
 

Symposium overview  
 

Abstract One Author One – Primary Organiser   

Author name and title BARBARA BARKER, RESEARCH MANAGER, ARACY 

Title  Parent Networks as Engines of Connection, Capability and Change 

Abstract  ARACY’s Parent Networks in Australia project provides the first national analysis 

of how parent-led networks support families raising children with complex needs 

and contribute to system improvement. The project aimed to strengthen system 

and service design by bringing the voices of families to a wider range of 

decision-makers and by examining which parents are currently missing from 

networks—and why. Drawing on a literature review, national network mapping, and 

engagement with more than 30 parent-led networks, the research highlights the 

critical role of peer-led connection in an era of rapid social and service change. 

Parent networks typically emerge from shared lived experience, often triggered by 

a new diagnosis or challenges accessing support. These informal beginnings 

evolve into structured communities where parents exchange information, share 

emotional support, and navigate fragmented systems together. Findings show that 

networks reduce isolation, build confidence, and enable community-led 

problem-solving that formal services often overlook. 

A major finding is the growing importance of lived-experience leadership. Many 

networks intentionally build parent advocacy capability through skill-building 

workshops, mentoring, and pathways into advisory and codesign roles. These 

opportunities equip parents to influence reforms across early childhood, disability, 

health, and education systems, contributing insights grounded in everyday 

experience. 

Implications for policy and practice include recognising parent networks as 

essential community infrastructure, investing in their sustainability, and embedding 

them as partners within broader reform efforts. As systems continue to shift, parent 

networks remain vital engines of connection, capability, and collective action for 

families navigating complexity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

 

  

 

Abstract Two Author Two   

Author name and title CATHERINE WADE, PRINCIPAL RESEARCH SPECIALIST, PARENTING 

RESEARCH CENTRE 

Title  What Parents Are Telling Us Today: National Insights 

Abstract  Australian families are raising children in increasingly complex and pressured 

environments. The Parenting Today Survey—the first national dataset capturing 

contemporary parenting experiences—provides new insights into what concerns 

parents most, with a particular focus on those raising children with complex needs. 

This presentation shares early findings from the inaugural survey and how they 

reflect the realities of “changing families in changing times.” 

Parents of children with complex needs report significantly heightened concern 

across daily life. Sleep difficulties, anxiety, and school attendance challenges are 

disproportionately described as moderate or major problems. These parents also 

express elevated worry about safety and social experiences, including bullying, 

aggression, and the pressures of social media. Collectively, these findings 

highlight the heavier emotional, behavioural, and practical load carried by families 

of children with complex needs, and the importance of supports that recognise the 

breadth and intensity of their concerns. 

Beyond these challenges, parents report ongoing difficulties navigating fragmented 

systems, securing timely assessments, and feeling confident that services will 

meet their child’s needs. Yet the survey also reveals strong resilience and adaptive 

capacity, with parents actively seeking solutions to support their children despite 

systemic barriers. 

Implications for policy and practice include improving service coordination, 

strengthening early support pathways, and embedding parent experience into 

continuous improvement mechanisms. As families’ needs evolve, systems must 

evolve alongside them. 

 
  



  

 

  

 

Abstract Three Author Three  

Author name and title KAREN DIMMOCK, CEO, ACD – ADVOCATING FOR CHILDREN WITH 

DISABILITY 

Title  Lived Experience Advocacy Improving Outcomes for Children with Disability 

Abstract  Families of children with disability navigate some of Australia’s most complex 

service systems. Despite ongoing reforms, many continue to experience 

fragmentation, delays, and barriers to equitable support. This presentation draws 

on ACD’s longstanding systemic advocacy to demonstrate how lived-experience 

leadership improves outcomes for children and families in “changing times.” 

ACD’s model is grounded in the belief that parents’ experiences offer essential 

insights into how systems actually function. Through structured feedback 

processes, parent leadership development, and partnerships with government and 

service providers, ACD equips parents to identify gaps, propose solutions, and 

influence policy and practice. Examples include advancing inclusive education, 

strengthening rights-based early intervention, and shaping improvements in 

service coordination for children with complex needs. 

Key mechanisms enabling parent influence include targeted advocacy training, 

peer mentoring, accessible advisory structures, and clear pathways for parents to 

contribute to decision-making. Lessons from ACD’s work emphasise the 

importance of early engagement, transparent communication, and resourcing 

lived-experience participation so families can contribute safely and sustainably. 

Implications for policymakers and practitioners include embedding 

lived-experience leadership within reform processes, supporting parent capability 

development, and ensuring families’ perspectives shape system improvements. In 

a period of significant change, parent-led advocacy is central to building systems 

that better reflect the needs, rights, and strengths of children with disability. 

 

 
  



  

 

  

 

 

Abstract Four Author Four (if applicable)  

Author name and title AMY GRAHAM, SENIOR ADVISOR, MINDEROO FOUNDATION 

Title  Elevating Diverse Voices to Transform Early Childhood Development Systems 

Abstract  Minderoo Foundation’s Communities Focus Area holds a vision that all children in 

Australia reach their full potential in thriving, connected communities. Within this 

work, the Valuing the Early Years initiative seeks to ensure early childhood 

development is actively supported by families, communities, and system stewards. 

A core component of this effort is the Elevating Diverse Voices (EDV) project, 

which aims to generate reliable, representative insights from parents, caregivers, 

and young children—ensuring their experiences and concerns are accessible to 

decision-makers and meaningfully inform system reform. 

Through the EDV project Minderoo engaged a range of partner organisations to 

undertake comprehensive research that elevates family voice. This collaborative 

model reflects the principle: “If you want to go fast, go alone. If you want to go far, 

go together” (Robin Jones Gunn). By working collectively, EDV brings together 

diverse expertise and lived experience to illuminate how families navigate 

changing systems, where they encounter barriers, and what supports enable them 

to thrive. 

Two EDV partners—the Parenting Research Centre and ARACY—are represented 

in this symposium. Their respective projects provide national insights into parents’ 

concerns and experiences, and highlight how parent networks strengthen 

capability, reduce isolation, and support collective advocacy. In combination, these 

efforts demonstrate that families raising children with complex needs are not only 

experiencing significant pressures within rapidly shifting systems—they are also 

central to developing solutions. 

Implications for policy and practice include building enduring mechanisms for 

lived-experience input, strengthening representative data collection, and ensuring 

parent perspectives guide early childhood system design in times of significant 

change. 

 


