that 
targets the ZPD is grounded, but works 
to what ‘here and now’ might look like 
tomorrow or in the near future. This 
gives partnership movement while also 
remaining realistic.
Change often happens through many 
small steps (see Pages 26–29 [making 
change happen]) – fitting with the 
framing idea of ‘small things with big 
effects’ (see Pages 8–9 [impactful 
partnership]). However, sometimes 

these small steps can lead to significant 
leaps forward, especially as a result of 
challenges that build confidence and 
capacity, thereby changing a parent’s 
sense of what is possible.
Targeting challenge through ideas of 
the ZPD makes partnership a mind-
expanding process. Entering the ZPD 
is not about replacing old ideas with 
new ones, but about expanding what is 
possible. The mechanism for doing this 
relates to a core of Vygotsky’s theory. 
Rather than focusing on the nature of 
the problem, entering the ZPD with 
appropriate support and guidance  
helps parents to focus on the nature  
of the solution. 
For example, a parent is struggling to 
help her child settle for sleep during 
the night. The helper targets the ZPD, 
offering support and guidance just 
ahead of what the mother is already 
capable of. These include suggestions 
for gentle ways to help the child, which 
are rehearsed in the day and planned 
for the nights. Rather than focusing on 
sleep, the parent is focuses on creating 
a safe sleep space, and being consistent 
and predictable in the way she supports 
and comforts the child. Her attention 
shifts from the problem to the nature of 
the solution. Over time these become 
second nature to the parent. The 
mother’s ZPD has been lifted, and what 
was previously a challenge needing 
support and guidance is now part of 
her independent capacity. The journey 
towards bigger change has begun.

1 Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society: 
the development of higher psychological 
processes. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press. [Quotation in key 
concept box from p. 85]

2 Hopwood, N. (2015). Understanding 
partnership practice in primary health 
as pedagogic work: what can Vygotsky’s 
theory of learning offer? Australian 
Journal of Primary Health, 21(1), 9–13. 
doi:10.1071/PY12141

3 Goldstein, L. (1999). The relational zone: 
The role of caring relationships in the 
co-construction of mind. American 
Educational Research Journal, 36(3), 
647–673. 

4 Hopwood, N. (2016). Professional practice 
and learning: times, spaces, bodies, things.
Dordrecht: Springer. 

NOTES 



Concept How it relates to my practice
Nice and comfort 
zones – actual level 
of development

ZPD – optimal 
challenge zone

Overwhelming zone

Scaffolding

2. Linking ideas to practice
Now you have the concepts in mind, the next step is to connect them to  
your practice:

FRAMING IDEAS FOR 

Impactful Partnership

Diverse impacts

Small things with big effects

Mind-expanding

Intimate outsiders

Evolving art

Revision

Challenge is inevitable if helpers are 
going to facilitate positive change  
with families. Challenging effectively in 
partnership requires careful judgement 
about the timing, level and nature 
of challenge, the forms of support 
and guidance offered, and when to 
withdraw these without leaving parents 
feeling overwhelmed.

For more information on  
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/

Nice and comfort zones – actual level of development:

ZPD – optimal challenge zone:

Overwhelming zone:

Scaffolding:
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1.  Key concepts – check your understanding
In your own words, explain what each concept in challenging effectively means, and 
make connections to the framing ideas for impactful partnership where you can:
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3. Understanding the diagram below
In the diagram below, a professional 
establishes a relationship with a parent 
in a group over several weeks. She sets 
the parent up for challenge by listening, 
and moves her into the comfort zone 
through the group dynamic, building 
trust and understanding, until the 
parent invites her to help her at home. 
If this diagram doesn’t make sense to 
you, draw something that captures the 
ZPD or optimal challenge zone on a 
separate sheet.
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4. Working with  
the diagram to  
the right

Draw a line on the blank 
diagram to the right to 
show the zones you have 
moved through with a 
particular family. Label 
each point with specific 
things you have done.
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At the start of the relationship, 
the parent is overwhelmed

Setting the parent up for 
challenge within the group

Inviting challenge

Challenge
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6. 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.

What zones have I moved through with this family? 
What worked well in the past to judge where the optimal challenge 
zone lies and how to withdraw scaffolding? 
What does my knowledge of this family, and past experience,  
tell me to expect the optimal challenge zone will be for this family  
as we continue to work together?
What support and guidance could help you take on this challenge?
When have you felt comfortable, challenged, or overwhelmed?
What feels just in the overwhelming zone at the moment,  
but is something we could work towards bringing down into  
the optimal challenge zone?

QUESTIONS TO  
ADAPT AND ASK  

WITH PARENTS

QUESTIONS 
FOR REFLECTIVE 

PRACTICE

5. Working with the diagram  
to the right

Now, use the idea of progressive 
trajectories in the diagram (to the right) 
to pinpoint what has changed: What 
used to be in the ZPD but is now in the 
comfort or nice zone? What used to be 
overwhelming but is now in the ZPD?



Summary

Impactful partnership requires  
fluid movement between four  
different activities.
Each activity has a different focus and 
purpose and also involves different 
helper and parent responsibilities. 
They all relate to change, and so help 
to understand how impact is created 
through partnership.
They reveal how helper expertise  
can be used effectively in partnership. 
They also show how helper expertise 
comes into productive entanglement 
with what parents know (see Pages 
8–9). All the interactions we studied  
could be described in terms of these 
four activities1.
All the activities contribute to larger 
change, but they also all bring about 
changes in their own right. They are 
another example of the ‘small things, 
big effects’ principle.
Please note that the quotes in this 
section are from interviews with helpers.
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Four partnership 
activities

Partnership activity 
The term ‘partnership activity’ is 
used here in both an everyday and a 
particular, conceptual, sense. In everyday 
terms, it refers simply to what helpers 
and parents do together when working 
in partnership – talking, reflecting, 
carrying out physical actions, and so on.
The particular conceptual sense of 
partnership activity connects it with 
the learning theory that informed the 
ideas about the optimal challenge zone 
(and zone of proximal development; 
see Pages 34–37). In this case, activity 
is defined as something that people 
do together that is oriented around 
a particular purpose, or shaped by 
particular motives. Shifting from one 
partnership activity to another therefore 
implies a change in what is being 
worked on. The goals or bigger issues 
that drive the partnership can stay the 
same but the focus within this shifts. 
A shift from one activity to another 
brings with it changes in the 
responsibilities and expectations of both 
helpers and parents. It also requires 
different forms of expertise to be drawn 

KEY CONCEPT

on, and for them to be brought to 
bear in different ways (eg through 
particular kinds of questioning or 
through physical actions).
So, dynamic flow between partnership 
activities in the conceptual sense 
isn’t just about each change in topic 
or change in what those involved are 
doing. The idea points to changes 
that have implications for expertise 
and responsibility. All the partnership 
work documented in this study was 
done through four distinct activities.
Work done in one partnership activity 
typically shapes what happens in 
other activities; it can surface the 
need to shift into another activity, or 
can produce a resource that enables 
another activity to go beyond what 
was previously possible.
These ideas are explained in more 
detail in: 
Hopwood, N., & Clerke, T. (2016). Professional 
pedagogies of parenting that build resilience 
through partnership with families at risk: a 
cultural-historical approach. Pedagogy, Culture 
& Society, 24(4), 599–615. doi:10.1080/146813
66.2016.1197299

Locating and orienting 
change

Impactful partnership 
requires helpers to have a deep 
knowledge of how parents experience 
particular problems. This can be thought 
of as show me the ball. 

“I’m asking all this so I 
can think about the best 
strategies for you.”

The purpose of this activity is to 
understand the past – what has been 
happening and the effects on the family. 
It also begins the process of looking 
prospectively towards desired futures.

“That seems to be  
working well for you.”

The helper is responsible for asking 
appropriate questions and listening 
attentively. Parents are responsible 
for answering fully and honestly, even 
when these questions bring up strong 
emotions and relate to difficult issues.

“What do you think has 
brought about the change?”

Locating and orienting change depends 
on specific forms of expertise. Helpers 
need to be good at making parents feel 
comfortable, asking difficult questions 
in a non-threatening way, and listening/
watching for subtle cues that indicate 
there may be more going on. Helpers 
also need to use their specialist 
expertise to know what contextual 
features might be relevant, and to infer 
significance in what parents are saying.
How the helper follows up is important. 
Responses can affirm parents as 
capable, or begin the work of getting 
them to recognise their own knowledge 
and take it seriously.
We found that sometimes this activity 
was enough to bring about spontaneous 
change2. Just talking about problems to 
someone who cares but doesn’t judge 
can have important effects (see Section 
2 – Making change happen).

Creating new meaning for change

Concrete change for families 
begins with, and depends on, 
understanding problems in  
new ways. This is what brings 

solutions into view, and can be thought 
of as let’s look differently at the ball. 
This is a key way in which partnership 
is mind-expanding (Pages 8–9), as 
the same problems (child behaviours, 
parent struggles) are looked at with new 
eyes and imbued with new meanings 
that form the basis of new actions.

“What have you read or 
been told about this?”

The purpose is to re-interpret the past 
and anticipate the future in terms of 
ways to tackle the problem. Helpers 
often take the lead here, offering 
alternative explanations of why things 
have been happening and what might 
address them.

“What do you think is  
going through her mind 
when that happens?”

Parents need to have an open mind, 
and to communicate when things don’t 
make sense or when they are doubtful 
about new meanings. This is crucial: if 
parents aren’t convinced new meanings 
make sense and are relevant to them, 
they can’t be taken as a basis for change.
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1 See Hopwood, N., & Clerke, T. (2016). 
Professional pedagogies of parenting that build 
resilience through partnership with families at 
risk: a cultural-historical approach. Pedagogy, 
Culture & Society, 24(4), 599-615. doi:10.1080/1
4681366.2016.1197299 

2 Spontaneous change is mentioned in Day, C., 
Ellis, M., & Harris, L. (2015). Family Partnership 
Model: reflective practice handbook (2nd 
edition). London: Centre for Parent and Child 
Support, South London and Maudsley NHS 
Foundation Trust.

“You said it went well  
the other day, what  
did you do that time?”

When this is done well, helpers enrol 
parents in the process so that new 
meanings come from them as much  
as possible.
This makes bigger changes possible, 
but results in parents having a new 
relationship with the problems they are 
facing, in terms of how they understand 
causes and solutions.

Joint live action for change

This is when helpers offer 
hands-on support when 

a child needs immediate attention. 
It can arise when settling, feeding, 
or responding to toddler tantrums, 
for example, and can be thought 
of as let’s hold the ball together. In 
these moments, the helper provides 
scaffolding for actions that lie in a 
parent’s ZPD (see Pages 34–37) in 
the moment, as the new actions are 
happening, often for the first time.

“What you did was  
lovely, telling her  
what’s expected.”

The helper guides and supports 
parents in-the-moment. Parents are 
asked to follow this guidance, and 
communicate if they are finding it hard 
or uncomfortable.

“Did you hear that  
silence? Does she do that  
at home sometimes?”

To do this well, helpers have to be really 
good at giving clear guidance, reading 
children’s cues, assessing how parents 
are doing, and explaining why they are 
suggesting particular things. 

‘He’s responded  
beautifully to those 
strategies you’re using: 
your hands, your voice.”

On nearly every occasion of joint live 
action, success was defined in terms 
of giving it a go – trying something 
out to see if it worked, giving the child 
practice. This reduces the risk of failure 
and helps to make each instance of live 
action an example of positive change 
(even if, for example, the child needs to 
be held in arms to settle at the end).

Planning for change

Much effort and progress 
can be wasted if changes are not put 
in the wider family context. The most 
successful cases we studied involved 
careful planning, once promising 
solutions and strategies were identified. 
This can be thought of as parents 
holding a new (lighter) ball.

“We talked about how 
sometimes things go 
along really well and then, 
because children grow 
and change, there might 
be some change in what 
she wants to be happening 
and how, what she would 
do about that.” 

