


About This Guide

Finding Your Way has been created to help you
navigate the early stages of your child’s disability,
developmental delay or autism diagnosis. It’s
designed to be both practical and flexible. Whether
you prefer to read from start to finish or jump to
specific sections based on the information or support
you need at the moment, the choice is yours.

This guide serves as a starting point based on what
families told us they wanted to know at the beginning
of their journey. Take the time to absorb the
information that resonates with you and leave behind
anything that doesn't. As your journey unfolds, you
may find that certain sections become more relevant,
so revisit the guide whenever you need.

While we use the term ‘disability’ throughout this
guide, the content applies whether your child has a
developmental delay, autism, a rare condition,
another diagnosis, or no diagnosis at all. We use

‘disability’ for consistency, but recognise the diverse Contents

and individual experiences within our community.

Similarly, we often use the word 'parent’, but this 4 Welcome
guide is for you whether you are a parent, family
member, friend, foster carer, or anyone else caring

for a child with disability. 6 About Belongside
Families

8 Beginning the Journey

Where you see underlined words—these represent

links to additional resources available in the digital Understanding Key
version of this guide. 12 Disability Concepts
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If you are reading this guide, we can only assume
that you have received some heavy news. Life-
changing information that could potentially
influence the life you had envisioned for your child
and your family.

We want to acknowledge the range of emotions
that come with receiving news that your child’s life
will be different, sometimes difficult, and now
comes with a level of uncertainty. Whether you are
feeling relieved or shocked, angry or empowered,
please know that every emotion you feel, thought
you have and tear you may shed is real, valid,
justified and perfectly normal.

Many of these intense emotions aren’t just about
a report or diagnosis. They come from the heart-
break of hearing your child being described in
terms of delays and deficits instead of their unique
talents, strengths, and character. And from the
understanding that society doesn't always
appreciate and celebrate differences for their
beauty and strength as it should.
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If you have young children
who are different, understand
that different isn’t less,
different is powerful and
beautiful and so incredibly
important.

CHLOE HAYDEN ”

Your child is not less. In the words of Chloe Hayden
— “different is powerful and beautiful and so
incredibly important”. This news may be a huge
part of who they are, but it doesn’t need to define
them. Your child will still have interests and dislikes,
things they are good at and things they are not so
good at. You will still get to witness an incredibly
strong and resilient human being grow in front of




you, at their own pace, in their own way. Celebrate
the wins, both big and small, because each and
every one marks another step forward in your
child’s journey.

This life will give you a front-row seat to your
child’s strength, determination, and bravery. Their
presence in your life will open your eyes to a world
of diversity, inclusion, and variety. You will find
your heart full of a love fiercer than you could have
imagined.

This love will always and forever be enough. There
will be moments when you second guess yourself,
and at times feel guilty. Acknowledge these
feelings, give them their moment and when you
are ready, show them the door, making way for
the self-love and kindness that you deserve. More
than any therapist or specialist, it’s your support
and involvement that will make the greatest
difference in your child's development. Your
connection with them will shape their growth and
help them thrive in ways no one else can.
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Within the pages of this guide, you will be
introduced to resources and information that will
leave you with the knowledge, confidence, and
strength to face the challenges that this journey will
throw at you.

Know that you are not alone in this. There is a
community of families who have been where you
are. They are ready and willing to share all kinds of
tips, tricks, words of advice, encouragement and
support, a shoulder to cry on, an ear to listen and a
large warm welcome that (we hope) allows you to
feel seen, heard and validated.

We are here to support you every step of the way.

rofv.,
A community of

parents walking
alongside you

Join Our Community

In our private Facebook group,
you'll find a safe, supportive space
to connect with other parents, ask
for advice, and share your journey.

Scan the QR code to join us.



https://www.facebook.com/share/g/1JGdRvVu7i/

About Belongside Families

If you're raising a child with disability, developmental
delay or autism, you don’t have to navigate this
journey alone. We’re here to walk beside you.

Belongside Families is an independent, family-led
not-for-profit organisation in New South Wales. We
offer free, trusted information, practical programs,
and peer support to help you feel more confident,
connected, and empowered.

Whether you’re noticing early differences, trying to
figure out the NDIS, juggling therapies, or facing
school challenges, we’re here to help make things
feel a little less overwhelming.

Each year, we support thousands of parents and
carers, helping them to feel less alone and more
equipped to navigate complex systems and the
day-to-day realities of disability parenting.

Every member of our team is raising a child with
disability or developmental concerns, so we
understand the challenges families face. Our
work is grounded in real-life experience,
informed by evidence, and shaped by what
families tell us they need most.

Because when families thrive, children thrive.
And that’s what matters.
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How We Support Families

Join our online workshops on topics like
advocacy, how to use therapy, and ways to
support your child’s development. These small
group sessions are practical and interactive,
helping you grow your knowledge and learn
useful tools and strategies.

Watch our online webinars live or at a time
that works for you. Hear from professionals
and parents to get helpful tips and learn about
ways to support your child and family.

Talk with a trained parent facilitator to get
information and support around the
challenges you are facing. We can help you
navigate systems such as the NDIS, education
and health. And direct you to helpful services
based on what you need.

Get free tips, tools, and events to support
your family—delivered to your inbox.

Connect with other parents in our online or
in-person groups. These are welcoming
spaces led by our trained parent facilitators.
We have topic-based and casual discussion
groups where you can share your
experiences or just listen and learn from
other families.

Join our private Belongside Community

Facebook group to connect with other
parents and carers online. Ask questions,
share advice and feel supported any time,
day or night. It’s a safe, supportive and
moderated community.

Explore our fact sheets, guides, and family
stories for information you can trust. Learn
more about the NDIS, school, therapy, and
looking after yourself without having to
spend hours searching online.



https://belongsidefamilies.us4.list-manage.com/subscribe?u=296bd6c1c71add901fbe27f6f&id=79376cd8a9

Beginning the Journey

Whether you've just received a diagnosis for your child, are exploring one, or waiting for the
right diagnosis, you are welcome here. The information and perspectives shared within this
guide are relevant to you, no matter what stage you are at in the process.

While every family’s journey is unique, you’re on a path that many families have walked
before you, and it’s important to realise that you don’t have to navigate it alone. This section
is designed to help you as you take the first steps and begin your journey.

Give Yourself Time and Space

Processing this kind of news is significant. Be kind
to yourself and allow room for grace as you and
your family adapt. This isn’t something that
happens overnight, so it’s important to take the
time you need. Be gentle with yourself, your child,
and your loved ones as you move through this new
reality together.

There’s No Rush to Act

It’s very common to feel a pressing need to quickly
wrap your head around all the information you’ve
just received and urgently begin the journey of
finding therapists and applying for funding for your
child. Before diving straight into action, we
recommend taking a moment. While these
logistical first steps are important, it’s equally
valuable to give yourself and your family the space
to process and adjust.

It’s okay to take things slowly. Remember that
even small steps forward matter, and there’s no
need to rush through this period of transition.
Prioritising your family’s wellbeing during this time
can make all the difference as you move forward.

Processing How You're Feeling

It’s natural to feel a wide range of emotions. You
may feel these all at once, or in stages. Whether
you experience disbelief, anger, relief, or anything
else, the most important thing is to give yourself
permission to feel whatever comes up.

Sharing how you are feeling with someone you
trust—a supportive friend, family member, or
professional—can offer valuable support and
perspective. Open, honest conversations can
help you process your feelings and lighten the
emotional load.

Sharing the News

When you’re ready, you may want to share the
diagnosis with others. There’s no ‘right’ way to do
this—every family is different. Some families
choose to keep the news private for a while, while
others feel more comfortable sharing right away.
Trust yourself to know what feels right for your
child and family.

Your approach might involve telling your inner
circle first, then slowly expanding to a wider group,
or you may choose to share it with everyone at
once. Follow your instincts and proceed in a way
that feels natural and supportive to your family’s
needs.

Depending on your child’s age, you may want to
include them in the process. It can be empowering
for your child to know what’s happening and to
have a say in how the information is shared with
others. Including them in these conversations can
help them feel supported, heard, and involved.

To learn how other families approached sharing
the news with family and friends, read this story
from three parents in the Belongside Community in
the digital version of this guide.


https://belongsidefamilies.org.au/resources/sharing-the-diagnosis-3-different-stories-from-our-families/




The Power of Peer Support

As you move through this experience, finding
a community of people who truly understand
what you're going through is vital. Support—
offered by families who are walking a similar
path—can provide both emotional and
practical guidance. This is what’s known as
peer support.

Peer support comes in many forms such as
facilitated groups, one-on-one support, or
access to resources and information developed
by other parents. It’s often by learning from
other families and feeling connected through
shared experiences that parents find not only
understanding but also the tools they need to
make informed decisions.

We encourage you to seek out peer support
groups, whether through Belongside Families,
a diagnosis-specific group, or something local
to your community. These networks are full of
shared wisdom, insights, and genuine empathy
that can be incredibly helpful.

Being in the company of families who truly
‘get it’ can provide comfort, perspective, and
hope during this time. From practical tips to
emotional reassurance, these communities
can help you navigate challenges that may
feel overwhelming when faced alone.

A Community Walking Alongside You

Here, you’ll find messages from other families
from our community who have walked this
path before you. Their insights and
experiences offer a window into what this
journey can look like, and we hope you find
comfort and strength in their words.

Let these reflections serve as an important
reminder that you're not alone. There is a
community walking alongside you.

You are going to get through this
one day and one decision at a
time.

It’s ok to ask for help. No one
needs to do this alone.

Learn from the experience of
other families.

Ask questions. It’s ok to get a

second or third opinion if you
aren’t sure.

Messages From
Parents in the

Belongside Community

What We Wish We
Knew in the Early Days

Your child doesn't need fixing.

Your child is still your child. This
piece of paper doesn't change who
they are or your bond.

Your child will have no greater
asset in life than you. So it’s
important you take good care
of yourself too.


https://belongsidefamilies.org.au/peer-support-2/

@ This journey is a marathon, not a
sprint ... pace yourself. Give
yourself time—do what you can,
when you can.

® Nothing is more important than
your child’s and your family's
well-being.

A good life is possible!

Professionals may be experts in

development but you are the
expert in your child.

® Work together as a team with
your partner.

@ Look for your child’s strengths
and your own strengths. What
you focus on will grow.

