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1. Introduction 

 

1.1. Why was this project developed? 

Communities for Children (C4C) Bendigo have partnered with Noah’s Ark Inc to develop 

and explore processes for consultation with families and children about their needs and 

ideas for the delivery of early years services and family support services in Bendigo with 

the C4C Voice of the Family Project Worker role. 

The C4C Bendigo Voice of the Family project supports the creation of ongoing structures 

to ensure that the voices of families and children are heard, and included, in the design of 

local early years service models.  

1.1. Why it sits with Noah’s Ark?  

Noah’s Ark is a not-for-profit community organisation (based in Victoria and the ACT, 

Australia), offering a range of services and programs that support families who have a 

child (aged 0-12) with a disability or additional needs. Noah’s Ark work closely with 

children with a disability, their families and the services they participate in. They 

recognise that parents are experts on their own child and provide them with information 

and support that enables them to make informed decisions.  

Noah’s Ark Vision: Every child develops meaningful relationships, participates and learns 

with the encouragement and understanding of their families, carers, educators and 

communities. 

Noah’s Ark Purpose: To build better futures for children with disabilities and other 

additional needs. 

Noah’s Ark Values: Optimism; Kindness; Respect; Quality. 

1.2. Project Aims 

 To ensure families and children have a voice in the development and implementation 

of early years services. 

 To build ongoing structures and processes for the input by and consultation with 

families and children. 

 To build the practice and processes for ‘warm referral’ processes in the early years 

sector. 

 To work with early years services in building responses to the needs of parents with 

a focus on their role in building parenting skills and capacity. 
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1.3.  Project Actions 

 Work with early years services and programs including targeted family support 

services providers to review current approaches to engaging and working with 

vulnerable families. 

 Support the development of ‘warm referral’ practice guidelines and processes across 

the early years sector. 

 Arrange practice workshops and conversation circles across the early years sector 

with a focus on family engagement. 

 Conduct consultation with families and children with a view to gain feedback on the 

current delivery of services for families and for the development of ongoing family 

consultation processes. 

 

1.4. Staff Involved 

Since 2015 Noah’s Ark supervision was provided throughout this time by Noah’s Ark 

Operations Manager Michele Totterdell. Amanda Lonergan is the current Voice of the 

Family Project Worker which in the past has been a position held by Loretta Kingston 

Brown, Jane Hosking, Ali Carson, and Melissa Rockes. 

 

2. Project Work Impact, Achievements and Outcome Summary 

Hearing the voice of children and families is critical to the work of the early years sector. 

There is a need to develop ongoing processes and structures that enables children and 

families to have their voices and views heard and have real input into the design and 

implementation of services and programs. 

With the turnover of staff employed in the C4C Voice of the Family Project Worker role 

over the past 5 years, a positive and exciting outcome to what could have been extremely 

challenging has been the opportunity to benefit from the varied skills, experience and 

passions each worker has provided. This delivered a range of outcomes, all of which 

reflect the core C4C Bendigo values and link to the C4C Bendigo Theory of Change in 

various formats such as written, web based, face to face and video formats.  

Specific outcomes and successes of the C4C Voice of the Family Project include: 

 Hearing the Voice of the Family - Throw Away the Book Report 

 No Wrong Door – Warm Referrals (Process) 

 Parents for Change – Advocacy Group 

 Bendigo Family Hub – Parent led resource centre  

 Connecting with Culture on Dja Dja Wurrung Country – Information Video 
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2.1. Hearing the Voice of the Family - Throw Away the Book Report 

 

C4C Bendigo saw it as critical to capture the stories of local families so we can hear their 

voice and understand what will make a difference for them. The Hearing the Voice of the 

Family - Throw Away the Book Report brings to life and helps us more deeply understand 

the stories of our families. Several key themes emerged as having an effect on service 

access and engagement and are explored within this initial Report from 2017.  

The 28 interviewees and focus group members, included single and married parents, 

grandparents and kinship-carers, foster carers, dads, young parents, parents of children 

with disabilities and families from different cultural backgrounds including Aboriginal 

families.  

A key part of the project design was the offer of follow-up interviews with interested 

families to ask for their feedback about the conclusions and recommendations drawn 

from these interviews. Most families embraced the opportunity to be involved at this 

feedback level and have willingly shared their stories with us out of a desire to inform 

positive change. Many of the parent recommendations were developed further on second 

visits, as a result of the discussions had around family’s comments and themes. 

The messages that families continue to so clearly convey to us around the changes needed 

to enable access and engagement in our sector, create urgency in our efforts to facilitate 

real reform. We now have the responsibility of conveying this unique message to the 

sector and to all levels of government.  In the words of one of the fathers, “it mustn’t be 

another paper getting dusty on the shelves”. 

2.2.  No Wrong Door – Warm Referrals  

(ADD: Overview of NWD/Warm referrals- describe what this is and why important) 

Durign the discussions and interviews with families as part of the VoF Report there were 

several discussions around “no wrong door” and “warm referral” approaches – ie, 

ensuring every family who asks for help is facilitated to find appropriate support or 

services. Families saw this as “essential”. One father suggested that he felt “there would 

need to be an agency responsible for coordinating this”. On discussion with subsequent 

families, this concept gained strong support. 

 (ADD: overview of what this looks like in practice and the commitment made by C4C 

Bendigo to undertake a warm referral approach) 

2.3. Parents for Change (P4C) – Advocacy Group 

A parent led advocacy group was created in response to the enthusiasm and connections 

made during the focus group discussions for Throw Away the Book.  