The helper is responsible for asking 
relevant questions. These depend 
on knowing factors that can impede 
change, such as parents neglecting self 
care. Parents have to disclose things 
that might get in the way of embedding 
change in the family. 
This creates change in itself by helping 
parents realise how other issues 
connect with the problem they are 
working on. 
It also secures bigger change.

Sequence of activities

In most cases we studied, the focus 
changed frequently and often rapidly 
from one activity to another. It doesn’t 
normally happen in one, smooth 
sequence. The diagrams below show 
how different interactions in home 
visiting and day stay services unfolded 
in terms of the four activities. Each 
activity is given a separate colour. This 
shows that there is not a single best 
way of going through the activities, but 
rather how navigating these is part of 
the evolving art of impactful partnership 
(see Pages 8–9).

When done well, each activity creates 
new possibilities for the others. For 
example, live action could prompt new 
meanings and help realise aspects of 
planning that need attention. Hence, 
the four activities are in a dynamic and 
expansive relationship with each other.

Locating and 
orientating change

Creating new  
meaning for change

Joint live action  
for change

Planning  
for change

NOTES 



Revision

Impactful partnership work involves 
frequent changes in the roles and 
responsibilities of helpers and parents. 
These can be thought of in terms of 
different partnership activities. Each one 
requires specific helper expertise, and 
navigating the fluid movement between 
them is a crucial part of the evolving art 
of partnership.

For more information on  
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/

W
O

RK
SH

EE
T 

8 
   

Fo
ur

 p
ar

tn
er

sh
ip

 a
cti

vi
tie

s

FRAMING IDEAS FOR 

Impactful Partnership

Diverse impacts

Small things with big effects

Mind-expanding

Intimate outsiders

Evolving art

Concept How it relates to my practice
Locating and 
orienting change

Creating new 
meaning for change

Joint live action  
for change

Planning for change

2. Linking ideas to practice
Now you have the concepts in mind, the next step is to connect them to  
your practice:

1.  Key concepts – check your understanding
In your own words, explain what each activity means, and make connections to the 
framing ideas for impactful partnership where you can:

Locating and orienting change:

Creating new meaning for change:

Joint live action for change:

Planning for change:

CREATING 
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FUTURES
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http://creating-better-futures.org/
http://
http://
http://


3. Understanding the diagram
The diamond represents the four 
activities related to change in which 
impactful partnership is built. Change 
occurs as helpers move fluidly between 
activities as they work with families. 
Helper expertise is used in each activity 
to contribute to larger change, while 
each also brings about change in its 
own right.  
If this diagram doesn’t make sense to 
you, draw something that captures 
the four partnership activities in which 
impactful partnership is built on a 
separate sheet.
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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.

What have I done to make progress through each activity?
What worked well in the past to use the outcomes of one  
activity to enhance work in another aspect of change?
How can I ensure we get the optimum balance between  
activities as we move forward?
What gives me confidence using my expertise in each activity?
What has changed for you so far? Tell me everything that  
is different now from when we started
How have these changes happened?
What is most important to you right now in terms of  
these four activities?
What aspects of what I’ve done have been most helpful?

QUESTIONS TO  
ADAPT AND ASK  

WITH PARENTS

QUESTIONS 
FOR REFLECTIVE 

PRACTICE

Locating and 
orientating change

Creating new  
meaning for change

Joint live action  
for change

Planning  
for change

4. Working with the diagram
Think of your last interaction with a 
family, or your work with that family as 
a whole. Shade in the rectangle to show 
the time you have spent in each activity 
and the sequence of flow between them.
Choose a colour to represent each of 
the four activities. Imagine the rectangle 
represents the whole of your last 
interaction with a particular family, or 

your work with them as a whole (over 
several interactions). Going from left 
to right and top to bottom, colour each 
square using the colours you have 
chosen to represent the time spent in 
each activity and the sequence between 
them (see the rectangle below left for 
an example). Alternatively, you might 
use letters (such as L, N, J and P – see 

the rectangle below left for the same 
sequence) instead of colours. Complete 
the blank rectangle below using the 
colours or letters you chose, and then 
write your reflections on what this tells 
you about your partnership practice (eg. 
balance and flow between activities), 
and what you might change in future.

 L L L N N J J

 J J L L L L L

 L L L L N N N

 N N N N J J J

 J J J J N N N

 N J J J J N N

 N N N P P P P

 J J J J J N N

 N N N P P P P



Noticing is the catalyst for these 
expansive and agency-building 
sequences. Without helpers noticing 
relevant things, there can be no  
follow-up. 
There are two pools of things that could 
potentially be noticed. One is things 
happening live during interaction with 
families. The second is what parents say 
about other times and places.

What we fail to notice 
cannot be acted upon.

Therefore noticing happens through  
two channels:
• Sensory channel – embodied 

expertise, based on attuning, 
seeing, hearing, sensing; live events, 
happening here and now

• Reported channel – verbal 
communication, based on soliciting 
relevant detail from parents; 
parents’ accounts, happened then 
and there.

Helpers’ alertness through these 
channels affects the potential to kick-
start these valuable sequences.
Using these channels effectively 
depends on different kinds of expertise. 
The sensory channel involves bodily 
attuning through multiple senses. 
The reported channel relies on the 
ability to help parents provided 
sufficiently detailed accounts of what 
has been happening and/or their hopes 
for the future.
We found that helpers noticed things 
about children, parents, and parent-
child interactions. 
What helpers notice would often 
have been overlooked by parents, or 
understood as mundane, irrelevant, or a 
sign of failure.

with significance and agency, parents’ 
bases for interpreting and acting in the 
world are expanded.
Noticing creates a pathway for expertise 
to be used in partnership with parents. 
Noticing happens through sensory and 
reported channels – either relating to 
what is going on right now, or what 
parents say about their situation. 
Therefore, this process is a way to 
achieve the grounding and grounded 
characteristics that are part of the 
essence of impactful partnership (see 
Pages 14–17) [section on characteristics].
This sequence can be used to:
• Build on existing strengths
• Enhance impact of guided change 
• Challenge parents
Using the notice-significance-attribution 
pathway makes practice responsive 
to what is happening in the moment 
and to what matters to parents. It also 
provides a constructive way in which to 
challenge parents.
In phases 1 and 2 of the study, when we 
observed helper-parent interactions, we 
saw this sequence over 1,500 times, in 
varied service contexts.
We refer to these steps as pedagogies 
of noticing. This highlights how the 
practitioner or volunteer helps parents 
learn (pedagogy), and that this is based 
on what the helper notices.

Summary

What helpers notice is crucial. By adding 
two further steps, helpers can transform 
noticing into something that drives 
positive change forward. The sequence 
of noticing, explaining significance, and 
attributing agency to parents doesn’t 
take long to complete. However each 
instance helps to empower parents, 
and contributes to larger change. This 
is another example of the ‘small things, 
big effects’ principle. It is also a means 
through which helpers’ expertise is 
brought into productive entanglement 
with what parents know and do (see 
Pages 8–9). 
Because what is noticed transforms 
ways of making sense of a particular 
action, behaviour or statement, this 
sequence also upholds the idea of 
partnership as a mind-expanding 
process (another key framing idea, see 
Pages 8–9). As a result of being coupled 

WHAT IS NOTICED

Child 
Actions – checking in with parent
Gestures – turning head away
Expressions – smiling
States – tied, hungry, alert

Parent 
Actions – using an alarm to wake a child
Beliefs – that their child is broken

Parent-child interaction 
Reading cues – parent thinks child  
is tired
Accomplishment – parent soothes child
Qualities – breastfeed is calm
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Making noticing count

Agency
Agency relates to what we are able 
to do. It is not a skill or talent. It is 
about someone’s capacity to influence 
the world around them and move in 
a particular direction. If someone is 
agentic, they can set goals to direct 
action, carry out relevant actions, and 
evaluate progress towards their goals1. 
Agency is not exclusively a property 
of an individual, but concerns how 
they relate to and work with others1. 
Being agentic is the opposite of being 
passive and helpless. Agency is not 
necessarily about ‘big’ moments 
that radically change things. Agency 
comes into play in how and why we 
use ‘tools’ including ideas, strategies 
and physical objects when working 
on a problem2. When these tools help 
us focus on the nature of a solution, 
rather than being occupied with a 
problem, then our capacity to act in 
the world is transformed. Of relevance 
to the noticing sequences discussed 
here is what helpers to do to enable 
parents to recognise their own agency, 
to foster parents’ sense of agency, and 
to facilitate further development and 
expression of that agency in the future.
(See ‘Agency of the child’ on Page 58).

KEY CONCEPT

Noticing
Expertise informs what is noticed  
in relation to Child / Parent /  
Parent-Child interaction



3 
PA

TH
W

AY
S 

FO
R 

EX
PE

RT
IS

E

43

Explaining significance
Helping parents understand  
why what is noticed matters

Attributing agency
Building confidence and capacity  
by highlighting parents’ role in  
what has been or can be achieved

This third step is vital in making noticing 
count. It concludes the sequence by 
making clear:
• Parents’ role in accomplishing 

something positive
• Parents’ role in making change 

happen
• Potential for parents to make 

positive change happen.
This can have a huge impact on bigger 
change processes – it can produce 
helpful contagion as parents feel 
confident and capable to try other 
things and commit to new challenges. 
It can show parents that progress is 
being made even if the final goal is 
not yet reached. This can solidify the 
partnership relationship and boost 
parents’ commitment to the process.
Attributing agency can also build 
parents’ confidence and help them 
value themselves. This is important  
in making change happen (see Section 
2, Pages 26–29). It also helps parents  
feel up to taking on challenges,  
avoiding the sense that they are not 
ready for change.
This can be a crucial focus in  
challenging parents (see also Pages 
34–37). We found many examples  
when helpers used this three-step 
pathway to challenge parents’ 
judgements of themselves as failing, 
hopeless, and unable to do anything  
to make change happen. 

Making noticing count requires helpers 
to explain the significance of what has 
been noticed in relation the problem 
they are working on with parents.
In this step, helpers use their  
expertise to make connections 
 between what they noticed and what 
matters to parents. To have any impact, 
these connections have to make sense 
to parents.
Accomplishing this is not just about 
stating facts. It is about making reasons 
clear. Because of this, then that. 

“They can be happy playing 
on the floor. Then when 
we pick them up, they start 
to cry. You think, what 
have I missed? But you 
haven’t missed anything. 
Often they’re just letting 
you know, my needs need 
to be met now.”

(Helper)

COMPLETE SEQUENCE OF NOTICING CONTEXT AND CHANNEL 

Nurse: I like the way you’re feeding him upright –  
he can have more control over what comes out

Day stay, sensory channel, building 
on strengths

Mother: I’m taking her to listen to the tap running, 
whatever works
Nurse: So you’re finding what you can do to ease her 
stress levels

Home visiting, reported channel, 
building on strengths

Baby grizzles while on tummy
Nurse: That’s enough, we don’t want her getting 
upset

Home visiting, sensory channel, 
enhancing guided change

Mother: I set the alarm to feed, but both boys  
are screaming
Nurse: How would you feel if you let them wake you?

Home visiting, reported channel, 
challenging parents

“Really lovely strategies 
you’re doing to help 
her. You’re probably not 
realising all the wonderful 
things you’re doing.”

(Helper)

“He used to be unhappy,  
at mothers’ group,  
all the happy babies  
but he wasn’t. But now  
he’s delightful.” 

(Parent)

“Sounds like you’re 
enjoying being a mum.”

(Helper)

Context matters

This pathway was used in all the settings 
we observed. However, there were 
differences between services in terms of 
how noticing was made to count. 
In some services, helpers relied  
more on the reported channel  
(like in home visiting, where actual 
contact time is short), while in others 
the sensory channel was used more  
(as in playgroups, toddler clinics  
and day stays).