@ Use your child’s interests to
engage them in your world but
first meet them in theirs.

@ Let your family know what’s going
on. Give them a chance to
support you.

© Take care of yourself. With more
energy and clarity, you can better
meet your child’s needs.

Do not underestimate the power of

a mother's intuition! Trust your gut!
If something doesn’t feel right—
speak up. You know your child best.

@ It's OK not to be OK.

@ Help is available. Emergency respite
and other supports exist.

@ You have the right to ask questions
and request more information from
doctors.

Join Our Community: search ‘Belongside Community’ on Facebook



Understanding Key Disability Concepts

If your child has recently been diagnosed with a developmental delay, disability or autism,
you'’re likely hearing unfamiliar terms and phrases for the first time, especially if you have
limited personal experience of disability. In this section we’ll introduce you to some key
concepts to help you understand disability in a way that can empower both you and your

child as you navigate supports and systems.

Strengths-Based Approach

A strengths-based approach focuses on what your
child can do, rather than what they can’t. It
emphasises building on your child’s strengths,
interests, and abilities to help their growth and
development.

This approach fosters confidence, resilience, and a
positive sense of self by recognising your child's
unique talents. While addressing challenges is
essential, focusing on strengths can create
opportunities for your child to thrive.

For example:

> [Ifyour child learns visually, you might use
pictures or visual aids to help them develop
new skills.

> [Ifyour child loves animals, teach reading
through animal-themed activities.

> If your child loves music, use songs or rhythms
to teach counting, language, or following
directions.

> If your child thrives on routine, use consistent
schedules to help them learn new self-care
skills.

Inclusion

Inclusion ensures that everyone can fully
participate in all aspects of life, from education to
social activities and employment. For children with
disability, inclusion means having the support they
need to take part in the same activities and
environments as other children—at home, in early
childhood settings, and within the community.

Inclusive programs or environments allow all
children to participate in activities suited to their
interests and abilities. For families, inclusion means

being actively involved in the same community
experiences as other families.

Disability as Part of Identity

Disability is a part of who your child is, but it doesn’t
define them entirely. Many people with disability

view it as a natural part of their identity, rather than

something negative or limiting. It’s important to
approach your child’s diagnosis with openness,
seeing their disability as just one aspect of their
identity, alongside their personality, talents, and
interests. This perspective fosters self-acceptance
and helps your child feel proud of who they are.

When Dash was first identified
as Autistic, the conversation with
professionals became about all the things he
couldn’t do. Over time, I learnt to advocate

from a strengths—based approach and
focus on how wonderful and unique my
child is, exactly as he is.

KRISTY


https://belongsidefamilies.org.au/resources/dancing-riding-running-towards-community-inclusion/

FINDING YOUR WAY | 13

The Social vs. Medical Model of Disability

How you view disability itself can make a big difference in your child’s life and the choices you make as a
family. In this section, we’ll explain two different approaches to disability—the social model and medical
model—and how these can guide your decisions in areas such as healthcare, education, inclusion, and the

overall well-being of your child.

b4

Social Model

+

Medical Model

Looks at disability as a result of barriers in society,
not a problem within the individual. It emphasises
that the environment and social attitudes can be

disabling. In this view, the focus is on changing the

Views disability as something within the person that
needs to be ‘fixed’ or cured. It focuses on diagnosis,
treatment, and intervention. In this view, a child with
a developmental delay or disability might be seen

primarily in terms of what they cannot do, with an
emphasis on therapies to ‘fix’ those deficits.

environment, attitudes, and systems to better
include and support your child.

Medical Model Examples

Social Model Examples

Child uses a wheelchair and is unable
to access the playground at recess.

With a wheelchair-accessible playground,
the child can play with friends at school.

Child has severe expressive
communication delays.

With access to a communication device,
the child is able to communicate needs.

Child has poor social skills and
is unable to play with others.

When engaging in preferred activities, child
is able to share enjoyment with familiar peers.

Child is unable to sit still and
concentrate for group time.

With regular movement breaks, and access
to sensory supports child is able to
engage in group time.

Child has poor executive functioning skills
and lacks independence in daily tasks.

With visual schedules, child is able to
unpack bag when arriving at preschool.

Child’s writing is illegible and is
unable to complete creative writing.

Child is able to express
creative ideas verbally.

When to Use Medical Model

When to Use Social Model

When seeking medical treatment or
applying for funding (like NDIS), focusing
on your child's specific needs and challenges
is often necessary to secure services.

To advocate for removing societal barriers
and creating more accessible and supportive
environments for your child, which
promotes inclusion and empowerment.

You can find more information on other key disability concepts on page 48 of this guide.



https://www.afdo.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Medical-vs-Social-Model-of-Disability.pdf
https://www.afdo.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Medical-vs-Social-Model-of-Disability.pdf
https://www.afdo.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Medical-vs-Social-Model-of-Disability.pdf

Early Childhood Intervention

When your child’s development doesn’t meet expected milestones, you'll likely hear a lot about
‘early intervention’ and ‘therapy.’ It's natural to have questions about what these terms mean

and how they can help your child.

In this section, we'll explore what early childhood intervention (ECI) is, the different types
of therapy available, and how to make ECI work best for your child and family.

What is Early Childhood Intervention

Early Childhood Intervention (ECI) is a range of

services and supports to help young children with
developmental delays and disability get the best
possible start in life. ECl is tailored to meet your
child’s unique needs and your family’s priorities.
It might include specialised therapies (like speech
therapy or physiotherapy), educational programs,
family support and supported playgroups.

The goal of ECl is to support your child's
development during the crucial early years to
reach their full potential. But it's not just about
your child—ECI also aims to empower you as a
parent. It provides you with strategies, knowledge,
and confidence to support your child's growth and
learning in everyday moments.

What is Therapy

Therapy is a type of ECI service which involves
various activities and exercises to support your
child's development, improve their daily life, and
help them reach their full potential.

Therapy is a partnership between your family and
trained allied health professionals (therapists).

It should focus on building on your child’s strengths
and overcoming challenges rather than trying to
‘fix” your child.

In the early years, therapy might look different
to what you imagine: it’s often play-based and
happens during everyday activities. For example,
a speech therapist might show you how to
encourage language during bath time.

A note on language: In the guide, we use the term Early Childhood Intervention (ECI) because it is commonly used by medical
professionals and familiar to many families. However, we recognise that the word ‘intervention’ may carry negative connotations

for some families.

i

Learn More in our Therapy Resources

Read tips on how to make therapy
work for your child and family, what
to do when things aren’t working and

more in our resources.
) a“~



https://www.eciavic.org.au/documents/item/1494

Understanding Therapy and Therapists

Therapists play a vital role in supporting your child's
development. In this section, we cover the key
therapists you might work with, some of the ways
they can help your child and family, and how they
often work across different skill areas to provide
well-rounded support.

Speech Therapist
A speech therapist, also known as a speech

pathologist, can help your child with things like:

> Speech development: Improving pronunciation,
articulation, forming words and sentences.

> Language development: Understanding and
using language both in speaking and listening.

) Alternative communication: Teaching sign
language or introducing the use of
communication devices when a child has
difficulty communicating verbally.

» Social communication skills: Learning how to
interact with others, take turns in conversation,
and use body language.

> Feeding and swallowing: Addressing issues
related to eating and drinking.

> Literacy: Supporting the development of reading
and writing, including phonological awareness,
reading comprehension and spelling.

Occupational Therapist (OT)
An occupational therapist helps children develop

the skills they need for daily living and playing.
They can assist with areas such as:

> Fine motor skills: Activities like holding a pencil,
using scissors, and other activities that require
hand-eye coordination.

> Self-care skills: Learning to dress, feed
themselves, and manage other daily activities.

) Sensory processing: Processing and responding
to sensory information (like sounds, textures,
and lights) in a manageable way.

> Emotional regulation: Understanding and
managing emotions.
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Physiotherapist

A physiotherapist focuses on improving a child’s
physical skills, such as movement, balance, and
coordination. For example, they can support with:

> Motor skills development: Improving gross
motor skills like crawling, walking, running, and
jumping.

> Strength and flexibility: Building muscle strength
and improving flexibility.

» Posture and balance: Developing proper posture
and balance, for physical activities.

> Mobility aids: Recommending and helping with
mobility aids like walkers or wheelchairs.

Psychologist
A psychologist can support your child's emotional,

social and behavioural development. They can assist
with areas such as:

> Emotional regulation: Managing emotions and
coping with feelings like anxiety, frustration, or
sadness.

> Behavioural support: Understanding behaviour
and identifying supportive strategies.

> Social skills: Improving social interactions,
making friends, and understanding social cues.

> Family support: Offering guidance to families on
supporting their child’s emotional and
psychological well-being.

Behaviour Therapist
Behavioural therapists focus on understanding and

addressing behaviours that might be hindering a
child’s development and daily functioning. They can
help with things like:

> Skill building: Teaching specific skills that help
with daily activities, social interactions, and
learning.

Y Individualised plans: Creating personalised
behaviour plans based on a child’s unique needs
and goals.

> Family training: Working with parents and
caregivers to implement behaviour strategies at
home and in other settings.


https://raisingchildren.net.au/guides/a-z-health-reference/speech-pathologist
https://raisingchildren.net.au/guides/a-z-health-reference/occupational-therapist
https://raisingchildren.net.au/guides/a-z-health-reference/physiotherapist
https://raisingchildren.net.au/guides/a-z-health-reference/psychologist
https://bspaustralia.org.au/info/what-is-a-behaviour-support-practitioner/

Where to Access Therapy

In New South Wales, there are different ways to
access therapy services, and the options may vary
depending on your location. Below is an overview:

Community Health Centres

Community health centres are located within local
communities and offer therapies such as speech,
OT, and physiotherapy, often at no cost if your child
has a Medicare card. These centres can also connect
you with other local resources and support. Services
will vary between centres, eligibility criteria may
apply, and there are often long waitlists. Contact
your local centre to learn what is offered and if a
referral is required. Search ‘community health
centre + [your suburb or local area]’.

Not-for-Profit ECI Providers

In some areas of NSW, not-for-profit organisations
offer comprehensive early childhood intervention
services, including therapy sessions, supported
playgroups, and family support. These providers
usually have a team of different types of therapists
who can collaborate to support your child. You can
contact them directly to enquire about services.
Payment options include NDIS funding or private
payment. Search ‘early childhood intervention +
[your suburb or local area]’ online to find providers
in your area. A not-for-profit provider will generally
have a .org.au web address.