(ADD: the info sessions for workers in the field run by the P4C group – 

empowering/advocating )  
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2.4.  Bendigo Family Hub – Parent led Resource centre   

A number of the Parents for Change Advocacy group were supported as they created the 

volunteer run Bendigo Family Hub. This group said that “After hearing many families' 

opinions, we found that many families were missing opportunities or finding it hard to find 

the information that they needed within our community.”  (ADD: Purpose of…) 

In 2019 the Bendigo Family Hub was auspiced by the Kiwanis club of Bendigo - an 

organisation of volunteers dedicated to helping needy and disadvantaged children in our 

community. Kiwanis believe in the importance of, “Improving the World one child one 

community at a time”. The Bendigo Family Hub operates from premises in Long Gully and 

has an active social media presence to reach many families.   

2.5. Voice of the Aboriginal Family Project: Connecting with Culture on Dja Dja 

Wurrung Country.  

In 2018 the C4C Voice of the Family Project commenced a focussed role in listening to 

and sharing the voice of the Aboriginal family. A key aim of the project was to listen and 

share Aboriginal voices in order for them to be heard and influence the Early Years Sector. 

As part of this resources were developed to guide and support services to be welcoming 

and respectful to Aboriginal Families and engage meaningfully with Aboriginal Culture 

with a focus on local connection and perspectives. It was important that we listened and 

then acted accordingly with respect to everyone involved and ensure we worked with the 

participant's timeframe and not according to a set schedule.  

In order to provide accurate and current work the project worker created new and 

revisited existing C4C relationships with Aboriginal families and workers in a number of 

ways and over a period of many months. There were several gatherings, yarns and 

meetings held at various locations. We took our lead from the Aboriginal Community and 

worked closely with the agencies who support and work alongside Aboriginal Families to 

ensure we offered respectful and appropriate means for all voices to be heard. We held a 

number of planning meetings at BDAC with individual workers from the Family Harmony 

and Services team and Elders who provided valuable advice and introductions to the 

community who then participated in a filmed discussion group. This filming occurred on 

site at BDAC and was attended by community and staff members.  

At the filming we asked a number of questions relating to the question "How can services 

that support Aboriginal families be welcoming and respectful?” These responses formed a 

large component of the Connecting with Culture on Dja DJa Wurrung Country video. 

Showing respect and recognising Culture was integral to both the work being undertaken 

to gather and share the C4C Voice of the Aboriginal Family project and the proposed 

outcome of a video and resource kit. We approached a Bendigo based kindergarten who 

practices Culture daily in their program and who had worked with a local Elder and 

Koorie Engagement Support Officer to incorporate a meaningful Acknowledgement to 
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Country in their preschool sessions. The lead Educator at the kindergarten shared the 

process and outcome of this and we were thrilled to be able to film a group in action for 

inclusion in the video. 

Outcomes of this project include a video and resource kit titled Connecting with Culture 

on Dja Dja Wurrung Country. The video is currently available on youtube, indigiTUBE, 

various websites and social media pages. It was included in the 2020 Central Victorian 

Indigenous Film Festival and screened at the Koori Curriculum professional development 

sessions. A summary of the project is included in the Koori Curriculum Educator Yarns 

book which is to be published in 2020. The resource toolkit is available in the C4C 

Bendigo website. 

 

3. Current Project Worker Insights – Amanda Lonergan  

An outcome relating to the various projects, which has been important and valued in the 

C4C Voice of the Family Project Worker role, is the networking and sharing of ideas, 

resources and skills amongst the C4C Project Workers across the C4C Bendigo 

partnership (Noah’s Ark, City of Greater Bendigo, Bendigo Health, Centre for Non 

Violence, Bendigo and District Aboriginal Cooperative, Baptcare and Shine Bright along 

with the C4C Bendigo Facilitating Partner based at Anglicare Victoria). 

This has been extended with participation and support of community events such as 

NAIDOC Children’s Day, Eaglehawk Family Day, Playgroup Week and Harmony Day.  

As the current C4C Voice of the Family Project Worker working on the Voice of the 

Aboriginal Family sub-project has been a valued opportunity to learn about the Dja Dja 

Wurrung Community and a privilege to be charged with sharing views and insights into 

how non-Aboriginal organisations can best support and welcome Aboriginal families into 

services.  

A key learning throughout the Voice of the Aboriginal Family Project has been to 

understand that time is integral for relationships within the Aboriginal community who 

may have told their story many times to many people over the years. The C4C Voice of 

the Family Project overall reminds us that trust, respect and truth is to be earned and 

honoured in all communities.   
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4. Summary/Next Steps 

The C4C Voice of the Family project has played an important role in raising the profile, 

voice and issues facing families experiencing vulnerabilities who access the service 

system. The Hearing the Voice of the Family - Throw Away the Book Report in particular 

has been highly commended in its effort to provide insight, real life experiences and 

practical advice as a way forward to addressing inequities and inefficiencies of the 

current service system.  

 

Addressing deep social issues for children and families requires that we build a real 

partnership with children and families that is not tokenistic and further isolating of 

families. There is still some way to go to build a new approach that ensures children and 

families are integral in service design and that their voice is heard and has impact. 

 

It has long been talked about throughout the C4C Bendigo community that after listening 

to families it would seem to be pertinent and a natural progression, to consider the “Voice 

of the Child” in closer detail. This was discussed with a recommendation that a future 

focus when thinking about the voice of the child could ask the following key questions:  

 How do we build models that ensure that children’s voice is always heard and they 

receive the support they require to thrive? 

 Are we valuing children for children’s sake (not just adults in the making)? 

 Where are the rights of the child in what we are doing?  

 Where is the voice of the child in this process/program/response?  

 Are we doing no harm to children in our work with families? 

 Are the staff who supervise visits, or police at the frontline, equipped to deal with 

ensuring a child’s physical and psychological health is paramount at all times?  

 Do our court systems work together to ensure first and foremost a child is protected?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