NOTES 

1 See Edwards, A. (2005). Relational agency: 
learning to be a resourceful practitioner. 
International Journal of Educational Research, 
43(3), 168-182. doi:10.1016/j.ijer.2006.06.010

2 See Engeström , Y. (2011). From design 
experiments to formative interventions. 
Theory & Psychology, 21(5), 598-628. 
doi:10.1177/0959354311419252



Revision

We cannot act on things we don’t 
notice. What helpers notice is crucial. 
Small, mundane things that may be 
overlooked or negatively evaluated can 
be transformed into significant, positive 
insights that are linked to parents’  
sense of agency.

For more information on  
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/
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FRAMING IDEAS FOR 

Impactful Partnership

Diverse impacts

Small things with big effects

Mind-expanding

Intimate outsiders

Evolving art

Concept How it relates to my practice
Noticing

Attaching 
significance

Attributing agency

2. Linking ideas to practice
Now you have the concepts in mind, the next step is to connect them to  
your practice:

1.  Key concepts – check your understanding
In your own words, explain what each step involves, and make connections to the 
framing ideas for impactful partnership where you can:

Noticing:

Attaching significance:

Attributing agency:

CREATING 
BETTER 
FUTURES
  © Hopwood & Clerke 2018
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3. Understanding the diagram
The diagram below represents the 
three steps in which helpers use their 
expertise to make noticing count in 
impactful partnership. The sequence 
of noticing, explaining significance and 
attributing agency to parents helps to 
empower parents and contributes to 
larger change.  
If this diagram doesn’t make sense to 
you, draw something that captures the 
steps in which noticing can be made 
to count in impactful partnership on a 
separate sheet.
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4. Working with the diagram
Think of your last interaction with a 
family. 
1. Write down what happened in an 

instance where you completed the 
three steps.

2. If there was something you 
noticed but didn’t develop through 
significance and attributing agency, 
write down what you could say  
next time this comes up, to complete 
the sequence.

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.

What have I noticed in my work with this family, and how have I made 
this count?
What worked well in the past to build parents’ confidence by 
attributing agency?
How could I enrich the pool of things to notice through both the 
sensory and reported channels? 
What can I do to make sure the things I notice are made to count? (ie. 
not to forget significance and agency)
What small things do you pay attention to now that you maybe missed 
or thought were less important before?
What has helped you feel more positive about your parenting?
What has helped you take on challenges in the past?
What do you feel ready to take on now?

QUESTIONS TO  
ADAPT AND ASK  

WITH PARENTS

QUESTIONS 
FOR REFLECTIVE 

PRACTICE

Noticing

Explaining significance

Attributing agency

Key concept

Agency relates to what we are able 
to do. It is not a skill or talent. It 
is about someone’s capacity to 
influence the world around them 
and move in a particular direction.



Summary
Parents often find themselves torn 
between two different courses of action. 
They get stuck because there is no clear 
way to decide what to do. We found 
that some helpers used a very special 
technique to help parents in these 
impossible situations. This technique 
was a crucial component of the evolving 
art of impactful partnership (see Pages 
8–9): while the principle underpinning 
it is consistent, the details are different 
every time and require helpers to attune 
their intervention to the specifics of a 
particular problem and its context.

“I repeat myself, then 
scream. He hits me.   
I don’t want him to think 
I’m always shouting.” 

(Parent, before toddler clinic)

This technique can be understood as  
an example of what Vygotsky called 
double stimulation1 (see key concept 
box). The version of it presented here 
is based on a recently developed 
conceptual model2. Double stimulation 
is another way in which helper expertise 
becomes productively entangled with 
what parents know and with their 
immediate situation (see Pages 8–9). 
The way to resolve the impossible 
situation is an example of a small thing 
that has a big effect: the solutions are 
typically everyday objects, or simple 
ideas, but they have a significant effect 
in creating a way out of impossible 
situations for parents.
This technique works its magic by 
diagnosing and addressing the true 
cause of the problem. This has nothing 
to do with parents lacking love for their 
children, or not wanting what is best 
for them. It is about needing additional 
tools to resolve to enable parents to feel 
in control rather than trapped between 
a rock and a hard place.
These tools can be ideas, actions, or 
household objects. They play a special 
function in providing a means to escape 
dilemmas. This is a mind-expanding 
process (see Pages 8–9) because the 
meaning of everyday tools and ideas 
changes (expanding interpretations) 
and is linked to a changing basis for 
parents’ responses to difficult situations 
(expanding actions).

What do impossible situations  
look like?

Impossible situations are more common 
that we might think. We found many 
examples in our study. Some can be 
quite serious, others less so. Regardless, 
if they aren’t addressed, problems can 
develop or get worse. 

Examples of impossible situations
Wanting to cuddle a misbehaving 
toddler but also wanting to take a 
firm stance and not reward aggression 
with attention
Wanting to be with a child struggling 
to fall asleep but finding it stressful 
when she cries
Wanting to try out new strategies but 
finding it easier to go back to normal 
Wanting to protect the child from 
viruses but also wanting to build her 
immunity and socialise.

What is common to all these  
situations is that both options reflect 
positive desires. It is not a choice 
between good and bad, but an 
impossible choice between two versions 
of doing the right thing. 
Parents find themselves pulled in 
opposite directions. When this happens, 
they can be at the mercy of the 
situation, rather than feeling they are in 
control of their decisions and actions.
The solution requires a particular  
kind of intervention. Seeing how this 
works shows that special kinds of 
expertise are needed.

Message 1. My baby’s  
hands smell bad

Message 2. Mittens stop dirt 
getting into the baby’s mouth

Parent is pulled between 
two important motives

Situation impossible 

Neither motives  
nor messages tell  

the parent what to do

Parent is trapped

Helper diagnoses  
what is missing: parents’ 
control over her actions

Parent picks up 
contradictory messages

Helper hears  
the messages and 

notices the conflict

Helper understands 
parents’ reasons

Motive 1. I want  
to stop the smell

Motive 2. I want to protect  
my baby from germs
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Escaping impossible 
situations

Double stimulation 
The idea of double stimulation 
comes from Vygotsky1–3. It explains 
how people escape from situations 
where they are trapped between two 
equally balanced ways of acting. This 
dilemma is called the first stimulus: 
a problem that grabs our attention. 
The solution rests in finding and using 
an appropriate second stimulus. A 
second stimulus can be an object, an 
bodily action, or even an idea. What 
gives something special status as a 
second stimulus is that it changes the 
situation: what was an impossible 
decision becomes possible. The person 
has taken back control. We might do 
this by counting out loud to three 
when we have to take a medicine that 
we know tastes unpleasant. Parenting 
involves many dilemmas where it isn’t 
easy to decide what to do, because 
love for a child and a desire to protect 
them often suggest contrary ways of 
acting. In such situations, helpers can 
make an impact by finding appropriate 
second stimuli – what we call ‘external 
signposts and action tools’. 

KEY CONCEPT

1 For more details of how this works in child 
and family services, see Hopwood, N., & 
Gottschalk, B. (2017). Double stimulation 
“in the wild”: Services for families with 
children at risk. Learning, Culture and 
Social Interaction, 13, 23–37. doi:10.1016/j.
lcsi.2017.01.003
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Escape through use of external 
signposts and action tools

What the helper does next is crucial. 
The escape relies on suggesting one 
or more action tools that can be used 
to feel back in control. These shift 
attention from the problem to the 
nature of the solution, and as such they 
act as signposts.
Such action tools were found to be 
most secure and effective when they 
were ‘external’ in some way. This means 
the escape to the impossible situation 
was not a question of asking parents to 
dig deep or change something about 
their core values and motives. Rather 
the action tool was a cue or prompt 
from the external environment, or 
something they could do physically, 
acting outwards from their body onto 
the world (like talking aloud, particular 
gestures, movements etc.).
This externality is important because it 
shifts the burden of the decision, away 
from an impossible dilemma, to a way 
of acting via something else.
These action tools can be things like 
deep breathing, helping parents calm 
down and go back to their distressed 
child. They can be based on rules or 
patterns in practices, like those in 
Parent-Child Interaction Therapy around 
giving commands.

“I’m just not the shouty 
mum any more.” 

(Parent, after toddler clinic)

We found that action tools were not 
always easy for parents to use, or were 
not immediately acceptable. So, the 
most effective helpers realised this and 
worked to secure parents’ commitment 
to using the action tools. 
In the diagram, the action tools  
included empathising with the child 
(to realise constant mitten-wearing 
could be frustrating), observing other 
children’s (bare) hands, and asking her 
partner for help.

2 For a full explanation of the theoretical model 
of double stimulation see Sannino, A. (2015). 
The principle of double stimulation: a path 
to volitional action. Learning, Culture and 
Social Interaction, 6, 1–15. doi:10.1016/j.
lcsi.2015.01.001

3 For a widely available translation of a relevant 
part of Vygotsky’s original work see Vygotsky, 
L. S. (1978). Mind in society: the development 
of higher psychological processes. Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press.

Then, recognise conflicting motives

What makes the situation impossible  
is that these messages are each tied  
to deeper motives. These motives are 
also in conflict, pulling the parent in 
opposite directions.
In order to find an escape, the helper 
has to discover these conflicting  
motives and recognise that they are 
both legitimate.
Sometimes these motives are relatively 
obvious. Sometimes the helper needs to 
ask why something matters to a parent. 
Making the connection from messages 
to motives is important – not only 
because it is needed to address the true 
cause of the problematic situation, but 
because it is also a way for the helper 
to show they are working on parents’ 
terms – with what matters to them (see 
Pages 50–53 [next section]).
Once these motives are uncovered, the 
true cause of the impossible situation 
can be discovered: we understand why 
it is so difficult for the parent to decide 
what to do, that there are good reasons 
why she is stuck.
In the diagram, the motives are to  
stop the smell and protect the child 
from germs. Both are legitimate, but 
they don’t help the parent decide  
what to do.

The diagram above shows an example 
involving a mother who found it hard to 
remove mittens from her child’s hands, 
but who was disturbed by their smell.

First, recognise conflicting messages

The process begins by recognising  
the difficulty parents are in as an 
impossible situation. 
Those involved have to understand that 
there are conflicting messages. These 
messages are stimuli – something that 
parents notice and want to respond to.

Helpers have to 
recognise conflicting 
messages as an indicator  
of impossible situations.

Such messages can come directly from 
children, as when they rub their eyes 
showing tiredness, or lash out in anger. 
They can also come from parents, as 
when they feel their heart racing when 
they feel anxious, or from their ideas 
about parenting.
These messages can also be indirect, as 
when nappies tell us something about a 
child’s nutrition, or smells tell us about 
bacteria on a child’s mittens.
The key point is recognising that the 
messages convey opposing needs: do 
this versus do that. 
In the diagram, the messages are the 
smell from the mittens (take them off!), 
and the idea that mittens keep children 
safe by stopping them putting their 
hands in their mouth (keep them on!).

External signposts  
and action tools

Actions to calm down
Noticing others

Empathising with child
Focusing on other things

Parent uses new action tools

Helper offers ways to 
take control of actions

Parent now has means to 
escape impossible situations

Helper works to secure  
the action tools in place

NOTES 



Revision

Impossible situations come up all 
the time in parenting. An impossible 
situation is when a parent is torn 
between two different ways of acting 
because there is no easy way to  
decide which to do. They often arise 
when trying to implement changes 
(do what is familiar and easy vs do 
something strange and difficult). The 
key for helpers is to recognise when 
these situations arise, and to address 
what is missing: the means to take  
back control and change how the 
decision gets made. 

For more information on  
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/
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FRAMING IDEAS FOR 

Impactful Partnership

Diverse impacts

Small things with big effects

Mind-expanding

Intimate outsiders

Evolving art

Concept How it relates to my practice
Conflict of messages

Conflict of motives

External signposts 
and action tools

2. Linking ideas to practice
Now you have the concepts in mind, the next step is to connect them to  
your practice:

1.  Key concepts – check your understanding
In your own words, explain what each aspect of double stimulation (see key concept 
box) involves, and make connections to the framing ideas for impactful partnership 
where you can:

Conflict of messages:

Conflict of motives:

External signposts and action tools:

CREATING 
BETTER 
FUTURES
  © Hopwood & Clerke 2018
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3. Understanding the diagram
The diagram below represents the 
technique and tools helpers use to 
diagnose the cause of parents getting 
stuck and provide a means for them 
to escape dilemmas in impactful 
partnership. The technique involves 
recognising conflicting messages and 
motives, and then using tools such as 
ideas, actions or household objects.  
If this diagram doesn’t make sense to 
you, draw something that captures the 
ways in which impactful partnership 
helps families escape impossible 
situtations on a separate sheet.