Private Practices

Private therapy clinics may consist of solo therapists
or a team of therapists. Some private clinics offer
programs for both children and their families to
learn new skills. You can find private therapists
through recommendations from your GP,
paediatrician, or by searching online directories.
Payment for these services can be made using NDIS
funding or privately.

Hospital Outpatient Clinics

Some children may be able to access therapy
services through hospital outpatient clinics,
particularly if they need specialised care. These
clinics, often located in children’s hospitals, are at

no cost (for Medicare card holders), though waitlists

can be long. A referral from your GP or paediatrician
is typically required to access these services.

University Clinics

University clinics provide therapy services by
students under professional supervision, offering a
lower-cost option. To find these services, search
online for universities offering programs in speech
pathology, occupational therapy, or physiotherapy.

Early Childhood Education and Care Settings
Some early childhood education and care centres,
such as preschools and childcare centres, provide
integrated therapy services within the educational
setting. These services may be delivered by visiting
therapists or staff trained in early childhood
intervention. Speak with your child’s ECEC director
or search online for centres offering these
integrated services.

Telehealth Services

Telehealth has become a widely accessible option
for families, especially those in regional or remote
areas. Many therapists now offer online sessions for
children and families, making therapy more
convenient. You can search online for therapy
services that provide telehealth options for children.
Payment can typically be made using NDIS funding
or privately.



Best Practice in Early Childhood
Intervention

What does ‘best practice’ really mean, and why
does it matter for your family?

It’s not just about what support is provided, but how
it's delivered. Best practice focuses on your child’s
strengths, puts families at the centre, and fits into
everyday life in meaningful ways. When this
approach is in place, support builds your confidence
and helps your whole family thrive.

The Early Childhood Intervention Best Practice
Guidelines outline what quality, family-centred
support looks like for children with disability or
developmental delay and their families. Learn more
about these principles.

Here’s what best practice can look like and how to
know if it’s happening for your family:

> Atherapist starts by asking what matters most
to your family.

> You leave a session feeling more confident,

with simple ideas to try at home during play,

meals, or daily routines.

Your child’s team shares information and works

together, so you're not carrying the full load.

Strategies are based on what your child enjoys,

like dancing, trucks, or imaginative games.

You feel like a partner in planning goals and

making decisions.

v VvV Vv Vv

Sessions adapt to your child’s needs and
environment, whether that’s at home,
preschool, or online.
> You're given flexible options like telehealth or
parent coaching if they suit your life better.
If something isn’t working, your therapist
listens, adjusts, and works with you to find
solutions.
> Your family’s culture, language and beliefs are
understood and respected.
> You feel supported—not just in helping your
child, but in caring for yourself and your whole
family too.
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https://www.eciavic.org.au/documents/item/1503

How We Made It Work:
Stories from Families

Families shared how they made early intervention work for their families

“We started with weekly sessions,
then switched to blocks that target
a specific goal. It’s more
sustainable and we’re making
great progress.”

“Our speech therapist taught me
how to use books to support my

son’s language. It.’s such an easy “At first, | thought | had to do

smt/“g)r/ t;qu;o; ko?vr:eig]f g Of;;‘ I\(I)ov;{ te everything exactly right. But | learned
art); Iof thle dav.” ur javouri that doing a little, often, is better

p V- than burning out trying to do it all.”

“I thought | was just meant to sit
and watch. Once the therapist
showed me how to be involved, |
realised | was the one who could
help my child every day.”

“Instead of therapy being
something we fit in, we made it
part of our week—like
incorporating speech goals into
library visits or lunch outings.”




“We involved the whole family—my
older daughter helps with therapy
games, and we all cheer when her
little brother makes progress.”

“l asked the OT to observe our school
drop-off. Transitions were always
tricky. That one visit helped us build a
plan that’s now made mornings
smoother for everyone.”

“My son does better with
telehealth. No travel, no sensory
overload, and the therapist turns
activities into fun online games.
He actually looks forward to it.”
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“Our OT set up a backyard obstacle
course with a fairy theme to involve
both my girls. Therapy became a

game they loved playing together.”

“My son loves dinosaurs, so we used
them for everything—counting, turn-
taking, even calming strategies. It
helped make therapy feel like play.”

“Our therapist helped the preschool
set up a social story about group
time. It’s now part of their daily
routine, and it’s helped my son feel
included and ready to join in.”



Finding and Choosing the Right Therapist

A therapist can play a crucial role in your child's
development. Choosing the right one can feel like a
big decision. Here are tips from other families to help
you find and select the best therapist for your child.

What to Look For

When searching for a therapist, it's essential to find
someone who not only has the right qualifications
but also aligns with your child’s needs and your
family’s values. Here are key factors to consider:

> Experience: Does the therapist have experience
working with children with similar needs?

> Approach: Does their approach align with your
values and priorities for your child?

> Communication: Do they take the time to explain
things in a way that helps you understand?

> Collaboration: Are they open to your input and
guestions and working in partnership?

> Location: Is their clinic convenient for you to get
to? Or even better, can they come to your home
or child’s education setting?

> Cultural sensitivity: Does the therapist understand
and respect your family's cultural background?

Questions to Ask

Asking the right questions can provide a clearer
picture of a therapist’s experience and approach.
Here are some questions that can help you evaluate
whether they’re the best fit.

> About their experience: What experience do
they have working with children who have your
child's diagnosis or specific needs?

> About their approach: How do they involve
parents and family members in the therapy
process? How do they make therapy engaging
and motivating for children?

> About best practice: Do they work in natural
environments such as the home and education
settings? Do they involve you in planning? Are
they comfortable with siblings joining in? How
do they measure and communicate progress?

> About communication and collaboration: How
do they collaborate with other professionals



involved in your child's care?

> About practical matters: What are their fees?
What is their cancellation policy? Do they offer
flexible scheduling options or telehealth?

> About their philosophy: How do they handle a
situation where a child is resistant to therapy?
How do they handle challenging behaviours
during therapy?

> About their child safety practices: Will they work
with your child alone? How do they screen their
staff? Do they adopt the National Child Safe
Standards? (Find out what to look for in an
organisation or service to keep your child safe).

> About their approach: Do they offer a key,
worker model? How do they work
collaboratively with professionals in their own
organisation and externally to make sure
everyone is on the same page to provide the
best care?

Finding a Therapist

Finding the right therapist involves research,
networking, and sometimes a bit of trial and error.
Here are some steps to help you on your search:

> Contact local support groups: Reach out to local
support groups for parents of children with
disability. These could be local Facebook groups
or parent groups that meet in your local area.

) Ask for recommendations: Ask your child’s
paediatrician, teachers, or other families for
recommendations. They may know therapists
who have successfully worked with children
with similar needs.

> Research online: Many therapists have websites
or are listed in online directories for finding
therapists. Check if they have reviews on
Google or Facebook.

Making Therapy Work for Your Family

Integrating therapy into family life is a great way to
support your child's progress outside of therapy
sessions. This section offers practical tips from
experienced families on fitting therapy into your
routine, understanding your role, and what to do
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when changes are needed. The goal is to help make
therapy an effective and positive part of your family's
journey while supporting your child's development
and maintaining balance in your daily life.

Fitting With Your Family’s Needs

It's important to find ways to integrate therapy into
your family's daily life. Here are some strategies
that other families have found helpful.

> Flexible scheduling: Collaborate with your
therapists to find suitable session times that
accommodate your family's routines. This could
involve scheduling sessions around your
children's school times or arranging therapy
during your child's most alert periods.

Y Incorporating therapy into daily life: Look for
opportunities to include therapy activities into
your everyday routines. For instance, you can
practise speech sounds during bath time or car
rides, work on fine motor skills while cooking or
doing chores together, or use playground time
to address physical therapy goals.

> Exploring telehealth options: When in-person
sessions are challenging, consider using
telehealth as an alternative. Telehealth offers
benefits such as reduced travel time, flexible
scheduling, and the opportunity to practise
skills in your home environment.

> Involving siblings: Getting siblings involved in
therapy activities can be a way to work on your
child’s goals. This can promote understanding
and bonding, make therapy feel more like
family time, and provide natural opportunities
for interaction and social development.

Your Role in Therapy

As a parent, you play a crucial role in your child’s
therapy by actively participating, sharing insights,
and applying strategies at home. Families share
what their involvement looks like.

) Active participation: Engage in therapy sessions
to learn strategies directly from the therapist
that you can apply at home. Don't hesitate to
ask questions and seek clarification.

> Share your insights: You know your child best.


https://ocg.nsw.gov.au/safespace#section-target-3
https://www.sdn.org.au/services/childrens-therapies/our-approach/our-keyworker-approach-for-children-aged-0-7/
https://www.sdn.org.au/services/childrens-therapies/our-approach/our-keyworker-approach-for-children-aged-0-7/

Share your observations, such as what When Therapy Isn’t Working

motivates your child or what might be causing

Sometimes, despite everyone's best efforts,
frustration. This information can help P y

therapy may not be progressing as expected.
therapists tailor their approach to better suit Py may prog & P

Families sh hat do if thi "t
your child's needs. Also, provide feedback on amtlies snare what you can o I things aren

. . working.
how strategies are working at home. g

) Practise at home: Therapy doesn’t end when ) Communicate concerns: Have an open, honest

the session does. Incorporate techniques into . . . .

o _ . conversation with your therapist to discuss
everyday activities to reinforce learning. Keep
a log of progress and challenges to discuss

with your therapist.

what isn't working and why you're concerned.
Seek their perspective on the situation and

explore possible changes.
> Set goals together: Partner with your therapist p. P 8 . .
t0 establish meaningful, achievable goals > Review goals and expectations: Revisit the
c that th | ’ ’ th ' therapy goals and expectations. Are they still
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outcomes.
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> what works for your cf:IiId Speak up if you > Consider different approaches: If progress

have concerns or if something doesn't feel
right. Collaborate with your child's entire

remains slower than expected or stress levels
are high, explore different therapy methods or
techniques. Different methods can resonate
differently with each child, and finding the
right fit can make a significant difference.

support team.

