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Encouraging active parent/carer participation within therapy, particularly with a broad range of 

developmentally challenged children, has been a difficult task for our Child Health Team working 
in regional South Australia. Families often adopted a passive approach to therapy and struggled to 

understand their worth in supporting their child’s development. Additionally, many of our families 

also seemed to struggle with balancing therapy and the often complex demands of their family life. 

As a result our team sourced assistance via monthly phone links with John Callanan, to provide 
support with encouraging parents to be ‘co-therapists’. John is a Psychologist based in Carpentaria 

Early Intervention Services. 

  

As a team, we identified that we would try to increase parent participation in therapy by changing 
the way clinicians (including speech pathologists, physiotherapists, occupational therapists, 

dietitians, child development unit coordinator and early childhood intervention therapy assistants) 

would introduce our service and interact with parents. In doing this we discovered that it was not 

only our relationship and interactions with families that changed, but also our understanding of and 
ability to acknowledge and work with family complexities, such as parent mental health issues as 

well as the challenges of parenting a child with special needs.  

  

These regular phone links, increased team discussions and reflective practise, resulted in a shift in 
our team clinical practice and has changed the way we work together with families. It has resulted 

in positive outcomes for families and the team. Families have gained skills to enable them to 

become active participants with their child’s learning, strengthening the parent-child relationship. 

The team has developed knowledge and skill in talking to families about sensitive issues, such as a 
potential disability/diagnosis. Team members have developed confidence in trialling a range of 

strategies promoted through our phone links to increase parent’s roles as co-therapists. A further 

positive outcome has been the introduction of a social worker to the team to support families with 
complex needs beyond their child’s immediate developmental needs. 
 