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.

What conflicting messages and motives have I noticed that  
create impossible situations in this family?
What worked well as action tools to resolve similar situations  
in the past?
How can I identify other impossible situations with this family  
in the future?
What are the tricky moments for you when it’s hardest to  
know what to do?
How have you made the decision what to do in the past?
What tricky moments would you like us to work on together.

QUESTIONS TO  
ADAPT AND ASK  

WITH PARENTS

QUESTIONS 
FOR REFLECTIVE 

PRACTICE

4. Working with the diagram
Think of your last interaction with a 
family. 
1. Write down what happened in an 

instance where you completed the 
three steps.

2. If there was something you 
noticed but didn’t develop through 
significance and attributing agency, 
write down what you could say  
next time this comes up, to complete 
the sequence.

Message 1. My baby’s  
hands smell bad

Message 2. Mittens stop dirt 
getting into the baby’s mouth

Parent is pulled between 
two important motives

Situation impossible 

Neither motives  
nor messages tell  

the parent what to do

Parent is trapped

Helper diagnoses  
what is missing: parents’ 
control over her actions

Parent picks up 
contradictory messages

Helper hears  
the messages and 

notices the conflict

Helper understands 
parents’ reasons

Motive 1. I want  
to stop the smell

Motive 2. I want to protect  
my baby from germs

External signposts  
and action tools

Actions to calm down
Noticing others

Empathising with child
Focusing on other things

Parent uses new action tools

Helper offers ways to 
take control of actions

Parent now has means to 
escape impossible situations

Helper works to secure  
the action tools in place

Think of the last time you worked with 
a parent who described a situation 
where they didn’t know what to do, 
or struggled to act in a particular way. 
This could be when they found it hard 
to implement changes even when they 
wanted to.

1. What messages was the parent 
attending to?

2. What motives were linked to  
those messages?

3. What external signposts and action 
tools did you suggest?

4. What did you need to do to 
make the use of these new tools 
acceptable and secure?

4. Working with the diagram

Key concept: double stimulation

Double stimulation explains how 
people escape from situations 
where they are trapped between 
two equally balanced ways of 
acting. In such situations, helpers 
can make an impact by finding 
appropriate second stimuli –  
what we call ‘external signposts 
and action tools’.

See (1) Sannino, A. (2015). The principle 
of double stimulation: a path to volitional 
action. Learning, Culture and Social 
Interaction, 6, 1–15. doi:10.1016/j.
lcsi.2015.01.001;  
(2) Hopwood, N., & Gottschalk, B. (2017). 
Double stimulation “in the wild”: Services 
for families with children at risk. Learning, 
Culture and Social Interaction, 13, 23–37. 
doi:10.1016/j.lcsi.2017.01.003 



One shared focus, different  
‘what matters’

Impactful partnership does not  
require what matters to helpers and 
parents to be the same. Working with 
what matters is not about sameness, 
but about being explicit about what 
matters, recognising differences, and 
aligning responses accordingly. This  
is why the concept of common 
knowledge highlights differences  
(see concept box left). 
This is also reflected in the diagram [see 
below] – there are two arrows showing 
that while the helper and parent are 
working on the same problem together, 
what matters to them in doing that 
work can be different. However, both 
arrows are converging on that shared 
problem – showing that these what 
matters are aligned. If the arrows are 
parallel, then the partnership will likely 
run into problems.

Why working with what matters 
requires skill and effort 

There are several challenges for the 
helper working effectively with what 
matters in impactful partnership. 
1. To have a reflective awareness of 

what matters as a helper working 
with a particular family. 

2. To make what matters to them 
explicit and available to parents

3. To solicit or detect what matters  
to parents

4. To align their responses, suggestions, 
guidance and support with what 
matters to parents.

This is a mind-expanding process, as the 
helper learns more about parents, and 
parents learn new ways of connecting 
what matters to them with actions they 
take. When helpers stay true to what 
matters to them, specialist expertise 
can come into productive entanglement 
with what parents know and their 
everyday experiences of parenting.

What matters to parents

Parenting is infused with values and 
motives about what kind of family to be, 
what kind of relationships the child will 
have with her or his caregivers. ‘What 
matters’ refers to what parents feel is 
important, the things they are attached 
to, and the aspects of parenting and 
childhood they value. What matters 
shapes aspects that parents may be 
open to changing or where compromise 
may be made, as well as those that are 
protected and cherished strongly.
Discussing outcomes in terms of 
children’s or parents’ learning with 
parents (see Pages 58–65) can be a 
useful way to find out what matters  
to parents.

What matters to helpers

What matters to a helper could be 
developing the agency of parents in 
relation to the developmental  
trajectory of a child (see Pages 48  
and 52 [where agency and agency of the 
child key concept boxes are]).  
It may also matter to develop particular 
kinds of relationships (as described in 
Section 1), and of course always, to  
keep children safe and foster their 
healthy development.
Helpers are intimate outsiders in family 
life (see Pages 8–9). Part of the intimacy 
involves learning about parents’ deeply 
held motives and values. Being an 
outsider means that what matters to 
helpers will often not be exactly the 
same as what matters to parents.

Summary

What made the difference between 
successful and less successful 
partnerships was whether the helper 
understood what mattered to parents, 
and aligned her suggestions and 
actions with that understanding. ‘What 
matters’ is a phrase researchers have 
used in relation to concept of ‘common 
knowledge’ (see concept box above) 
and questions of motives1,2.
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Working with what 
matters: helper-parent

Common knowledge 
A specific concept of ‘common 
knowledge’ has been developed by 
Anne Edwards1, and connects with 
other Vygotskian concepts used in this 
handbook (like the zone of proximal 
development, Page 34, and double 
stimulation, Page 46). In the context 
of people collaborating on complex 
problems (precisely what is involved in 
working in partnership with parents of 
children at risk), common knowledge 
isn’t about everyday knowledge or even 
having the same knowledge in common.
Common knowledge, in the sense used 
here, is made up of what matters to 
helpers and parents, the motives that 
shape and take impactful partnership 
practice forward2. Put most simply, 
common knowledge is a respectful 
understanding of others’ motives.
Common knowledge is important 
because it can represent differences 
between people working together, 
and enable them to consider the 
consequences of these differences for 
how they should proceed3. 

KEY CONCEPT

HELPER

What matters to helper

Shared problem: 
an aspect of children’s 
development and wellbeing

Common knowledge:  
respectful understanding of  
what matters to each other

What matters to parent

PARENT

What matters to parent and 
helper is likely to be different. 
These differences need to be 
recognised but not eliminated. 

NOTES 
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ways in which they could take more of 
a lead in settling. Having heard that the 
parents were force-feeding the child, 
what mattered to the nurse was also 
establishing relaxed feeding in which the 
child had some control.

“I don’t see why this is 
necessary, we can get  
her to sleep on her  
own terms.” 

(Parent, later in day stay)

Good progress was made in relation to 
feeding. The nurses’ suggestions that 
they let the child feed herself, focusing 
on making mealtimes relaxed and fun, 
aligned with the parents’ values of  
child-led parenting. 
However, suggestions relating to settling 
were resisted by the parents. They felt 
they were making things harder for their 
daughter. The nurse acted in good faith, 
offering strategies that aligned with 
the parents’ goals. But, because what 
mattered to them wasn’t clear to the 
nurse, the intervention failed. 
This shows how important it is for 
helpers to understand what matters to 
parents and align interventions with this 
(a detailed account of this example is 
available on request1).

1 Hopwood, N., & Edwards, A. (2017). How 
common knowledge is constructed and 
why it matters in collaboration between 
professionals and clients. International 
Journal of Educational Research, 83, 107–119. 
doi:10.1016/j.ijer.2017.02.007

2 Edwards, A. (2017). Revealing relational work. 
In A. Edwards (Ed.), Working relationally 
in and across practices: cultural-historical 
approaches to collaboration (pp. 1–21). 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

3 Carlile, P. R. (2004). Transferring, translating 
and transforming: an integrative framework 
for managing knowledge across boundaries. 
Organization Science, 15(5), 555–568. 
doi:10.1287/orsc.1040.0094

get into deeper issues of what matters. 
However this is an illusion: impactful 
partnership works when it addresses 
what matters. When a more surface 
approach seems to work, this is likely 
because it addresses what matters, even 
if what matters was not made explicit.
Finding out what matters to parents 
is different from identifying and 
negotiating goals. Goals may need 
to be deliberated in order to be 
sufficiently focused or achievable. 
Exploring deeper motives may require 
finely honed skills in helping parents 
consider their values and priorities. 
While motives may be deeply held, they 
may not be talked about often, and 
may only be at the edges of parents’ 
conscious thought. Helpers may come 
to understand what matters to parents 
indirectly, by listening carefully to how 
parents respond to particular ideas or 
suggestions, or detecting hints from 
the ways they talk about the challenges 
they are facing.

An example

The example in the diagram [below] 
relates to parents at a day stay. Their 
stated goals were to reduce their 
daughter’s night waking and increase 
her solid food intake.

“If there’s a way to help  
her eat better, and sleep 
better, we want to know.”

(Parent, start of day stay)

What mattered for the parents in the 
example was child-led parenting and 
minimal crying. However, this was not 
discovered until later on in the process. 
What mattered to the nurse was 
developing the parents’ capacity. They 
said they were ‘suckers’ who ‘concede 
too much’. So, the nurse suggested 

Each of these challenges requires both 
skill and effort on the part of the helper. 
The first will likely have some consistent 
features and some that vary depending 
on the family in question. The other 
three all require deliberate and focused 
attention in the course of work with 
parents. We found these are achieved 
in very different ways, reflecting 
helpers’ styles, personality and their 
assessments of what will work well with 
these parents in this situation.

What matters and goals

The idea of what matters is related to 
but different from goals. A goal usually 
relates to a particular change that can 
be accomplished, or an end-state that 
is desired. ‘What matters’ refers to 
something deeper and more enduring. 
For example, a mother may express a 
goal that her child will settle more easily 
at night and perhaps remain asleep 
for longer. What matters to her in this 
may include that her husband can be 
involved in bedtime routines, which 
may mean that the settling approach 
has to accommodate the father’s work 
schedules. This ‘what matters’ reflects 
values relating to paternal involvement 
in child rearing, motives to share 
parenting and the child developing 
strong relationships with both parents. 
These have an important bearing on 
what it means to work towards the 
settling-related goals.
A key finding from the study was that 
determining goals and then suggesting 
ways to meet those goals is not 
sufficient to secure outcomes through 
partnership. A helper can offer all sorts 
of advice, guidance and support that 
are linked to a particular goal, but these 
may be rejected by a parent because 
they don’t address, or even conflict 
with, what matters.
Sometimes it can seem like defining 
goals is enough, without the need to 

HELPER
What matters to helper:
Developing parent’s capacity
Self-settling, relaxed feeding

Shared problem: 
Child’s wellbeing –  
sleeping and feeding

Understanding what matters:  
Absent in relation to sleeping
Present in relation to feeding

What matters to parent:
Child-led parenting
Ease of falling asleep, child’s eating

PARENT



Revision

Helpers and parents care about 
different things, even when they are 
working together on a shared problem. 
Recognising these differences and 
making them explicit can produce 
a valuable resource that enables 
impactful partnership to unfold in a 
way that is acceptable to parents and 
secures their commitment to taking 
on challenges and persisting with 
unfamiliar strategies. Helper expertise 
is needed to solicit what matters to 
parents, to make what matters to them 
as helpers explicit, and to align their 
responses accordingly.