) Consider a change: If issues persist, consider

finding a different therapist whose style and
approach better match your family's needs.
Remember, it's okay to make a change if it's in

Research COnSiStently the best interest of your child and family.
shows that parent
involvement has the
most significant impact
on development for
children with disability.



Beyond Therapy

When your child receives a disability diagnosis,
therapy often becomes a primary focus. However,
Early Childhood Intervention (ECI) offers a wide
range of supports that can significantly benefit your
child's development and contribute to your family's
well-being. Below is an overview of additional
services that can complement your child's therapy.

Every child and family is unique, so it’s important to
find the right combination of supports that work
best for you. Speak with your ECI provider or
therapist about how these services can benefit your
child, and connect with other families to learn what
has worked well for them.

Parent Education

Parenting programs equip you with practical
strategies to support your child's development at
home, boost your confidence, and connect you with
other families in similar situations. Popular
programs include: Hanen, Tuning into Kids and
Circle of Security. Belongside Families also offers
free online workshops led by parent peer

facilitators, helping you learn to advocate for your
child and navigate various services and systems. To
find suitable programs, ask your early intervention
provider, contact your local community health
centre or council, search online, or connect with

other families through the Belongside Community.
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Peer Support Groups

Connecting with other parents who are raising
children with developmental delays or disability
can be incredibly beneficial. Peer groups, like
MyTime, offer a safe space for sharing
experiences, receiving emotional support, and
learning new ideas. You can join a local MyTime
group or one of Belongside Families’” Online

MyTime groups - both options are free for families.

Supported Playgroups

Supported playgroups offer a nurturing environment
where children can interact with other children with
disability and develop important skills such as
communication, sharing, and play. These groups
also offer parents a chance to connect with other
families. If you’re not ready for mainstream
playgroups, supported playgroups can be a stepping
stone. Contact your local early intervention
provider, council or Playgroup NSW to find a group
near you.

Disability Specific Programs

These programs offer specialised support tailored
to children with disability, focusing on skill
development, social interaction, and targeted
activities. They may include social skills groups or
other programs designed to meet your child’s
unique needs. To find a program, contact your
local early intervention provider or therapist,
search online or ask other families.



https://belongsidefamilies.org.au/events/
https://bit.ly/BelongsideCommunity
https://www.mytime.net.au/
https://belongsidefamilies.org.au/peer-support-2/
https://belongsidefamilies.org.au/peer-support-2/
https://belongsidefamilies.org.au/peer-support-2/
https://www.playgroupnsw.org.au/playgroups/find-a-playgroup/







Work with therapists you can learn
from so you can build your own skills
and knowledge.

Ask your therapist the reasons ‘why’
they are doing things, so it makes
sense to you.

Think about what is going to make
your life easier and ask therapist to
help you solve problems.

Have clear goals to work towards,
and don’t try to do everything at once.

Believe in yourself; you are the one
who can make the biggest difference
in your child’s life...you’ve got this!




Medical and Health
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Whether your child has medical needs and requires regular medical care, or their sensory
needs mean that appointments are overwhelming, accessing healthcare can be challenging for
families of children with disability. In this section, we’ll provide an overview of the healthcare
system, how to navigate it effectively, and ways to advocate for your child and family's needs.

Accessing Paediatric and Specialist Care

General Practitioners (GPs)

Your GP is often the first point of contact when
accessing healthcare services for your child. Building
a long-term relationship with a GP who is familiar
with your child’s medical and developmental
circumstances is valuable. They can help you navigate
the healthcare system, provide referrals to specialists
and simplify complex medical information to help you
understand your child’s health concerns. GPs also
play a vital role in holistic care, not just for your child
but for your entire family.

Paediatricians

A paediatrician specialises in managing children's
healthcare, including developmental delays. Accessing
a paediatrician usually starts with a referral from your
GP. There are two main types of paediatricians:
General Paediatricians focus on overall child health
and general development, while Developmental
Paediatricians specialise in developmental conditions
and disability. Paediatricians work closely with
specialists to ensure your child receives the care they
need across all areas of development and health.

Specialists

When your child needs care beyond a GP or
paediatrician, specialists such as neurologists,
geneticists, and cardiologists may be required.
Accessing specialists typically requires a referral from
your GP or paediatrician. It's important to note that
GP referrals are usually valid for 12 months, while
paediatrician referrals typically last 3 months.

Private Practice vs Public System

In the public health system, there may be long wait
times to see specialists, but services are often free or
low-cost. On the other hand, private practices offer

faster access, though the costs can be significant. Many
families, depending on their financial circumstances,
choose private care when time is a critical factor.

Outpatient Clinics

Outpatient clinics provide specialist care without
hospital admission. These clinics may offer
consultations with paediatricians, therapists, or other
specialists, often with access to multidisciplinary
teams. Because outpatient appointments can be
infrequent and it's not as easy to speak with specialists
between appointments, it's important to be well
prepared. Write down your questions beforehand and
bring any relevant medical records or test results.

Different Public Hospital Settings
Children’s Hospital

NSW is home to several major children’s hospitals,
including the Children's Hospital at Westmead, Sydney,

Children's Hospital in Randwick and John Hunter in
Newcastle. These hospitals offer specialised paediatric
care and have a wide range of specialists and services,
from routine care to complex surgeries. Your child’s
paediatrician and GP can often refer you to these
hospitals when specialised care is needed.

Local Hospital

Your local hospital can handle less complex medical
issues and help stabilise your child during emergencies.
While some hospitals may offer specialised care,
especially in larger areas, others—particularly in
smaller locations—may not. If needed, they will
coordinate with the children's hospitals or refer you for
more specialised services.

Understanding Your Hospital’s Facilities
If your child has a medical condition, it’s helpful to
familiarise yourself with the paediatric capabilities of


https://raisingchildren.net.au/guides/a-z-health-reference/paediatrician
https://www.schn.health.nsw.gov.au/visiting-and-staying/outpatients-appointments
https://www.schn.health.nsw.gov.au/about/our-network/childrens-hospital-westmead
https://www.schn.health.nsw.gov.au/about/our-network/sydney-childrens-hospital-randwick
https://www.schn.health.nsw.gov.au/about/our-network/sydney-childrens-hospital-randwick
https://www.nsw.gov.au/departments-and-agencies/nsw-health/service-directory/john-hunter-childrens-hospital

your local hospital. By understanding what services
are available, you'll be better equipped to make
informed decisions in an emergency. Speak with
your GP or paediatrician to create a plan tailored to
your child's needs. This preparation can help you
act quickly and confidently in urgent situations.

Regional, Rural, and Remote Areas

Families in regional, rural, and remote areas often face
challenges like fewer paediatricians and specialists
and longer travel times for appointments. However,
there are practical solutions to improve access. Many
regional areas now host visiting specialists, bringing
expert care closer to home. Telehealth services are
also expanding, allowing families to consult with
specialists remotely, reducing the need for travel. In
emergencies, transport services can help get children
to the care they need quickly.

Advocacy and Support

Advocating for your child’s healthcare needs is an
essential part of navigating the medical system.
Ensuring your child receives the best possible care
involves understanding your rights, asking questions,
and seeking out the necessary support systems.

Healthcare Rights

Understanding your healthcare rights is crucial when
accessing medical services for your child. These rights
include the entitlement to safe and high-quality care,
being informed about available services, treatment
options, and associated costs, and being actively
involved in decisions about your child’s care.

Knowing your rights helps ensure that you and your
child receive the respect and care you deserve
throughout the medical process.

Advocating

Advocating for your child involves taking an active
role in their care and speaking up on their behalf.
Keep detailed records of all appointments,
treatments, and medical interactions. This
documentation can be invaluable when discussing
your child's progress or concerns with healthcare
providers. Don't hesitate to ask questions or seek
clarification on any aspect of your child's care that
you don't fully understand. Remember, you know
your child best, and your insights are crucial to their
care. If you're unsure about a diagnosis or treatment
plan, it's perfectly acceptable to seek a second
opinion.

In New South Wales hospitals, the REACH
(Recognition, Engage, Act, Call, Help is on its way)
system is available to escalate concerns about a
patient's condition. This system empowers you to
act if you notice a worrying change in your child's
condition that you feel is not being adequately
addressed. Familiarise yourself with how REACH
works in your hospital so you can use it if necessary.

Coordination of Care

Coordinating your child's care, especially when
navigating multiple specialists and services, can be
challenging. Ask at the hospital if there is anyone
that can assist you to coordinate your child’s care.
Consider using a care diary or digital tool to track
appointments and treatments and key updates.

Support Networks

Connecting with other parents and carers facing
similar challenges can be a source of strength and
guidance. Local support groups and online
communities such as Belongside Families can offer

invaluable advice, shared experiences, and
emotional support as you navigate the healthcare
system. These networks can help you feel less
isolated and provide practical insights on managing
your child’s care.


https://www.cec.health.nsw.gov.au/keep-patients-safe/reach
https://belongsidefamilies.org.au/medicalfamilies/

Cultural Considerations

It’s essential that healthcare services are
accessible, respectful, and culturally appropriate
for all families. Understanding and advocating for
your cultural needs is a key part of ensuring your
child receives care that aligns with your family's
values and traditions. Healthcare providers in

New South Wales are required to provide culturally
sensitive care, including access to interpreters.
Speak to your GP or healthcare provider for more
information.

Emotional Impact on Families

As a parent, it can be incredibly hard to watch your
child go through medical procedures, hospital stays,
or frequent specialist appointments. Seeing them
face these challenges often brings feelings of
helplessness, fear, and anxiety. When your child has
developmental concerns or disability, the emotional
weight is compounded by the stress of navigating a
complex healthcare system, dealing with long wait
times, and facing uncertain outcomes. To help
manage these challenges, consider seeking support
through counselling or joining a parent support
group. You can access services such as hospital
social workers, psychology services (via a Mental
Health Care Plan from your GP), and parent support

hotlines.
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Explain the visit to your child using
language they can understand.

Bring along items that bring comfort, such
as a favourite toy or blanket.

Pack snacks and activities in case of
potential long waits.

Look into parking options, including any
available disability rebates or discounts.

Know where you are going by using
hospital apps or websites for navigation
assistance.

Bring along documentation of your child's
medical history, including diagnoses,
medications, allergies, and past
procedures.

Be prepared for potential delays due to
emergencies, and try to locate quiet
spaces or sensory-friendly areas in the
hospital.