For more information on  
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/
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Impactful Partnership

Diverse impacts

Small things with big effects

Mind-expanding

Intimate outsiders

Evolving art

Concept How it relates to my practice
What matters to 
parent

What matters to 
helper

Common knowledge 
between helper and 
parent about what 
matters to each

2. Linking ideas to practice
Now you have the concepts in mind, the next step is to connect them to  
your practice:

1.  Key concepts – check your understanding
In your own words, explain what each aspect of what matters between helper 
and parent involves, and make connections to the framing ideas for impactful 
partnership where you can:

What matters to parent:

What matters to helper:

Common knowledge between helper and parent about what matters to each:

CREATING 
BETTER 
FUTURES
  © Hopwood & Clerke 2018
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The diagram below represents the 
relationships between what matters 
to parents and helpers trying to work 
in impactful partnership. Common 
knowledge of what matters can be  
used as a resource for interventions  
that move beyond working towards 
shared goals alone.
If this diagram doesn’t make sense  
to you, draw something that 
captures the ways in which helpers’ 
understanding of what matters to 
parents contributes to impactful 
partnership on a separate sheet.

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.

4. Working with the diagram
Think of a family you are working 
with currently or have worked with 
previously. Complete the blank diagram 
(see right) or use a separate sheet if you 
need more space, in relation to one key 
problem or issue that you worked on 
together – this is the ‘shared problem’. 
Once you have written what mattered 
to you and to the parent in the relevant 
places, write what the ‘common 
knowledge’ made possible. 

Common knowledge, in the 
sense used here, is made up 
of what matters to helpers and 
parents, the motives that shape 
and take impactful partnership 
practice forward. Put most simply, 
common knowledge is a respectful 
understanding of others’ motives.
Common knowledge is important 
because it can represent 
differences between people 
working together, and enable them 
to consider the consequences of 
these differences for how they 
should proceed. 

See (1) Edwards, A. (2017). Revealing 
relational work. In A. Edwards (Ed.), 
Working relationally in and across 
practices: cultural-historical approaches 
to collaboration (pp. 1–21). Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 
(2) Carlile, P. R. (2004). Transferring, 
translating and transforming: an 
integrative framework for managing 
knowledge across boundaries. 
Organization Science, 15(5), 555–568. 
doi:10.1287/orsc.1040.0094

HELPER

What matters to helper

Shared problem: 
an aspect of children’s 
development and wellbeing

Common knowledge:  
respectful understanding of  
what matters to each other

What matters to parent

PARENT

What matters to parent and 
helper is likely to be different. 
These differences need to be 
recognised but not eliminated. 

HELPER

What matters to helper

Shared  
problem

Common  
knowledge

What matters to parent

PARENT

What do I know about what matters to parents in relation to the 
problem we are working on?
What worked well in the past to ensure my suggestions were aligned 
with what mattered to parents?
How can I be sure that the help I’m offering aligns with what  
matters to these parents?
What is important to you about this issue / problem?
What boundaries or criteria would you want to have in place  
in terms of strategies we might use?
If we were to be successful in our work on this problem, what  
would success look like, in detail?

QUESTIONS TO  
ADAPT AND ASK  

WITH PARENTS

QUESTIONS 
FOR REFLECTIVE 

PRACTICE

Key concept: common knowledge (helper-parent)



Making what matters 
to the child visible to 
parents can be the basis 
for significant changes in 
parents’ capacity to provide 
the care and nurture they 
wish for their child.

How it works

Just as in the case of what matters 
between helpers and parents (see Pages 
50–53), this process works by creating a 
new resource (common knowledge) that 
changes the way in which two (or more) 
people work together on a complex 
problem. In this case it is the parent and 
the child working together on issues 
like sleep and settling, breastfeeding, 
transitions to solid foods, managing 
behaviour, and so on.
The process works on the assumption 
that key to supporting children when 
there is some difficulty is understanding 
what matters to them.
The diagram [below] illustrates the key 
ideas. A parent and child are working 
together on a shared problem, like 
learning to sleep or feed. What matters 
to each of them is not the same (hence 
they are shown separately on the 
diagram). If the parent understands 
what matters to the child, then common 
knowledge can emerge as a useful 
resource. It can enable the parent to 
interact with and respond to the child 
in a way that meets the needs of the 
child. In doing so the parent is showing 
the child that they are in tune with what 
matters to them.

How it is done

This particular aspect of impactful 
partnership requires a special set of 
knowledge and skills on the part of 
the helper. Helpers have to interpret a 

Each time, the parent’s attention shifted 
from a task focus to a focus on their 
relationship with the child and making 
the experience positive for the child.
The means of doing this vary depending 
on the age of the child, the issue in 
focus, and the kind of service. In all 
cases, helpers used their expertise to 
help parents understand what matters 
to the child. It is not always obvious or 
clear what matters to children: they 
can send mixed, confusing or even 
apparently contradictory messages. 
This is not just the case with pre-verbal 
children who don’t have words.  
Making what matters to the child 
visible to parents can be the basis for 
significant changes in parents’ capacity 
to provide the care and nurture they 
wish for their child.
This is a mind-expanding process  
(see Pages 8–9) in that the ways of 
making sense of the child are multiplied 
(expanding interpretations), and these 
then form a new basis for interacting 
with the child (expanding actions). 
The common knowledge (see Page 50 
key concept box) between parent and 
child that emerges through this kind of 
intervention is both a tool used to work 
on immediate and recurrent parenting 
challenges, and an outcome of  
impactful partnership.
This common knowledge is itself a  
result of productive entanglement  
(see Pages 8–9) between the expertise 
of the helper and the knowledge, 
actions and situation of the family.  
It can be understood as a small thing 
with a big effect in the sense that a 
particular insight into what matters to a 
child can lead to significant changes in 
many parent-child interactions  
and in turn lead to changes in a  
child’s developmental trajectory, 
parents’ confidence, and broader  
family wellbeing.

Readers are encouraged to read the 
what matters (helper-parent) section 
before this one, as the idea of common 
knowledge and the distinction between 
what matters and goals are also highly 
relevant here.

Summary

One way in which impactful partnership 
came about was by helping parents 
understand what matters to their child. 
In the process, what mattered to the 
parents often changed too. The motives 
of the parent and child were revealed in 
a way that meant the parents’ actions 
could be refocused to better support 
the child.
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Working with what 
matters: parent-child

Mediation
Mediation is a key concept in 
Vygotsky’s original works1 and in much 
contemporary research that is inspired 
by his ideas2. It helps to think first of 
someone working on a problem, like 
how to remember a set of related 
ideas. This could be the five features 
of special play that are an important 
part of parent-child interaction 
therapy3. Working directly on this is 
hard. However if a mediating tool is 
used then it becomes much easier. In 
this case the ideas are pulled together 
in an easy-to-remember mnemonic 
‘PRIDE’ (standing for praise, reflection, 
imitation, description, enjoyment). The 
problem of remembering is redirected 
via ‘PRIDE’. The parent’s attention 
is less focused on the problem of 
remembering and more on the means 
to the solution. Mediation is the term 
used to describe processes where a 
tool is used in this way. The tool can be 
something physical or an idea. 

KEY CONCEPT

CHILD
What matters to child: 
includes having their message 
understood by the parent

Shared problem: 
an aspect of  
children’s  
development  
and wellbeing
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What matters to parent: 
includes understanding and 
responding to the child’s message

PARENT

What matters to children and 
parents is likely to be different. 
The parent has a special 
responsibility to understand 
what matters to the child  
and act accordingly.

1  Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society: 
the development of higher psychological 
processes. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press.

2  Wertsch, J. (2007). Mediation. In H. Daniels, 
M. Cole, & J. Wertsch (Eds.), The Cambridge 
companion to Vygotsky (pp. 178–192). 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

3  Hembree-Kigin, T. L., & McNeil, C. B. (1995). 
Parent-Child Interaction Therapy. New York: 
Plenum Press.

4  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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Mary experienced significant problems 
feeding Siân, right from birth. She 
attended a day stay when her daughter 
was nine weeks old. What mattered 
to Mary was making sure Siân drank 
enough breast milk. What mattered 
to Siân was hard to discern. She gave 
confusing messages about being 
hungry and tired. Mary was feeding 
for long periods, and they were both 
becoming upset as this went on. This is 
represented in the ‘before’ diagram.
Hilary explained that Siân was having 
to cope with a transition from passive 
feeding in the womb to having to put 
in effort at the breast. She used her 
expertise to watch and listen during 
feeds, teaching Mary how to look out 
for signs Siân is getting tired or full. 
Hilary also suggested that being relaxed 
matters to Siân, so they set a time limit 
on each feed to stop it becoming too 
much for the child.

“Now if she gets stressed 
I just stop. I don’t persist 
because it’s not fair on her.”

(Parent, after)

Breastfeeding became a positive and 
relaxed experience for mother and child. 
This successful change hinged on the 
nurse helping the mother understand 
what mattered to her child, and align 
her actions to that. This is represented 
in the ‘after’ diagram.

their focus is often on the task (of 
breastfeeding, settling, controlling 
behaviour etc.), or on the problems 
associated with these tasks. 
In the new situation when what matters 
to the child is made available as a 
basis for expanding interpretations 
and actions, parents’ focus shifts onto 
the relationship with the child and 
the child’s experience of a particular 
activity they do together. This redirected 
attention is oriented to the solution 
rather than fixed on the struggle.
As a result of this, what matters to the 
parents may change from aspects that 
elusive (like the amount a child sleeps) 
to things over which they much more 
control (like creating a safe sleep space). 
This can have further effects, building 
parents’ confidence even more.
Enabling parents to understand what 
matters to the child enables a shift 
from the helper translating the child 
(meanings that were hidden in plain 
sight) to the parent being able to hear 
the message and understand where it 
comes from.
An example is provided below, 
accompanied by two versions of the 
diagram, representing the ‘before’ and 
‘after’ situations. This is a novel but 
important way of understanding what 
happens in impactful partnership.

Breastfeeding

“I’m worried, how much  
is she actually getting?” 

(Parent, before)

situation and consider possibilities for 
what matters to the child. They also 
need to find out what matters to the 
parent in this situation. Then, they have 
to help parents understand what matters 
to the child. This may involve some joint 
sense-making between the parent and 
helper, as the parent’s knowledge of her 
child and her past experience in similar 
situations might provide crucial clues as 
to what matters to the child. This is an 
example of productive entanglement 
(see Pages 8–9).
Once a tentative and shared 
understanding of what matters to the 
child is reached, the helper needs to 
support the parent in using this as basis 
for acting differently. This may mean 
making new connections with familiar 
actions, or developing the parent’s 
repertoire of ways of responding to and 
interacting with their child.
All the while, the helper needs to check 
in with the parent and ensure the whole 
process is proceeding in a way that is 
acceptable to them (see what matters: 
helper parent, Pages 50–53). 

Why this is so important

Parenting is always a matter of 
understanding and responding to this 
child in this situation. What matters to 
children is often hard to discern. A child 
may fuss and cry while breastfeeding 
even if she is still hungry; she may 
appear to resist sleep even though she 
is tired; she may push a parent away 
during a tantrum even though her 
preference is for a warm relationship 
and she needs help to calm down.

Common knowledge 
between the parent and 
child helps shift parents’ 
attention from the task or 
problem to the relationship, 
the child’s experience,  
and the solution.
This is not just about parents being 
able to empathise with their children 
(although that is clearly important). 
The reason why common knowledge 
between parents and children functions 
as a small thing with big effects (see 
Pages 8–9) can be understood by 
connecting it with the Vygotskian idea 
of mediation (see key concept box).
In the initial situation, when parents 
experience struggle in some aspect, 

CHILD

What matters
Being supported by parent
Having messages understood
Having a say
Enjoying feeling
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What matters
Being fair to self and child  
(enjoy feeding together)
Keeping calm
Interpreting child’s cues
Helping child meet demands
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What matters
Hard to discern
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something wrong
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Child’s nutrition
Supply of breast milkMOTHER

AFTERBEFORE



Revision

What matters to children isn’t always 
obvious to parents. By making this 
explicit, helpers can enable parents 
to respond to their child in a way that 
meets the child’s needs and shows 
that the child’s message has been 
understood. In doing so, the helper 
facilitates the creation of common 
knowledge, a resource that is used 
by parents when they are interacting 
with their children. This can have many 
positive effects because it redirects 
parents’ attention from a task or 
problem to their relationship with their 
child and the child’s experience.