Many hospitals also provide child life
therapy services to help children cope
with the hospital experience - check with
your hospital before your visit.

Learn More in our Medical Resources

Read tips for advocating for
your child in the healthcare
systems, how to prepare for
hospital visits, and more in
our resources.



https://belongsidefamilies.org.au/resources/?c=medical

Education

While therapy often becomes the main focus after a disability diagnosis, education plays a
crucial role in a child's development. It offers opportunities to develop social skills and
independence, make friends and discover a sense of belonging. We'll explore the various
options available, the supports you can access, and how you can be involved to ensure the

best outcomes for your child.

Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC)

What is Early Childhood Education and Care?
Services like childcare, daycare and preschool,
that provide care and educational experiences
for children before they begin primary school.
ECEC supports children in building foundational
skills that prepare them for future learning and
life experiences.

What are the Benefits?

ECEC provides a strong foundation for children with
disability to thrive. In inclusive, play-based settings,
children can explore, learn, and develop essential
skills. Some of the benefits include:

The opportunity to learn from other children.
Make choices and grow their independence.

apply them in the real world.
Make friends and be part of the preschool and
their local community.

>
>
> Take the skills they have learnt in therapy and
>
> Prepare for the transition to school.

Choosing an ECEC

Start by considering what best suits your child's
needs and your family’s priorities. For instance, how
does the physical environment align with your child’s
mobility and sensory needs? Have you considered
the staff's experience in supporting children with
disabilities, or their openness to training on medical
aids or communication devices? While prior
experience with disability is valuable, many families
have found that a welcoming culture, a 'can-do'
attitude, and a willingness to collaborate with your
family and your child's support team are the most
important factors. Use the Starting Blocks ECEC

finder tool to locate quality ECEC services in NSW.

Available Supports

The NSW government provides inclusion support
funding to help early childhood services
accommodate children with a developmental delay
or disability. Your therapists can also work with
educators to provide guidance, resources, and
training, ensuring your child receives the support
they need. You can learn more about how this works
in the ‘Early Childhood Intervention’ section.

Reasonable Adjustments

Children with disability have the right to participate
in ECEC on an equal basis with other children. ECEC
providers can make reasonable adjustments to

include your child. This can look like changes to the
routine to reduce transitions, changing a game from
a standing to seated version so everyone can
participate or creating a quiet space for sensory
breaks. These adjustments can be easy and
inexpensive to make.

Primary School

Starting school is an exciting milestone. When your
child has a disability, this transition can also bring a
mix of emotions and questions. With careful
planning and preparation, you can help your child
feel confident and excited about this new chapter.

Educational Settings in NSW

You have several options for your child's primary
school education in New South Wales, including
Public, Independent, Catholic, and disability specific
schools, like Aspect. Each setting offers different
resources and approaches to support your child's
learning and development.


https://www.lifestart.org.au/the-benefits-to-your-child-attending-an-early-childhood-education-and-care-centre/
https://startingblocks.gov.au/find-child-care
https://startingblocks.gov.au/find-child-care
https://www.education.gov.au/early-childhood/inclusion-support-program
https://www.education.gov.au/early-childhood/inclusion-support-program
https://education.nsw.gov.au/schooling/parents-and-carers/inclusive-learning-support/early-childhood-education/my-childs-rights-ecc-disability
https://education.nsw.gov.au/schooling/parents-and-carers/inclusive-learning-support/early-childhood-education/who-can-support-my-child-disability-early-childhood-education/support-and-adjustments-in-early-childhood-education
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When we walk in the door every morning the kids yell 'Miller's here!".
Being in a supportive, inclusive environment, Miller participates in all the
same activities. His educators adapt things to meet his needs so he doesn't
miss out. I receive photos at the end of each day and Miller’s always right
there, taking part and playing with his friends.

We’ve been open about Miller's disabilities from the very first day and his
classmates have just embraced him. He’s invited to birthday parties and
playdates.

Miller is non-speaking, and often, the other kids will ask me questions like,
“Why does Miller wear hearing aids?”. It's a great opportunity to help them
understand Miller's needs and learn more about disability.

NATASHA

Learn More in Our

Education Resources

I Read tips from other families
) about how they supported
their child's transition to
school, how to create an All
About Me page, your child's
rights at school and more in
our resources ([l



https://belongsidefamilies.org.au/resources/?c=school

Types of Settings
NSW Public Schools have different options available:

> Mainstream classrooms: Inclusive settings where

children with disability learn alongside their peers.

Every child, regardless of their disability, has the
right to attend their local mainstream school.

> Support classes: Smaller classes with additional
support staff for students with specific needs
located within a mainstream school.

> Schools for Specific Purpose: Provide specialist

and intensive support in a dedicated setting for
students with moderate to high learning and
support needs.

When to Start Planning

Children must be in school by their 6th birthday.

It’s suggested you contact the school in Term 1 in
the year before your child starts school to submit
their enrolment. Planning conversations will usually
start in late Term 2 or 3. However, if the school may
need modifications, such as a wheelchair ramp or
accessible bathroom, it's recommended you contact
the school two years before your child is due to
start.

Supporting Your Child’s Transition

Supporting your child’s transition to school involves
ongoing communication with the school, preparing
your child for the new environment, and ensuring
the necessary supports are in place. Visits to the
school, social stories, and transition programs can
help prepare your child.

We’d worked on throwing a ball in
therapy for ages, but my son just wasn’t
interested. During a preschool visit, his
therapist saw other kids playing with
balls and invited him to join in. For the

first time, he threw the ball! Seeing
other kids having fun motivated him in
ways therapy in a clinic never could.

LEILA

Available Supports

Children with disability in NSW schools may have
access to a range of supports, including SLSOs
(teacher’s aide), adjustments to the curriculum,
sensory environment and routine, as well as building
modifications. These supports are designed to help
your child fully participate in their education. Public
schools have funding available to support all
children. Depending on your child’s disability and
needs, the school may be able to apply for
integration support funding.

Your Child’s Rights

Students with disability are entitled to enrol in their
local public catchment school and to be treated the
same as other students without disability without
discrimination. They should be welcomed as valued
members of the school community and empowered
to participate fully in school life. To support their
individual needs, schools must provide reasonable
adjustments and personalised support. Learn about
your child’s rights.

Working Together

As a parent of a child with delay or disability, you
play a central role in shaping your child’s learning
experiences, advocating for their needs, and ensuring
they receive the support necessary to thrive.

How You Can Support Your Child
Your participation can help to set your child up for
success. This can look like attending meetings,



https://www.google.com/url?q=https://education.nsw.gov.au/schooling/parents-and-carers/inclusive-learning-support/primary-school/how-your-child-can-be-supported-in-primary-school/specialist-support-classes&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1727957714011461&usg=AOvVaw3TBxGX3mYxxtsg79SLeDfZ
https://education.nsw.gov.au/schooling/parents-and-carers/inclusive-learning-support/primary-school/how-your-child-can-be-supported-in-primary-school/specialist-support-classes
https://education.nsw.gov.au/schooling/parents-and-carers/inclusive-learning-support/primary-school/how-your-child-can-be-supported-in-primary-school/schools-for-specific-purposes--ssps-
https://education.nsw.gov.au/schooling/parents-and-carers/inclusive-learning-support/primary-school/how-your-child-can-be-supported-in-primary-school
https://education.nsw.gov.au/schooling/parents-and-carers/inclusive-learning-support/support-and-adjustments/available-support/integration-funding-support
https://cyda.org.au/resources/resources-to-help-you-with-the-education-system/the-disability-standards-for-education/

understanding your child’s goals and contributing
your insights to decision-making. Your involvement
not only supports your child’s learning but also
builds a strong partnership with educators.

Speaking Up for Your Child

As a parent, every time you speak up for your child,
you are advocating for them. By communicating your
child’s needs and preferences and addressing any
concerns with ECEC providers or school staff you are
ensuring that your child receives the appropriate
support and accommodations they need. It can feel
overwhelming, especially at the beginning, but
remember you are your child’s strongest advocate.

Working in Partnership

Educators, therapists, and other professionals bring
expertise and resources, but you bring a deep
understanding of your child’s unique needs. By
discussing your child’s strengths and challenges, and
working together as a team you can create

strategies that will work for your child. Regular
communication helps ensure that everyone is on
the same page and working towards the same goals.

Sharing Information

Sharing information with educators can help them
get to know your child. Start with an ‘All About Me’
that highlights your child's strengths, interests and
strategies that work for them. This creates a positive
introduction and helps educators see your child as a

whole person. While reports and assessments can be
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helpful when seeking funding or support, remember
that your child is more than these documents. The
goal is to provide educators with a well-rounded
understanding of who your child is as a person
alongside their support needs.

Your Support Networks

No one should navigate this journey alone.
Connect-ing with other parents and support groups
can offer invaluable advice, and emotional support.
These networks provide a sense of community and
understanding, helping you to navigate challenges
and celebrate successes. Join the_Belongside
Community to be connected to other parents and
caregivers.

o T

Trust your instincts: If something
feels off or isn’t working for your
child, don’t hesitate to ask questions
or seek clarification.

See it for yourself: Visit potential
settings and observe the atmosphere,
educator interactions with children,
and whether the environment feels
supportive and aligned with your
child’s needs.

Embrace play-based learning:
Through play, children develop
creativity, problem-solving, and
social skills. It's more than fun
—it’s key to their growth.

Give it time: Be patient, celebrate
small wins, and give your child the
space to settle into new educational
settings and routines.

Be solution focused: Collaborate
with the school to find solutions.
This approach ensures positive
communication and that everyone
is working together to support your
child to thrive.



https://bit.ly/BelongsideCommunity
https://bit.ly/BelongsideCommunity
https://inclusionagencynswact.org.au/about/inclusion-together

NDIS and Other Funding

Accessing therapy and specialised services can be essential for your child’s development and
well-being. Fortunately, there are several funding options available to help families cover the
costs of these services. In this section we’ll explore the National Disability Insurance Scheme

(NDIS) and other supports, including Medicare.

What is the NDIS?

The NDIS (National Disability Insurance Scheme)
provides funding to eligible people with disability,
including children. The goal of the NDIS is to help
your child achieve their goals, participate more fully
in their community, and lead a more independent
life. The NDIS can help fund:

> Therapies: Such as speech therapy, occupational
therapy, and more, tailored to your child’s needs.