For more information on  
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/
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Impactful Partnership

Diverse impacts

Small things with big effects

Mind-expanding

Intimate outsiders

Evolving art

Concept How it relates to my practice
What matters  
to parent

What matters  
to child

Common knowledge 
between parent and 
child about what 
matters to each

2. Linking ideas to practice
Now you have the concepts in mind, the next step is to connect them to  
your practice:

1.  Key concepts – check your understanding
In your own words, explain what each aspect of what matters between parents 
and children involves, and make connections to the framing ideas for impactful 
partnership where you can:

What matters to parent:

What matters to child:

Common knowledge between parent and child about what matters to each:

CREATING 
BETTER 
FUTURES
  © Hopwood & Clerke 2018
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3. Understanding the diagram
The diagram below represents common 
knowledge between parents and 
children. In impactful partnership, 
helpers use their expertise make what 
matters to a child visible to the parents. 
This shifts parents’ attention from 
a particular task to focusing on the 
relationship by making the experience 
positive for their child.
If this diagram doesn’t make sense  
to you, draw something that 
captures the ways in which parents’ 
understanding of what matters to 
their children contributes to impactful 
partnership on a separate sheet.

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.

4. Working with the diagram
Think of a family you are working 
with currently or have worked with in 
the recent past. Complete the blank 
diagram (see right) or use a separate 
sheet if you need more space, in 
relation to one key problem or issue 
that you helped the parent  
with – this is the ‘shared problem’.  
Once you have written what mattered  
to the parent and the child in the 
relevant places, write what the 
‘common knowledge’ made possible. 

Common knowledge, in the sense 
used here, is made up of what 
matters to helpers, parents and 
children, the motives that shape 
and take impactful partnership 
practice forward. Put most simply, 
common knowledge is a respectful 
understanding of others’ motives.
Common knowledge is important 
because it can represent 
differences between people 
working together, and enable them 
to consider the consequences of 

these differences for how they 
should proceed. 
See (1) Edwards, A. (2017). Revealing 
relational work. In A. Edwards (Ed.), 
Working relationally in and across 
practices: cultural-historical approaches 
to collaboration (pp. 1–21). Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.

(2) Carlile, P. R. (2004). Transferring, 
translating and transforming: an 
integrative framework for managing 
knowledge across boundaries. 
Organization Science, 15(5), 555–568. 
doi:10.1287/orsc.1040.0094

What have I done to make what matters to the child easier  
for the parent to understand?
What worked well in the past to link parents’ actions to new 
understandings of what mattered to the child?
What aspect of what matters to the child will be most useful  
for us to focus on next?
What have you learned about what matters to your child?
What do you do differently now you have learned this?
What other situations come up when you’re not sure what’s  
going on for your child or how best to respond?

QUESTIONS TO  
ADAPT AND ASK  

WITH PARENTS

QUESTIONS 
FOR REFLECTIVE 

PRACTICE

CHILD
What matters to child: 
includes having their message 
understood by the parent

Shared problem: 
an aspect of children’s 
development and wellbeing

Common knowledge:  
parent understanding of what 
matters to the child (and self): 

enables a response in which 
child’s message is understood

What matters to parent: 
includes understanding and 
responding to the child’s message

PARENT

What matters to children and 
parents is likely to be different. 
The parent has a special 
responsibility to understand 
what matters to the child and 
act accordingly.

CHILD

What matters to child

Shared  
problem

Common  
knowledge

What matters to parent

PARENT

Key concept: common knowledge (helper-parent)



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. As a 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. As a 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 

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:
• Being confident in the world
• Being with carers
• Being with others
• Communicating
• Physical development
• 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  

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 
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Children’s learning

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 ‘I 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.

KEY CONCEPT
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“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.

1 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.

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.

to know how and when to be there, and 
what support to offer. Circle of Security1 
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.



Revision

Impactful partnership often if not 
always leads to children’s learning on 
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 
bring them about. Explicitly discussing 
these conditions and the learning 
outcomes can serve multiple uses in 
partnership work.

For more information on  
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/
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FRAMING IDEAS FOR 

Impactful Partnership

Diverse impacts

Small things with big effects

Mind-expanding

Intimate outsiders

Evolving art

Concept How it relates to my practice
Security

Opportunity

Agency

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.

1.  Key concepts – check your understanding
In your own words, explain what of the three conditions means, and make 
connections to the framing ideas for impactful partnership where you can:

Security:

Opportunity:

Agency:

CREATING 
BETTER 
FUTURES
  © Hopwood & Clerke 2018
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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.

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.

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.

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

2. As a way to solicit what  
matters to parents (see Working 
with what matters to parents)

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

What have I 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, communicative…)
What should we focus on next so that you feel more confident  
helping your child learn?

QUESTIONS TO  
ADAPT AND ASK  

WITH PARENTS

QUESTIONS 
FOR REFLECTIVE 

PRACTICE

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.

Uses of the learning outcomes map:



Openness also refers to communication 
with helpers. Helpers have to be 
open (for example about mandatory 
reporting) and establish conditions in 
which parents will feel comfortable 
being open. 

When parents are aware of 
what they are learning, this 
can boost their confidence, 
esteem, and commitment 
to the change process.

Because these outcomes are all about 
what parents learn, this section is 
written from the parent’s point of view. 
The diagram also takes this perspective.
When parents are aware of what 
they are learning, this can boost their 
esteem, confidence, and commitment 
to the change process.

My child

Shifting the idea from fixing a 
problematic child to learning about my 
child can be extremely powerful. Some 
of the new understandings of children 
we saw creating impact were:
• Children’s cries as communicating 

varied meanings
• Children’s (challenging) behaviour  

as a message that needs to  
be understood

• Children finding security in patterns 
and predictability

• Children’s preference being for a 
warm relationship with caregivers.

“If you yell at a child,  
their brain shuts off and 
they don’t actually hear 
what you’re saying.  
And if you’re constantly 
yelling, nothing’s going  
to get through.”

(Parent)

were all features of the impactful 
partnership relationships that we 
studied: each represented expansion 
in the ways parents interpreted and/or 
acted (see Pages 8–9). This learning is 
not a simple matter of transferring what 
helpers to know to parents (see key 
concept box); rather, it is a question of 
productive entanglement between what 
helpers know, what parents previously 
knew, and new knowledge that emerges 
through the process.
Impactful partnership involves more 
than meeting parents’ goals. Parents’ 
learning across these seven domains is 
a big part of what empowers families 
and builds their resilience, not just to 
present problems, but also to those 
|they encounter in future. When 
understood in this way, parents’ 
learning is closely connected with their 
developing agency (see key concept box 
on Page 42 [from noticing]).
The learning domains and the three 
conditions that enable learning across 
those domains can be used (these 
correspond with the ways to use the 
findings relating to children’s learning, 
see Pages 58–61) as:
1. A map to define future directions, 

identify priorities
2. A way to solicit what matters to 

parents (see Pages 50–53 [working 
with what matters section])

3. A 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).

Trust, acceptance and openness

Trust, acceptance and openness are 
essential conditions for parents’ 
learning. They apply to both helpers  
and parents. 
Parents have to trust the person or 
people helping them. And helpers  
have to trust parents. 
Acceptance means parents accepting 
help and inevitable challenge if change 
is to be accomplished. It also means 
parents accepting themselves as 
capable, good parents, even if they 
don’t (yet) recognise that deep down. 
Helpers also need to accept parents for 
who they are.
Openness is crucial, too. This means 
parents having an open mind, so that 
potentially narrow ideas about what is 
possible and how to get there are not 
barriers to progress. Helpers need to be 
open to what matters to parents.

Summary

Partnership can have impacts in many 
domains, including physical and mental 
health. We found that:
• Many outcomes depend on  

parents’ learning
• Parents’ learning is also sometimes 

an outcome in itself (this is a key 
part of the framing idea of diverse 
impacts; see Pages 8–9).

This learning happens through trust, 
openness and acceptance. We found 
seven domains of parent learning that 
are connected with each other. These 
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Learning as a parent
Although the idea of parents’ 
learning may seem obvious, we use 
it with particular meaning. This is 
especially important in the context of 
understanding impactful partnership. 
Parents’ learning is not simply about 
them acquiring knowledge from helpers. 
Nor is it about figuring out the solution 
to particular problems. Consistent 
with the Vygotskian approach we 
take, we consider parents’ learning as 
relating to ways in which possibilities 
for interpreting and acting in the world 
expand. By interpreting, we mean 
ways of making sense of the world, 
seeing meaning, making connections, 
understanding what is relevant to a 
particular issue. By acting in the world, 
we mean the things parents do and say. 
The two are linked: new interpretations 
can lead to new actions being possible 
or seeming helpful, while new actions 
can lead to new ways of making sense 
of something.

KEY CONCEPT

NOTES 
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• That past experience of difficult 
relationships need not be their 
experience of future relationships

• What they can do to develop 
positive and secure relationships

• How to manage relationships, 
including dealing with rupture 
and repair in their relationships – 
including with helpers (see Pages 
10–11 [essence triangle first 
section]), partners, extended family, 
and their children.

Getting help 

Getting help isn’t always easy for 
parents. Important outcomes often 
related to parents’ learning about 
• When to seek help
• What to seek help with
• How to find and secure that help. 
Many parents also learned that getting 
help isn’t a sign of weakness, but rather 
takes strength. 

“She knows there’s help 
there if she needs it,  
and that she doesn’t have 
to do it on her own.” 

(Helper)

How change happens 

Parents’ understanding of the change 
process makes a big difference. We 
found successful partnerships involved 
parents understanding change as:
• Involving small steps (hopefully  

with big effects)
• Not always going as planned – 

setbacks are common
• Occurring at varied paces, 

sometimes quicker or slower
• Hard for everyone involved.

Parenting

Without the other six domains of 
learning, new understandings of 
parenting are less likely to emerge or 
take hold. In fact, all seven domains 
depend on each other. Often, learning 
about parenting focused on:
• Reading a child’s cues and 

responding to them
• Figuring out what strategies or 

actions work best in this family
• Realising that parenting can be key 

to the best way forward, but this 
doesn’t mean parents are to blame 
for problems in the first place.

My family

While parents have deep knowledge 
of their families, this knowledge also 
grows during partnership. They learn, 
for example:
• How their family situation is not 

impossible or highly unusual
• How their family can be a source of 

resilience to difficult situations
• How any change affects all members 

of the family.

“It made me feel a bit more 
comfortable that, no, not 
all babies are the same 
and I can do what I want 
to and what works for us.”

(Parent)

Relationships with others

Parents’ understandings of their 
relationships with others shifted in all 
the examples of change we studied. 
These included relationships with 
their children, partners, friends, 
professionals, volunteers, police, and 
other members of the community. 
Parents learned:
• What existing relationships offer  

as a resource for change
• How new relationships might help 

bring about change

My self

Parents’ changing understandings  
of themselves is both an outcome  
and a necessary ingredient of  
impactful partnership. We saw parents 
learning about:
• Their strengths and capacities – in 

the past, present and future – 
including how agentic they are and 
ways to be agentic (see key concept 
box on agency, Page 42 [noticing])

• What matters to them as parents
• The importance of their own 

wellbeing and self-care, and ways to 
protect and nurture these.

“I had a very high-pressure 
job where I always  
worked hard and knew 
what I was doing. Then 
all a sudden there’s this 
little person that I could 
not control and I felt 
completely out of my 
depth. I had no idea what 
I was doing, I just forgot 
to listen to my instincts.”