> Specialised equipment: Including mobility aids,
communication devices, or sensory tools that
can help your child in their daily life.

> Family capacity building: Programs and
resources that help you to support your child’s
development.

Early Childhood Approach

For children under the age of 6 with developmental
delays, or under 9 with disability, the NDIS provides
support through the Early Childhood Approach.

The Early Childhood Approach is designed to give
young children and their families access to support
early, which can make a significant difference in a

child’s development. Importantly, children under 6
do not need a formal diagnosis to begin receiving
support if there are concerns about their
development.

If your child is under 9, you'll meet with an Early,
Childhood Partner. For children over 9, they are

supported by a Local Area Coordinator.

Accessing the NDIS

Although NDIS processes may change over time,
here’s what you can generally expect when applying
for support:

> Eligibility check: Use the NDIS online checklist to
see if your child qualifies for support.

> Applying: Your local Early Childhood Partner can
guide you through the application process and

help you connect with the right services.

) Gather documentation: You may need to provide
reports from doctors or therapists detailing your
child’s condition and how it affects their daily
life. It’s a good idea to ask your Early Childhood
Partner what documentation is required before

obtaining expensive reports.



https://www.ndis.gov.au/understanding/what-ndis
https://improvements.ndis.gov.au/how-we-can-help/apply-ndis
https://improvements.ndis.gov.au/how-we-can-help/apply-ndis
https://ourguidelines.ndis.gov.au/early-childhood/early-childhood-approach/what-early-childhood-partner
https://ourguidelines.ndis.gov.au/early-childhood/early-childhood-approach/what-early-childhood-partner
https://www.ndis.gov.au/understanding/families-and-carers/early-childhood-approach-children-younger-9

What To Expect from the NDIS Process

> Submit an Access Request: Complete your
access request form with the required
documentation.

> Planning meeting: If your child is eligible, you’ll
meet with an Early Childhood Partner or Local
Area Coordinator LAC partner to discuss your
child’s needs and create a personalised support
plan.

> Receive your NDIS plan: Once approved, you'll
receive an NDIS plan detailing the funding
allocated for your child’s needs.

> Using your funding: You can start using the
funding to access therapy and other supports
outlined in the plan.

Please note: NDIS processes and systems may change over
time; the information provided in this guide is accurate as
of the time of publication (Jun 2025). At the time of
creating this guide, there are significant changes being
made to the way that children and families access and are
supported through the NDIS, therefore we have kept
information about the NDIS brief and have linked you to
pages on the NDIA website to guide you through the
process.

Advocating For Your Child

As a parent, you are the strongest advocate for
your child’s needs. Your input during NDIS planning

meetings is not only valuable but essential. It’s
important to know that the NDIS process often
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requires a deficit-based approach—you’ll need to
focus on your child’s challenges rather than their
strengths. This can be difficult, but it’s a necessary
step to ensure your child gets the right level of
support.

Navigating the NDIS can feel overwhelming,
especially in the early stages, but gaining an
understanding of the process will empower you to
advocate with confidence.

Learn More in Our NDIS Resources



https://belongsidefamilies.org.au/resources/?c=ndis

Financial and Practical Supports

Caring for a child with disability comes with added
responsibilities and costs. However, there are many
supports to help ease the financial burden and
services that can help both you and your child
thrive.

Medicare Rebates

> Chronic Disease Management Plan (CDMP):
This plan allows children with chronic
conditions, such as autism or developmental
delays, to access rebates for up to five therapy
sessions per year, including speech,
occupational, or psychological therapy.

> Better Access to Mental Health Care: This
provides rebates for up to 10 mental health
services per year, including counselling and
psychological support, through a referral from
your GP. You can use this for your child or
yourself.

> Support for Complex Neurodevelopmental
Disorders and Eligible Disabilities: Medicare
offers up to 20 lifetime sessions for children
with complex neurodevelopmental disorders
or eligible disabilities to access therapy and
support.

Financial Suppports

> Carer Allowance (Services Australia): A fortnightly
payment for carers who provide additional daily
care for a person with disability, medical
condition, or frailty. There is no asset test for this
allowance, but an income test applies. You may
be eligible to receive both the Carer Allowance
and other payments, depending on your
circumstances.

) Carer Payment (Services Australia): An income
support payment for people who provide
constant care to someone with a severe disability
or medical condition. Eligibility depends on your
personal financial situation, including your and
your partner’s income and assets.

Carer’s Registration Refund (Service NSW): If you
receive the Carer Allowance, you may be eligible
for a refund on vehicle registration fees through
Service NSW.

No Interest Loan Scheme (Service NSW): This
program provides safe, affordable access to
credit for people on low incomes. It can be used
for essential goods and services, such as medical
equipment or household items.

Essential Medical Equipment Payment (Services
Australia): An annual payment to assist with the
energy costs of running essential medical
equipment or heating/cooling for medical needs
in the home.

Continence Aids Payment Scheme (CAPS)
(Department of Health and Aged Care): An
annual payment to assist families with the cost
of continence products for children with severe
and permanent incontinence who are not
eligible for NDIS support.

Health Care Card (Services Australia): A
concession card providing access to cheaper
medicines and certain discounts if you receive
specific payments from Services Australia.

Salvation Army Crisis Support: The Salvation
Army offers financial counselling, coaching
services, and no-interest loans to assist families
experiencing financial hardship.

Charitable Grants: Several non-profit
organisations and charities offer grants or
subsidies to families in need of assistance for
therapy, specialised equipment, or other
services. These grants can be used to cover costs
that are not fully funded by the NDIS or other
programs.

Isolated Patients Travel and Accommodation
Assistance Scheme (IPTAAS) (Service NSW):
IPTAAS offers financial assistance for travel and
accommodation costs for families who need to
travel long distances for specialist medical
treatment.
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Practical Supports

) MyTime: Peer support groups run by a trained
facilitator both in person and online for parents
and carers raising children with disability.
Preschool-aged children are welcome to attend
in-person groups where a play leader will be on
hand to engage in play.

> Tailored Support Packages (Carer Gateway):
These packages provide services and supports
based on your needs as a carer. This could include
help with household tasks, planned respite, or
equipment to assist with education and training.

> Parent Line: A free, confidential telephone
counselling service for parents and carers in NSW.
Qualified counsellors provide support on a range
of parenting issues, from child development to
managing challenging behaviours.

Y Relationships Australia: Offering counselling,
mediation, and group workshops, Relationships
Australia provides support tailored to carers. Fees
are based on income, but no one is turned away
due to financial difficulties.

> National Debt Helpline: This not-for-profit service
offers free, independent financial counselling to
help families manage debt. They can also connect
you with other services, such as legal advice or
crisis support.

> Mobility Parking Scheme (Service NSW): This
scheme provides parking concessions for people
with medical conditions or disabilities that affect
mobility or vision. With a Mobility Parking Permit,
you can park in disability parking spaces and can
be eligible for extended time limits or free parking
in some locations.

Y Master Locksmiths Access Key (MLAK): This
initiative grants people with disabilities access to
locked public facilities, such as accessible
bathrooms, Changing Places facilities, and some
National Parks.



https://belongsidefamilies.org.au/resources/?c=other-helpful-resources

Supporting the Whole Family

Amid the medical appointments, therapies, and new terminology, it's easy to lose sight of the
fact that this journey involves not just your child but your entire family. Every family member
is impacted and supporting them is essential for maintaining balance and emotional well-
being. In this section, we will explore how you can support yourself and other members of your

family to navigate this new chapter together.

While we wish we could tell you it’s smooth sailing
from here, the reality is that with a disability
diagnosis comes lots of additional things to plan,
co-ordinate and factor into your family's routine.
However, there are many things you can do to ease
the mental load, support all members of the family
unit, and ensure you are looking after yourself.

The good news is that with the right supports and
services, knowledge and guidance, you can alleviate
some of the overwhelm and allow yourself to find
joy in everyday moments.

Your Role as a Carer

When your child is diagnosed with a disability, your
role expands with the added responsibilities. First
and foremost, you will always be a parent, but with
this shift and growing demands, you also take on
the role of a carer for your child.

Why Identifying as a Carer Matters

Carer is a term that some parents embrace, while
for others it takes time to feel comfortable with;
and that is ok. As a parent of a child with disability

Who is a Carer?

Anyone who provides unpaid care
to a family member or friend with a
disability, illness, or condition.

This includes parents, foster carers,
grandparents, and other family
members who provide significant
caregiving responsibilities.

you have a whole new set of additional
responsibilities from managing therapies and
navigating disability supports and healthcare
systems to advocating for your child. These extra
responsibilities can be demanding. Even if you don’t
use the term ‘carer’ to describe your caring role
when speaking to friends and family, it can be
helpful to know that when you identify as a carer
when engaging with systems and services this opens
doors to essential support.

Available Carer Supports

Many carer support services exist to offer you
assistance—both practical and emotional. When
you identify as a carer there are a range of supports
from financial assistance to mental health supports
that you are eligible for and may not otherwise have
access to.

There are also services designed specifically for
carers, including Carer Gateway. These services
can offer financial assistance, respite care, and
emotional support, helping you manage your new
responsibilities while prioritising your well-being.
Find out what supports are available in the ‘NDIS
and Other Funding’ section of the guide.

Supporting Yourself

The Importance of Self-Care

At this early stage, the thought of spending time
doing anything other than caring for your child and
ensuring they are accessing all the right supports
can feel overwhelming or not a priority. You’re not
alone, self-care is all too often at the bottom of a
parent's ever-growing to-do list.


https://www.carergateway.gov.au/

Research has shown that self-care has a strong
influence on child development. Parents who are kind
to themselves and take time to recharge have better
health and well-being, confidence in their parenting
and more positive interactions with their children.

Wellbeing Resources

Your role in your child’s life is essential, which
makes prioritising your own wellbeing equally
important. There are a number of resources and
supports available to help you:

Y Care Plan: This allows you to access Medicare
rebates for mental health support and allied
health services, such as physiotherapy.

> Healthy Mothers Healthy Families (HMHF)
program: An evidence-based health and
wellbeing program specifically for mothers
caring for children with disability. Created by
Professor Helen Bourke-Taylor, you can

complete the online HMHF modules or join a
facilitated workshop.

> Get Healthy NSW: A free service offering
personalised health coaching and support for

maintaining a balanced lifestyle.

> Local Council Programs: Many councils offer
free or low-cost wellness programs. Check
what’s available in your area on your local
council website.

Professional Mental Health Support

The weight of the worry we carry for our children
can take its toll, and our mental health is especially
important. While self-care practices are valuable,
support from a professional can provide you with
tools to manage stress, anxiety, or depression
effectively. Speak to your GP about a mental health
care plan which can help with reducing the cost of
seeing a mental health professional.

Tips from Families

When you hear ‘self-care’, you might think of facials
and massages. But with a busy family schedule, self-
care often needs to look different. Here are tips from
families in the Belongside Community on how they fit
easy, cost-effective self-care into their daily routines.
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Drink your first coffee in the morning sun.

When packing lunch for your children,
prepare something for yourself, that way
you always have healthy snacks and water
to help you stay nourished.

Schedule in small moments of time to
yourself in your daily routine. This could

be as simple as a quiet cup of tea before
school pick-up.

Try to find small windows of time to move
your body. It can be as easy as parking
slightly further away so you can take a
short stroll to and from your destination.

Use any idle time (in the car, while doing
chores) to listen to music or podcasts.

Look for small moments throughout the
day to move your body and take a break.

Call a friend for a catch-up chat.

Hold your boundaries when booking
appointments or planning social outings.

Learn More in our Support for Your
Family Resources



https://emergingminds.com.au/resources/parental-self-care-and-self-compassion/
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/care-plans?context=20
https://healthymothers-healthyfamilies.com/
https://belongsidefamilies.org.au/healthy-mothers-healthy-families/
https://belongsidefamilies.org.au/healthy-mothers-healthy-families/
https://www.gethealthynsw.com.au/
https://belongsidefamilies.org.au/resources/?c=family-relationships
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/mental-health-care-and-medicare?context=60092
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/mental-health-care-and-medicare?context=60092

Focusing on the Whole Family Unit

Every family is different. Whether you're a single
parent, part of a larger household, or have children
at various stages of life, balancing the needs of the
entire family is important.

Acknowledging Emotions

Each member of your family may react differently to
the news of your child’s diagnosis, processing the
information at different speeds and experiencing a
range of emotions. It's important to acknowledge
these feelings as a natural part of the process. Open
and honest communication is vital to ensure
everyone feels included, heard, and validated.

Balancing Family Needs

Identify what's most important to your family—
whether it's maintaining traditions, ensuring one-
on-one time with each child, or preserving couple
time. Knowing your non-negotiables can guide your
decisions and keep the family grounded.

Couple Relationships
The extra responsibilities that come with your
child’s diagnosis can add extra pressure to the
relationship with your significant other. It's
important to nurture your relationships by talking
openly and supporting each other. Try to carve out
time for regular check-ins or a quiet evening
together, even if it’s just at home. If needed,
consider couples counselling to navigate this
challenging period together.

Working Together as a Team
Every family relies on teamwork, however when

your family schedule becomes even more packed,
working together as a team and good
communication becomes even more imperative.
Here are some tips from families.

Tips for- In)orbe
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Use a family calendar: A visible calendar
displaying everything from therapy
appointments to social outings helps
everyone know what’s happening.

Schedule regular check-Ins: Weekly or
fortnightly check-ins with your partner
can help you process what's happening
and plan next steps.

Encourage family dinner conversations:
Use mealtime to check in with your kids.
Asking, "What was the best part of your
day?" fosters connection and gratitude.

Foster safe spaces: Create a judgement-
free space to discuss strengths,
weaknesses, needs, and feelings. This
helps in planning and leveraging each
other's strengths during stressful times.

Agree on non-negotiable family
activities: Establish a regular family
activity that everyone participates in, like
a movie night or annual trip, to
strengthen bonds.


https://www.relationshipsnsw.org.au/support/services/

Single Parents and Diverse Family Structures

Single parents or non-traditional families may face
different and more complex challenges.
Acknowledge these dynamics and prioritise reaching
out for support tailored to your situation. Support
groups for single parents or resources can provide
additional assistance.

Extended Family and Friends

Grandparents and extended family members are
part of your support system. Provide them with
information about your child's condition and involve
them in caregiving tasks when it feels right. Keeping
communication open can help them understand
how to best support you and your child effectively.

Supporting Siblings

Understanding Sibling Experiences

Siblings have unique relationships with each other.
As parents and carers, it can be hard to truly
understand the complex layers of connection and
emotion between your children and how the news
of a diagnosis may affect them. They may
experience jealousy, confusion, worry, or even
guilt. They might feel overlooked or burdened by
additional responsibilities. Amidst the chaos of
appointments and daily life, it's easy to forget that
they are also experiencing this journey—just in a
different way. It's crucial to create a safe space for
them to express their feelings openly.
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Strategies for Supporting Siblings

> Ensuring you get one-on-one time with each of
your children is vital to building up their sense
of self-worth, countering any resentment
towards each other, while also maintaining a
strong foundation of trust and connection.

> Aschildren grow, they often choose to confide
in others. Ensure there are trusted adults in
their lives who are invested and care about
them who are available to reach out to.
Whether they chat at family dinner on a Sunday
or via facetime on a Wednesday, these trusted
adults need to be a safe place your children can
turn to freely share their thoughts, dreams,
feelings and ideas without fear of judgement or
consequence.

> Encourage all of your children to support one
another equally. Disability or not, they will
thrive knowing that their sibling has their back
and is there when they kick a winning goal,
splash in the hydro pool or dance at the end of
year recital.

Support for Siblings
There are services and supports offering specialised
programs for siblings. Just as peer support is
invaluable for you, connecting with others who
share similar experiences is helpful for your
children:

o Siblings Australia

e Little Dreamers

e Young Carers NSW



https://raisingchildren.net.au/grown-ups/family-diversity/single-parents/support-for-single-parents
https://siblingsaustralia.org.au/
https://www.littledreamers.org.au/
https://www.carersnsw.org.au/services-and-support/information-hubs/young-carer-hub

Asking for Help

Building a strong support network can make a
significant difference in how your family copes, both
emotionally and practically. The journey you're on
can be challenging at times, and having people to
lean on can help ease some of the pressure. You do
not need to do this alone.

Identify Your Support Network

Take time to reflect on your support networks.
Identify who is in your close circle and who you
could ask for assistance. People often want to help
but don't know how.

How to Ask for Help

Y Start small: Practise by asking for small requests
at first. This can help you become more
comfortable with seeking help. For example,
asking a parent at school if your other child can
go to their house for a playdate as your child
has a medical appointment.

> Be specific: Instead of saying "I need help," try
to be clear about what you need. For example,
"If you’re heading to the shops today, could you
pick up some groceries for us?" or "Would you
be able to watch the kids for two hours on
Thursday when we have a therapy
appointment?"

> Match the task to the person: Consider the
skills, availability, and willingness of each person
in your support network. If you have a friend
who loves cooking, ask them to prepare a meal.
If someone is great with kids, ask them to look
after your child for a few hours.

> Provide options: Give people choices when
asking for help. This allows them to contribute
in ways they're most comfortable with.

> Be honest about your needs: Open up about
what you need, even if it feels vulnerable.
Whether you need emotional support or
practical help, let people know what would
genuinely make a difference. Sometimes, just
being there to listen can be the most valuable
support.

> Don't feel guilty: Asking for help doesn’t mean
you’re not capable—it means you’re human.
Everyone needs help sometimes, and asking for
it shows strength and self-awareness. Letting go
of guilt allows others to contribute, which can
ease your burden and make things more
manageable.

People may often say things like “Is there anything |
can do?” or “If you need any help, let me know”.
Having these tips in the forefront of your mind can
help you think of practical ways your friends and
family can step in to support you.

Remember, be gracious and kind to yourself, and
them, let them help you.
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Meal preparation or grocery shopping.

Childcare for your other children
during appointments.

Respite care to give you a short break.

Help with household chores or yard
work.

Emotional support through regular
check ins or coffee dates.

Assistance with research or paperwork
related to your child's care.

Transportation to appointments.

Attending an important meeting or
appointment with you.







Everyday Life

It’s easy to fill your child’s day with therapy and specialised services, but it’s important to
recognise the value of everyday experiences. From grocery shopping, to visiting the local park,
these activities, which are part of everyday life, are just as crucial for your child’s development and
well-being, and connection to the world around them. We also recognise that getting out in the
community can be really difficult, so we’ve included tips from parents on how they made it work.

The Value of Everyday Experiences

Engaging your child in daily life experiences offers
a wide range of benefits that go beyond the
therapy room:

> Everyday outings provide opportunities for your
child to interact with others, develop social
skills, and feel part of their community. Regular
exposure to different people and environments
helps build your child’s confidence and sense of
belonging.

> Without regular engagement in community life,
it’s easy for both you and your child to feel
isolated. Getting out into the world helps you
connect with others and reduces feelings of
loneliness.

> Everyday activities introduce new challenges,
helping your child develop a wider range of skills
that complement what they learn in therapy.

> Being part of daily life teaches children how to
manage change, deal with unpredictability, and
adapt to new situations—all important life skills.

. |

Learn More in Our Community Resources SSRses

| |
Read stories from families and learn %
more about how to support your |
child's community inclusion in the
Count Me In guide in our resources. |

Everyday Places to Visit

There are many community spaces where your child

can participate and feel included.

>

Playgrounds offer opportunities for physical
activity, social interaction, motor development
and sensory play. Many communities have
accessible playgrounds designed to be inclusive
for all children. Gated playgrounds can also offer
a safer and secure space for your child to play
and explore.

Swimming is a great way for your child to develop
physical strength, coordination, and confidence.
Many pools have adapted swim programs or quiet
times for children with sensory needs.

Libraries provide a calm environment where
your child can explore books, attend storytime
sessions, and engage in quiet, focused activities.
Going to shopping centres helps your child
become familiar with public spaces, practise
communication, and engage in daily life activities
like making small purchases or helping you with



https://belongsidefamilies.org.au/resources/?c=inclusion
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shopping tasks. Many shopping centres have quiet
periods where dimmed lighting and lowered

music can help cater to your child’s sensory needs. /A
‘Mag ﬁom T;lrvu{ 179

When deciding where to start, consider your child's

Plan ahead for outings by bringing everything
your child might need, such as sensory toys,
example, if they prefer quiet play, a visit to the local communication aids, or medical equipment.
library could be ideal. If they enjoy sensory play and Preparing your child for what to expect can
ease transitions. Social stories and visuals can
be helpful.

preferences and the environments they enjoy. For

the outdoors, a nature walk may be fun. Focus on
easy wins and places which are more manageable
for your child and family, and over time you can Make the environment work for your child by
visiting playgrounds with adaptive equipment
or choosing quieter times to visit community

spaces like libraries or shopping centres.

expand the list of places in the community that you
regularly visit.