(Parent) 



Revision

Impactful partnership often, if not 
always, leads to parents’ learning on 
one or more domains, including physical 
and mental health. We found that many 
outcomes depend on parents’ learning, 
and that parents’ learning is also 
sometimes an outcome in itself. The 
study found that trust, acceptance and 
openness 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 
bring them about. Explicitly discussing 
these conditions and the learning 
outcomes can serve multiple uses in 
partnership work.

For more information on  
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/
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FRAMING IDEAS FOR 

Impactful Partnership

Diverse impacts

Small things with big effects

Mind-expanding

Intimate outsiders

Evolving art

Concept How it relates to my practice
Trust

Acceptance

Openness

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.

1.  Key concepts – check your understanding
In your own words, explain what of the three conditions means, and make 
connections to the framing ideas for impactful partnership where you can:

Trust:

Acceptance:

Openness:

CREATING 
BETTER 
FUTURES
  © Hopwood & Clerke 2018
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What have I done to create conditions of trust, acceptance  
and openness?
What have I done to facilitate parents’ learning in each of the  
seven domains?
What worked well in the past to help parents be aware of their 
learning and why it matters?
What from my experience could help me with the learning  
domain I’m finding hardest to support at the moment?
What aspects of my expertise could I use to facilitate the next  
phase of parents’ learning across the domains?
What does reflecting on parents’ learning suggest will be the most 
fruitful focus in our immediate future work?
What has been surprising about the work we’ve done together so far? 
(an indicator of openness)
What do you see differently in terms of these different aspects? 
(referring to the seven domains)
Why is seeing things in this new way important? What difference  
has it made?
Thinking about a challenge you’ve overcome in the past, what does 
that tell you about …? (refer to one domain)
What are your expectations of changes over the coming days /  
weeks / months?
Which of these seven areas feels to you like the most important  
right now?

QUESTIONS TO  
ADAPT AND ASK  

WITH PARENTS

QUESTIONS 
FOR REFLECTIVE 

PRACTICE
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The diagram below represents 
parents’ learning outcomes when 
helpers establish the three conditions 
of trust, acceptance and openness 
in impactful partnership. This helps 
parents understand what they can do to 
enhance their own learning.
If this diagram doesn’t make sense  
to you, draw something that 
captures the ways in which parents’ 
understanding of what they are learning 
contributes to impactful partnership on 
a separate sheet.

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.

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 parent.

Uses of the learning outcomes map:

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

2. As a way to solicit what  
matters to parents (see Working 
with what matters to parents)

3. As a 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.

What we mean by parents’ learning

We consider parents’ learning 
as relating to ways in which 
possibilities for interpreting and 
acting in the world expand.  
By interpreting, we mean ways  
of making sense of the world,  
seeing meaning, making 
connections, understanding what  
is relevant to a particular issue.  
By acting in the world, we mean the 
things parents do and say. The two 
are linked: new interpretations can 
lead to new actions being possible 
or seeming helpful, while new 
actions can lead to new ways of 
making sense of something.



‘COMMUNITY’ can mean the local 
community. This was particularly 
relevant in the playgroups and  
parenting groups we studied, and in 
Tasmania’s Child and Family Centres.  
In other services the community  
may not be directly involved, but 
helpers may enable parents to access 
support or foster connections within 
their community.
‘ROLES’ means who does what. The 
essential ingredients section described 
different ways of being in partnership 
(Pages 18–21), showing how parent and 
helper roles need to be fluid if progress 
is to be made. ‘ROLES’ also refers to 
styles and responsibilities of different 
members of the family, friends and 
community in relation to the child  
in question.

Using the activity system tool

The diagram adds numbers along 
lines linking one component of the 
system and another. Using this tool is 
all about the relationships between 
the components, rather than the 
components by themselves. 
To use this as a tool to enhance 
practices, follow these five steps:
1. Think of something that constrains 

outcomes in some way – this is the 
practice tension that needs resolving

2. Look at the system diagram and 
decide which two components this 
practice tension involves

3. This diagnoses what is causing the 
tension: the relationship between 
these components is not optimal

4. Consider which of the two 
components needs to be changed 
(or both)

5. Identify what needs to happen to 
make that change in one or more 
components. This is your solution.

The remainder of this section provides 
examples of practice tensions 
and possible solutions between 
components/pairs. All the examples 
come from real cases we studied.

It is important to remember that the 
tensions do not mean that different 
people are in disagreement or conflict. 
These are practice tensions, meaning 
they are tensions that arise in the  
course of efforts to resolve complex 
problems. They are to be expected in 
any complex practice. When understood 
in the way this tool suggests, they can 
become an engine of positive change 
across a system.

All services involved in the study were 
invested in optimising what they do. We 
take outcomes for family as the ultimate 
and most important focus for assessing 
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Identifying factors  
and solutions

This section is different from the other 
resources sections. It presents a tool 
that can be used to enhance practices 
across a whole service or organisation. 
The other resources are designed for 
individual practitioners to use to fine 
tune their work and provide a helpful 
focus for reflection.
This section is best worked on by a 
group who can influence how relevant 
aspects of work are organised and 
conducted. When there are sticking 
points, or concerns that outcomes 
are not as good as they could be, 
it is important to recognise what is 
causing these problems, in order to 
develop effective solutions.
This is best done in a group, when 
different insights can be offered, 
including by people who are in a 
position to drive relevant changes 
forward. These changes may involve 
new policies, procedures, hard or soft 
rules, ways of arranging practice etc.

and improving practices. These pages 
offer a tool that helps to diagnose what 
the causes of factors that constrain 
outcomes are. It also helps to identify 
what solutions might look like.
The key point is that getting the most 
out of partnership sometimes needs 
more than excellent work by amazing 
people. Sometimes, change at a system 
level is needed. This tool helps to 
accomplish this in the most efficient 
way, by identifying and resolving a 
practice tension – something that 
inhibits optimal outcomes.

Helping as a system of activity

The tool involves mapping different 
aspects of a particular service as an 
activity system1. The components of the 
system are shown in the diagram (right).

Every service can be mapped in this 
way, but what each component looks 
like will vary each time.

Sometimes ‘US’ will involve a nurse, 
parent and child; other times, a fluid 
team spanning different professions 
working with the extended family.

‘CHANGE’ can have multiple aspects  
to it. Some will be short-term, some 
long-term, some relating to parents, 
others to children (see the spirals in 
the living partnership practices section, 
Pages 22–33).

‘TOOLS’ can be ideas that come from 
specialist expertise, like the Circle 
of Security2, or PRIDE skills used in 
Parent-Child Interaction Therapy3. The 
Family Partnership Model, and the ideas 
presented in this Handbook can be used 
as a tools that aid work aiming to bring 
about change.

Many services use written protocols 
as ways to structure admissions and 
record information. The Edinburgh 
Postnatal Depression Scale, Ages and 
Stages Questionnaire, Eyberg Child 
Behaviour Inventory, and NCAST Parent 
Child Interaction coding scales are all 
examples of tools.

Tools can also be objects such as t-shirts 
used as sleep associations, towels to 
support tummy time, or bad day plans 
stuck to a fridge door (we saw these 
used in home visiting and day stay 
services, where the bad day plan was 
created by parents).

‘RULES’ can be formal like those that set 
levels of funding or require mandatory 
reporting. They can also be informal or 
even unwritten – more like accepted 
ways of working.
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1 This comes from a branch of education 
research called cultural-historical activity 
theory, see Engeström, Y. (2001). Expansive 
learning at work: toward an activity 
theoretical reconceptualisation. Journal 
of Education and Work, 14(1), 133–156. 
doi:10.1080/13639080020028747 

2 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.

3 Praise, Reflection, Imitation, Description, 
Enjoyment – see Hembree-Kigin, T. L., & 
McNeil, C. B. (1995). Parent-Child Interaction 
Therapy. New York: Plenum Press.

Rules | Change
           Some practitioners reported that 
protocols and procedures made the 
work more task-focused. They felt a 
more people-focused approach would 
be more effective. Where rules were 
rigid or strictly imposed, they were 
barriers to frontier work (see Section 2). 
Funding insecurities compromise 
outcomes. Sometimes, services risked 
becoming victims of their own success – 
as group sizes grew, quality interactions 
between helpers and families were 
harder to maintain. 
Some tensions do require changes at a 
high level to ensure rules don’t get in 
the way of outcomes. 

Us | Roles
Many services operated without 

the benefit of a fluid network of 
knowledge about families, other than 
what is shared in case notes. 

Change | Roles
As communities’ and families’ 

needs change, the number and kind of 
staff required may not be met. Delays 
replacing staff had significant negative 
effects that outlived the empty post. 
Security for staff and agility in staffing 
are clearly crucial.

Change | Community
Accessing community support  

can be hard for some families, and  
so helpers often play a crucial role  
in brokering this for parents. 
Communities can be a strong driving 
force for wider change. 
One Child and Family Centre in 
Tasmania was working with the 
Neighbourhood Centre and primary 
school to achieve things that wouldn’t 
otherwise have been possible.

Things and  
ideas we can use

TOOLS 

ROLES 
Who does what

CHANGE 
What we are trying

to achieve together

US 
Parents,

professionals,        
volunteers

RULES 
Funding,  

protocols, etc.

COMMUNITY 
Everyone involved

1

4 8

5 9

6 7

2

3

6

7

8

9

Us | Rules
           Knowing which families should 
get help from particular services 
and when was a recurring tension. 
Some services have duration or age-
based limits that risk parents falling 
off a support cliff at the end. When 
one young child was regarded as too 
complex for a mental health service, 
this was a tension between ‘US’ and 
the ‘RULES’. In these instances, new 
rules are needed to stop children falling 
through cracks in the system or when an 
age-limited service ends. 
We found innovative and successful 
solutions to problems relating to waiting 
times, as with services that offer help 
while parents wait (see Supported 
Playgroups in next Section). 

Us | Community
There may be many families 

experiencing significant challenges who 
don’t become ‘US’ (ie. partners with 
helpers). They may not know what help 
is available, or too scared to seek it out. 
Tasmania’s Child and Family Centres 
were pioneering outreach work through 
door-knocking, pop-up playgroups and 
other initiatives. 

“We’d run a pop-up 
playgroup in the park to 
get new families in.”

(Helper)

Us | Tools
           One parent commented that 
objects on the walls didn’t fully 
celebrate cultural diversity and the 
whole family (not many pictures of  
dads and grandparents!).
Several practitioners mentioned that it 
isn’t easy to benefit from the knowledge 
and experience of others. A system to 
curate and share practice wisdom would 
resolve this.

Tools | Change
           We found evidence that the 
impacts of many services were far 
wider, deeper, and lasting than was 
captured in the current system. Data 
based on usage or delivery, parents’ 
saving face or changing confidence are 
important, but insufficient. 
Some of the tools previously introduced 
in this Handbook might help to 
document impacts more fully. 

Tools | Community
The example of the bad day  

plan (see ‘TOOLS’ left) shows how the 
community can be a source of effective 
tools. This pathway appears under-used 
in many contexts. 
Pathways for ideas from the research 
community to be embedded in practice 
need further work (this Handbook aims 
to address this, at least partially).

1

2

3

4

5



Special feature Example 1

Frontier referral pathways. 
Innovative, agile and 
impactful ways of bringing 
families into a service

Strong Start teams in South Australia work 
with families from ante-natally to two years, 
Family support workers with strong links 
to community helps transition families 
to secure, ongoing relationships within a 
network of care beyond the program.

Frontier team structures. 
Ways of bringing teams 
of professionals and 
volunteers together than 
make new connections 
possible

The CFCs in Tasmania have a small core 
team, but a large and flexible working team. 
Professionals are seconded from other 
services, or work out of the centres. Rather 
than formal team structures, co-location 
enables fluid collaboration.

Frontier timings. Ways of 
working that are flexible in 
terms of pace, frequency, 
and duration

A Home Visiting service in NSW had a way 
of matching frequency of visits with level 
of need. This normally progressed towards 
more spread out visits, but could be adjusted 
back again when appropriate. 

Frontier locations. Working 
in the best possible place 
for parents – going  
out to meet them, making 
specialist centres accessible 
 

The Toddler Clinic in NSW uses purpose-
built facilities to great effect, with one-
way mirrors and sound set-ups to enable 
intensive coaching. In contrast, some NSW 
Day Stays are homely, helping parents feel 
relaxed and comfortable.

Frontier staffing. Creative 
ways to get the best boots 
on the ground where and 
when they are needed (and 
ensuring they stay there) 

MyTime is auspiced by Karitane, and run by 
and for carers of children with disabilities. It 
is located adjacent to a pre-school providing 
specialist support and a playgroup, and new 
families to disability support networks.

Frontier connections. 
Designing spill-over to link 
with other services and 
groups in the community 
 
 

Supported Playgroups that were established 
in primary schools in areas at risk to support 
families waiting for home visiting services 
now provide practical help to manage 
children’s behaviours so they can develop 
social skills in preparation for school.

Frontier interventions.  
At the leading edge of  
help: free-form processes, 
high-level use of tools, 
using languages other  
than English

Parent Child Interaction Therapy (PCIT) in 
the Toddler Clinic involves intensive coaching 
that leads to measurable progress that 
parents quickly recognise. While the content 
is standardised, the delivery is adapted in 
terms of pace. 

Frontier social media. 
Raising awareness, 
fostering connection 
and elevating parents’ 
involvement

An Early Parenting Group in NSW encourages 
parents to form their own Facebook groups. 
Months later, parents are still using these 
groups to get help and advice, arrange social 
gatherings, swap toys and clothes etc.

This section highlights aspects of 
services that our study showed 
|enabled impactful partnerships.  
First, we point to eight special features 
that we saw happening in more than 
one, but not all of the services we 
studied. Then we consider each  
service in turn (Pages 70–71).

NOTES 
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Example 2 Why it matters

Tasmania’s CFCs use toy swap bags  
delivered to doorsteps, pop-up playgroups 
and frequent door-knocking to reach 
families. Offering guided access at dedicated 
quiet times makes it less intimidating for 
anxious parents

Standard or rigid referral / entry pathways 
can mean the families that most need 
support get left behind. Investing in outreach 
is a long-term commitment, and payoffs may 
take months or years to be realised.

South Australia’s Strong Start brings social 
workers, family support workers, Allied 
Health professionals and CFH nurses 
together to flexibly support and link 
first-time families with complex needs to 
networked services.

When they work well, frontier teams are 
more than just efficient and secure ways to 
share information. They enable agile and 
holistic support that avoid ‘parts of the 
client’ or ‘parts of the problem’ being  
passed around.

South Australia’s Wellbeing program 
provides therapeutic and other support 
to families at risk, including home visits, 
linking to other services, and transportation, 
adjusted to a family’s immediate needs. 

The whole idea of partnership is undermined 
if pace, frequency and/or duration are rigid. 
The rate of change and time taken to build 
partnerships are variable and unpredictable. 
 

CFCs in Tasmania combine purpose-built 
innovative spaces with dispersed work 
in parents’ homes, group visits to local 
attractions, and providing transport for 
parents when they need to go to  
another location. 

Meeting parents where it suits them is a way 
of living out respect for and understanding 
of their circumstances. If parents have to 
go somewhere specific, it should be a really 
special environment designed for purpose.

Supported Playgroup is coordinated by 
Karitane staff, with support provided by 
experienced volunteers with strong links 
to the community and school, sometimes 
offering a grandmother role.

People make all the difference to impactful 
partnership. Diverse needs can be met by 
placing staff outside their normal base, and 
auspicing peer-based support under the 
quality and safety nets of organisations. 

One CFC in Tasmania made new things 
possible through a ‘love in a lunch box’ 
initiative with the Neighbourhood Centre 
and School. A consistent healthy eating 
intervention spanned adults and children  
of all ages. 

The whole can become more than the sum 
of the parts if connections between services, 
and between services and the community 
are strong, and when helpers support 
families to navigate these.

A Home Vising service in NSW worked with 
parents to develop a Bad Day Plan. A nurse 
saw how a mother used phone apps a lot, 
and suggested she could set up a reminder 
to give her child time on the floor. 
 

Rigid approaches dilute impact. Standardised 
interventions (like PCIT) need highly skilled 
helpers to deliver them sensitively and 
fluidly. Different skills are needed to develop 
free-form interventions.

A Facebook group is used very effectively in 
a Tasmanian CFC to let parents know about 
special events and to share photographs, 
helping families feel like it is ‘their’ centre, 
and they are important to it.

Social media can act as a frontier referral 
pathway. It can also create a ‘long tail’ of 
support by sustaining interaction, and help 
parents take ownership. Respecting privacy 
and access issues is important.

The column on the right explains  
why each feature is important. The 
question of why something matters is 
always tied to evidence that it makes a 
difference to outcomes for families  
with young children.
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These pages share something especially 
effective programs that we saw in each 
of the eleven services we studied over 
the three years. Quotes relating to each 
program either illustrate the outcomes 
they deliver or capture something about 
how they actually operate.

“ I’ve really loved it, because there were 
so many things that I was scared of 
being a first time mum. I didn’t know 
what was normal – you read about it, 
but not all kids are the same. What 
solutions, what you could use at home, 
even for the size of the baby, care for 
yourself and the importance of that. 
It also helped to get out of the house, 
so that was very important. With 
the Facebook group, we plan some 
sessions like going to the park or a 
movie, or the barbecue where we got 
the fathers involved.” (Parent)

Free-form focus on  
issues raised by parents, 

not set program. 

Mixed age of babies 
fosters peer learning. 

Social media  
creates long tail.

NSW
Early Parenting 

Group (EPG)

“ We focus on infant communication, what kind of 
communication the parents might have noticed up til now, 
to try and educate the parents as to what expectations are 
reasonable at that age. Enhancing communication skills 
hopefully enhances the relationship, to make it easier to  
parent the baby when they have a better understanding of  
what the baby’s needs are.” (Helper) 

“ It’s good just to have someone come regularly and help you 
along as the baby changes and you grow confident and more 
aware of the child.” (Parent)

Offers a long duration 
and great flexibilty for 
families with complex 

support needs – nurses 
might visit more than 

once in a day if needed

NSW
Early Intervention 

Home Visiting 
(EIHV)

“ Ideally we like them as early as we can get them because it’s 
about that relationship building during pregnancy and starting 
to do that therapeutic work to create those changes at that stage 
before there’s actually a baby.” (Helper)

“ It helps with my socialising. I’m a really awkward person, but 
I’ve grown trust in Meryl, so if something happens between 
me and his dad or whatever, she’s the first person I text. We 
can have six different conversations while we’re sitting here, 
from him, to school, to his dad, and my mental health. It gets 
everything off my chest within the hour.” (Parent)

A team of social workers, 
nurse, family support and 
allied health workers that 
support first time families 
with complex needs from 

ante-natal to two years. 

South Australia
Strong Start

“ I think the benefit of the playgroup is huge, it’s not just a 
playgroup. We need to gather and support these parents, be 
there for them, link them to services, link them to each other, 
and build this friendship that will never end. There’s kids that, 
after 17 years, they still call me aunty.” (Helper) 

“ He’s definitely more confident since coming to playgroup and 
I see positive change in his walking and speaking – before he 
used to just talk a lot at home and then in front of people he 
doesn’t want to. But the teacher encourages them, they read 
books, and teach them thank you and please and just those 
little things – I’ve seen the growth in him.” (Parent)

A structured playgroup 
that supports children 
learning social skills in 

preparation for school, 
includes a coordinator 

and yolunteers.

NSW
Supported 
Playgroup

A two-year home visiting 
program involving social 

workers supporting, 
assessing and linking 

parents with high levels 
of vulnerability and risk 

to support services.

South Australia 
Wellbeing

“ I think Tessa’s just more confident about maybe using different 
ways of dealing with things and raising Max as well. She’s got 
her own ideas, but she tries to modify the foundation she has 
if she needs to, and I think she’s just more confident as a mum 
and in her parenting as well.” (Helper)

“ She just asks me what my concerns are – allows me to bring it 
up. We work out ways I could deal with things a little bit better 
and she’s shown that there’s options. I don’t have to deal with it 
on my own.” (Parent)
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“ The idea is to empower parents to be able to follow up on things. Within 
the disability sector there are often times where you need something and 
you would get a no on it. So here it’s, okay, you weren’t able to access it 
this way. How about trying it another way? You know what you need, 
now you’ve got to work out how to get it. So it’s about problem solving 
and people understanding how the disability sector works.” (Helper) 

“ It was the best thing I ever did. It really saved my sanity. It’s great because 
I get to speak to other parents and the occasional grandparent, and I’ve 
found that I’ve learnt more from talking to parents that have already gone 
through it than I did with professionals.” (Grandparent)

Free-form time  
for parents of children 

with disabilities. 

Supported play  
for children.

NSW
MyTime

“ We have seen children who have come in here and just sit in 
the corner and do nothing, not socialise, not do anything; and 
then all of a sudden they’re talking, they’re playing, they’re 
confident, they’re negotiating with other kids, they’re doing 
all those sorts of things you would typically expect of a two or 
three or four-year-old to do.” (Helper)

“ I used to struggle to get out of bed to start my day because I 
just had nothing to do every day. Every day was just the same 
constant thing. Now, I’m up early, to get down here and do 
everything.” (Parent)

Rich interface  
with community.

Multiple frontier  
referral pathways.

Breadth of support – 
person, family, community.

Tasmania
Child and Family 

Centres (CFC)

“ So what I’m always trying to encourage is that recognition that 
families have that ability and they have their strengths. So we help 
them work with their strengths but also too there is the important role 
of compensating or helping compensate when they don’t have those 
strengths or resources be it internal or external resources.” (Helper)

“ She’s settled down a lot, which is fantastic. As they get older and they 
start to interact with you more, it becomes all worthwhile – all of the 
crying tantrums are okay when they start to smile and play. I’m still 
spending a lot of time with the mothers group, because that’s incredibly 
helpful, but she sleeps through the night and she’s actually a bit of a 
dream baby, which I never thought would happen, given how difficult 
she was the first couple of months.” (Parent)

Frequency of visits 
matches level of risk  

and need – can be 
adjusted both ways 

depending on family.

NSW
Home Visiting 

(HV)

“ I guess the good experiences come when I feel that I’m  
pretty attuned to her, that we’re in sync with each other 
and I’m able to read what she’s feeling and where she is and 
respond in a way that soothes her, because that doesn’t always 
work. So last night I felt like I had a really good read on how 
she was feeling and what was going to help settle her. I could 
see she was looking at me for reassurance and she seemed to 
find it which is when her cry gets a little less intense or she 
stops crying or she closes her eyes. It makes me feel like I’m 
doing an okay job.” (Parent)

Have the longest single 
appointment (apart from 

Residential Services) – 
creates opportunities  
to support parents in  

the moment with  
settling, feeding.

NSW
Day Stay

High level, flexible use of 
standardised intervention.

Sophisticated  
outcome measures.

Purpose-built facilities  
for intensive but  

non-intrusive coaching.

NSW
Toddler Clinic

“ They were completely parent related, and the 
main reason that I went to the toddler clinic 
wasn’t because of the children’s behaviour but 
it was my reaction to their behaviour. I was 
after the tools to manage the behaviours in 
a better way because I just found that I was 
cranky and I didn’t want to be a shouty mum. 
I’ve also found that they absolutely adore 
spending time with their dad and the time 
they have together, the boy time, it makes me 
really happy to see.” (Parent)

“That first visit when Layla was crying, 
I found it really gut wrenching and it 
was really meaningful to have Sarah 
there and to be able to say, she’s okay 
still and this is the moment when 
you intervene, and then explain what 
the difference was. That probably 
is something that you can only get 
from a face to face visit with your 
child.” (Parent)

Offers a long duration 
and great flexibilty for 
families with complex 

support needs – nurses 
might visit more than 

once in a day if needed

NSW
Family Home 
Visiting (FHV)
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