. . . Communicate with people around you if your
Getting Out into the Community child needs extra support or understanding.

Educating others can foster a more inclusive

While there are many benefits to being part of the "

community, some common barriers can make it

challenging: Work with your child’s therapist to come up

with strategies for handling specific

Y If your child experiences behavioural challenges, challenges. They may even be able to
accompany you on outings to support your

public outings can feel overwhelming. You might child and come up with approaches which
worry about how others will react or whether the work for your family.
environment is suited to your child’s needs.

Children with high medical needs may require

Accessing the community can be challenging,
especially for children with sensory overload
specialised equipment, making outings more or visual impairment. Celebrate the small

complicated to manage. gains and always have an exit plan in place.

Bringing equipment like wheelchairs,

Choose activities aligned with your child’s
communication devices, or medical supplies can interests. Focus on activities your child enjoys

feel logistically challenging. to make outings more engaging and
. successful.
Unfortunately, some community members may

not fully understand your child’s needs, leading to Keep plans simple and local, and have a well-

unwelcome reactions or feelings of being judged. stocked nappy bag or tub in the car.

Where possible, ask people to accommodate
your schedule. If 9am works best, let your
friends and family know. A relaxed and happy
child makes for a better time for everyone.

| For special events, do a 'dry run' to the venue
to check parking, access, ramps, and toilets.

. Disabled parking can be critical for children
with mobility issues.

Celebrate the small wins and build on them.
Some days will be hard, and that’s okay.
Retreat, regroup, refocus, and try again.

When packing medicine, buy oral syringes

with caps to draw up medications before
g leaving, rather than taking all the bottles.
. They travel well in a Tupperware container.



Community Attitudes

When raising a child with disability, you may
encounter judgement or misunderstanding from
others. While no one should have to deal with such
attitudes, they can sometimes happen, often due to
an individual's lack of awareness or understand-ing
about disability.

While it’s not our job to educate everyone, how we
respond in those moments can influence not only
the situation but also how others begin to
understand and embrace differences. It’s not about
excusing or tolerating unkind or unfair behaviour—
it’s about protecting your family’s peace and helping
foster a more inclusive, understanding community
when you feel it’s right for you.

Tips: From Famifiag

Use opportunities to explain your child’s
behaviour in a way that helps others
understand, even if it’s directed at your
child. For example, “Oh, that was loud!
You must feel excited, but let’s try to be
guiet on the bus.”

It's important to know when to educate
and when to walk away from judgement.
Save your energy for situations where you
can make a positive impact, and let go of
unimportant interactions with strangers.

If your child is having a hard time, focus on
supporting them. If others don’t
understand, respond politely but avoid
wasting energy on those who aren’t
receptive. “Thanks for checking in, we have
wonderful supports and strategies, no need
for concern.”

Show others how to interact with your child
in a respectful and inclusive way. Siblings
can be powerful role models in
demonstrating how to treat your child with
kindness and understanding.

Over time, take the opportunity to explain
your child’s behaviours and needs to close
family and friends. This can help them bond
with your child in ways that respect their
needs.

When in public, | explain my daughter’s
behaviour in a way that strangers can
overhear, showing that we’re working on
things and she is trying her best. Hoping
they’ll have some grace.

Have a few ready answers for common
questions or comments to help you feel
more confident. But remember, not every
interaction needs a response. Sometimes
it's best to ignore and move on.

It’s natural to feel hurt or frustrated in the
moment, but taking a breath before
responding can help you approach the
situation with calmness and clarity.




I’ve learned to
block out any stares from
strangers, but it’s taken
me years of work. I
thought to myself Il
never be able to enjoy
being in public with my
girl if 'm always worried
about people’s reactions.
I reminded myself a lot of
the judgement comes from
complete ignorance.

I remember how hard it
was in the beginning—
feeling constantly
nerovous about how others
saw her. But over time,
you learn to let it go. In
Zgeneral, no matter where
I am or what situation
we’re in I'm always trying
to lead by example.

MELISSA
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Diversity, Representation and Language

Throughout this guide, you may come across concepts about disability that might be unfamiliar
or even challenging at first—that's completely normal. We're sharing, these with you not to
overwhelm, but to inform and empower you. It's okay if you don't immediately connect with or
understand everything—learning and embracing these ideas is a journey, not a destination.

These concepts are important to the disability community—a community that your child is
now a part of. By familiarising yourself with these, you're taking a significant step in
supporting your child and connecting with a broader community that can offer understanding

and valuable perspectives.

Language Matters

Using the word ‘disability’ can feel confronting and
even uncomfortable. You might feel that by saying
your child has a disability, you're being negative or
placing limits on them. However, it’s important to
know that the term ‘disability’ is widely used and
embraced by the disability community as a way of
asserting identity and advocating for rights. In this
article, read about the preferred language
preferences for disabled people.

Disabled people encourage people to confidently use
‘disability’ instead of euphemisms like ‘differently-
abled’ or ‘special needs,” which are often used with
good intentions but can feel dismissive. It’s okay if it
takes time to feel comfortable—what matters is your
journey toward understanding. Read a parent's
perspective on language.

Person-First vs. Identity-First Language

There are different ways of talking about disability:
> Person-first language: ‘a child with autism’

> Identity-first language: ‘an Autistic child’

Both approaches are valid. However some people,
particularly in the Autistic and Deaf communities,
prefer identity-first language, embracing their
disability as part of who they are. Above all, it’s
important to respect individual preferences.

Diversity

Every child is unique, with their own strengths and
challenges. Embracing and celebrating these
differences fosters a more inclusive society, where
everyone is valued for who they are. By recognising
each child's individuality, we create a culture that
promotes acceptance and understanding.

Growing up, when I looked
at magazines or the TV, I never
saw anyone with a disability like
me who used a walker and a
wheelchair. It is really important

for disability to be represented as
it normalises it. [ want to be that

person that little kids see being
amazing and having a disability.

DJ COOPER SMITH


https://hireup.com.au/news/should-we-be-using-identity-first-or-person-first-language/
https://kindred.org.au/resources/saytheword-a-parent-perspective/
https://kindred.org.au/resources/saytheword-a-parent-perspective/

Neurodiversity

Neurodiversity is the idea that neurological
differences, such as Autism or ADHD, are natural
variations in how the human brain functions. Rather
than viewing these differences as disorders that need
to be ‘fixed’ or ‘cured,” neurodiversity embraces them
as part of the rich diversity of human thinking and
behaviour. This perspective encourages
understanding and acceptance, recognising that
people with neurological differences contribute
unique strengths and insights to society.

Representation

Positive representation of disability in media,
books, and everyday life is essential in shaping how
your child sees themselves and how others perceive
them. When children are exposed to stories of
people with disability living fulfilling, empowered
lives, it challenges stereotypes and encourages a
more inclusive view of disability.

Here are some ways to promote positive

representation:

> Expose your child to books that celebrate
diversity and feature characters with disability

portrayed in a positive light.

> Explore TV shows and movies with disabled
characters, such as Daniel Tiger, Sesame Street,
Pablo and Loop.

> Create opportunities for your child to interact
with people with disability.

> Support and encourage your child to ask
questions and discuss disability in a respectful
and open-minded way.

Stories from People with Disability

Hear from people with
disability and learn what
a good life means to
them in our stories
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Embrace diversity: Disability is a natural
part of life, and it brings unique strengths
and perspectives. Your child’s differences
are valuable.

Supported decision-making: Listen to
people with disability about decisions
which affect their lives. This can start
when your child is young by finding out
what is important to them and offering
them choices to include them in decisions.

Presume competence: Always believe in
your child’s abilities. By assuming they are

capable of more than what may be
immediately obvious, you provide the
opportunity for them to reach their
potential.

Focus on strengths: Build on what your
child can do. Their abilities are just as
important as their challenges.

Advocate for inclusion: Push for
environments that include everyone,
rather than expecting your child to adapt
to spaces that aren’t accommodating.

Support independence: Encourage your
child to make choices and support them in
becoming as independent as possible, at
their own pace.

Celebrate identity: Disability is a part of
who your child is. Many disabled people
see their disability as something to

embrace, not something to hide or ‘fix’.

Trust their expertise: As your child grows,
remember that they are the expert on
their own experiences and needs.

Listen to and trust their insights.



https://cyda.org.au/resources/look-its-me/
https://belongsidefamilies.org.au/good-life/
https://www.facebook.com/yellowladybugs/posts/neurodiversity-explained-neurodiversity-is-an-umbrella-term-used-to-describe-the/2222309364614842/
https://childmind.org/article/what-is-neurodiversity/
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[ envisioned Bridget living and
working independently, and that vision
helped shaped our journey. Along the
way, we focused on the small steps. ‘Bit
by bit’ became my motto, and those steps
have taken her to places we never
imagined.

It all started with a love of colouring. At
first Bridget would fill the entire page
with the same colour. The next step was
introducing colour-by-number books,
where she's learned to use a variety of
colours.

By Year 9, Bridget had chosen art as her
focus, and after leaving school, her
passion continued to grow. We hired an
art tutor, and she began attending a
weekly group-based art program.

Now, at 27, Bridget is an accomplished
artist. She’s won an emerging art prize,
Sraduated from an arts program at
Sydney University, and held multiple
solo exhibitions.

It all started with following Bridget’s
interests, being guided by a vision, and
taking small steps—each one leading her
Jfurther than we ever thought possible.

BRIDGET’S MUM, KATE
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Get free tips, tools, and events
to support your family—
delivered to your inbox.
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Belongside Families

Belongside Families is an independent family-led organisation, for parents and caregivers
raising children with disability, developmental delays and autism. Through peer groups,
workshops, educational resources and stories, we empower families to grow their skills,
knowledge and confidence to support their children and family to thrive.

www  belongsidefamilies.org.au @belongsidefamilies

X info@belongsidefamilies.org.au f @belongsidefamilies
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